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  Chapter 111: Weary March


  
    The forest is dangerous this deep inside the heart of it, at least according to Jubilee who Fresh sticks next to. Despite that, they haven’t seen much of anything during their travels. The forest stretches on and on. It’s not entirely featureless, but it’s as good as so, in a sense. Every part of the forest looks like any other part of the forest. The same few species of tall, leafy trees fill the entire area for as far as she can see. Occasionally, there is a hollow log or a few stumps where woodcutters had set up camp some time ago and the forest seemingly had simply never healed those scars shut.


    Fresh sighs, staring at her friends who are all a little bit ahead of her. Her feet and legs ache with a dull throb and sweat drips down her forehead, despite the gentle calmness of the forest air that seems to temper the edge of summer significantly. Panting, she stares up at the three backs ahead of herself. Fresh blinks her eyes as a bead of sweat drips down from her brows, falling into her pupil. It stings a little. Pursing her lips, she wraps her fingers under the straps of her bags and leans forward, holding her head down as she tries to march a little faster to keep up with them. She doesn’t want to be more of a burden.


    They march the rest of the day like that, mostly quietly, all of them just focused on walking through the forest that never seems to end. Every tree really does look like the last, every clearing like the one before it. The river is now far behind them and there hasn’t been any source of water to find anywhere during the rest of the day. None of them had any flasks or canteens. Fresh realizes that she should have made a few bottles while they were at the river. She could kick herself in frustration, but her legs are too sore. Why didn’t she think of that while they were there?


    As the sun sets and the forest quickly falls into darkness, the four of them make camp again. But now, they assign shifts to hold watch during the night. It’s too dangerous out here for all of them to be asleep at the same time. Fresh offers to take the midnight watch, but the three of them politely decline, saying that she could take the morning one. At first she thinks that they are all trying to be nice and all of them want to let her sleep, having perhaps seen how hard she has been trying all day to keep up with them. But then she thinks that she realizes that they just don’t trust her to do it on her own.


    Fresh sighs and plops down where she stands, falling asleep with her bag still on her back as she lays down sidewards in the grass.
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    The next time she opens her eyes, it is bright outside again and Jubilee is standing in front of her, yelling at her to get up. She yawns, rubbing her eyes. Her entire body is sore. Is it really morning already? Groggily, she looks around at her friends who are already gathering together, the camp is already cleared and cleaned of any of their tracks. Standing up onto her wobbling legs, she hoists her bag into the air and runs after her friends, apologizing for not having helped with anything. None of them seem to mind that much though.


    The four of them continue their journey. Soon the morning ends, much like the day before. Then the afternoon comes and goes as well. All they do is walk, stopping only for an occasional, short break. The girl feels her stomach growling with some force several times, but never opens her mouth to complain. She knows that none of them have had anything to eat since the fish. But there are no fish around here to be seen and any small animals that they were able to catch have long since run away, scared off by the noise of their approaching.


    Evening comes, signaling the closing of another full day in which they did absolutely nothing but walk. Fresh still sags behind her friends, but they seemed to be slowing down as well. All of them are hungry, sweaty and exhausted. Thankfully there is shelter from the bright sun beneath the heavy canopy, but there is little else of relief. There is no water, just about as good as no food. As they walk, Fresh looks at every single plant that she can without slowing down. None of them seemed suitable for eating, for the most part. Occasionally, she or Basil would find one of the bitter herbs that the priestess had found the other day. But those did little to satiate them when split four ways.


    Fresh supposes that this forest is great to be an animal or a monster in, but as an untrained human, it isn’t the best place in the world. At least they were having luck in avoiding any trouble on the way. They break to make camp once again as the day crawls to an end and Fresh falls down, not sure if she’s going to have the strength to get up again tomorrow, at least with the bag on her back. The thought of leaving it behind is very tempting. Or at least the heavy coins that she has to lug around. But they need this money to start over. She can’t just leave it here. They…


    Fresh looks around the clearing, realizing that she hates herself a little more right now than she just did a minute ago.


    Taking the bag off of her shoulders, she turns to the side and opens her inventory window. She supposes that at this point, there’s nothing left to hide from her friends anyways. Grabbing fistfuls of the coins, she begins throwing them haphazardly into the water of the inventory with clear frustration present in her movements.


    "What the hell is that?" asks Jubilee, staring at her.


    "Uh…" Fresh scratches her cheek with a wet finger. "It’s a witch thing. I can put stuff in it and take it out later."


    Jubilee stares at her along with the rest of them. "The fuck?" asks Jubilee, staring at the hole in the window that leaks with a black-fluid, the ooze drips down onto the grass, staining it like ink. "How long have you had this?"


    "Uh…" says Fresh again, hoping that Jubilee isn’t going to get mad at her. "…Always?"


    "Always?"


    "Always," nods Fresh, throwing another fistful of coins into the window, but doing her best not to stick her hand inside out of fear of what else might be in there.


    Jubilee takes a deep breath to calm themselves, placing their hands together in front of their body as the exhale. "I’m going to yell at you now."


    Fresh laughs nervously. "Please don’t."


    "You have no idea how badly I want to," says Jubilee, pointing at her. "But I’m too tired." They flop down onto their back, laying down in the grass. Jubilee places their hands behind their head as they stare up towards the sky. "Is that good to drink?"


    "I wouldn’t," says Fresh. "It’s like moonwater, but worse."


    "Moonwater?" asks Basil.


    "Don’t ask," sighs Jubilee, lifting their forearm and dropping it over their mask to cover their eyes. "Fucking moonwater." Jubilee lifts their head again. "You know?"


    "What?" asks Fresh, throwing the last handful of coins into her inventory.


    "Why didn’t you just hide all of your creepy, witch bullshit in there this entire time, dumb-ass?"


    Fresh looks at Jubilee and then back to the window and then back to Jubilee. "Because it’s scary."


    "…It’s scary?" asks Jubilee incredulously. "It’s a hole. How is it scary?"


    "You don’t get it, Jubilee!" exclaims Fresh, clenching a fist as she points with her other hand to the dripping window. "There’s something in the water! I’m sure of it! It’s super weird!" Having said that, she quickly closes the window again, not feeling comfortable with it being open behind her. "It might be demons."


    She looks back into her bag, which now only has the grimoire and her knives in it. "The grimoire?" she mutters, bending over to pick the damp book up. Water drips down from it, striking against the grass. Fresh looks at the book in her hands suspiciously, is this good to drink? Or is this creepy-water, like from the window?


    "What’s that?" asks Basil, looking at her.


    "Huh? This?" asks Fresh, holding out the grimoire. "It’s my grimoire! I got it when I got my class!"


    Basil looks at the strange book fairly uneasily. "Why… why is it wet?"


    "It’s always wet," says Fresh, shrugging as she opens the pages in the hopes that there’s something about water. She’s a witch of the black-fountain, maybe that means she can use water magic? Is that even a thing? She flips through the pages. "I wouldn’t drink the water either though. I think it’ll make you sick."


    "Can I see it?"


    "Huh?" Fresh looks up to Basil, somewhat surprised that she’s asking and then looks back down at the book. "No. I think it’s cursed," she says, matter of factly, opening the first page to show Basil the line about not reading any further.


    "What’s a black-fountain?" asks Basil nervously, looking at Fresh. "That sounds really evil…"


    "Right?!" shouts Jubilee from the side.


    "Uh…" Fresh claps the book shut, putting it back into her bag. "It’s nothing. The fountain is my patron and, uh…" she looks around, noticing something. "Where’s Shamrock?"


    The three of them look around, searching for the missing giant. Somehow nobody had noticed that he disappeared, which is a feat in and of itself, given his stature.


    "Ah, fuck me. Did he get eaten by the goblins?" asks Jubilee.


    "Goblins?" asks Fresh, looking around the forest warily.


    "Hmm… maybe the giant spiders grabbed him?" suggests Basil.


    "Giant spiders…?" asks Fresh, leaning in to her friends with a deeply worried expression.


    Jubilee nods. "It might have been… no…" they look away, as they finish their sentence with a quiet clenching of their fists. "Ghosts…"


    "Ghosts?!" shouts Fresh. "Come on! We have to go lo -"


    Basil and Jubilee start laughing, not able to hold it in any longer. Fresh stares at the two of them. Basil does her best to hold it in and remain dignified, but Jubilee leans back and for the first time that Fresh can remember, laughs. She purses her lips, not sure if she should feel happy or terrified. "What’s so funny?"


    "There aren’t any ghosts, goo-brain! He’s probably taking a leak."


    Basil nods, wiping her eyes. "Mhm."


    Fresh sighs, flopping down to the ground. The three of them sit there in a circle, waiting for their companion to return. A minute passes, then two, then three. Soon it is five and then, not much longer after that, it has been ten minutes. The longer they sit, the more restless the three of them become however. Basil is fidgeting with her sleeves, staring out into the forest occasionally out of the corner of her eyes and Jubilee is tapping with their fingers against the dirt.


    The sun begins to set and the light of the day begins to vanish.


    "We should make a fire," suggests Jubilee, getting up.


    "Hey… uh…" asks Basil quietly. "There uh… hmm… there aren’t really any ghosts here, right?"


    Fresh’s eyes widen in horror and she also looks up at Jubilee with expectant eyes. Jubilee rubs the back of their head. "Jubileeee~" cries Fresh quietly in a nervous tone.


    The forest behind them cracks. Fresh and Basil yelp, grabbing onto each other. All three of them turn with sharp jolts, as they eye the shadowy disturbance coming through the tree-line. The man from the sect stands there, appearing rather emotionless. He points back over his shoulder. "Water," is all that he says as he gestures to follow him.

  


  Chapter 112: Salty


  
    The four of them stare out over the giant lake. The distant, opposite shoreline is still visible from this side of the water, but only barely so. Really only the blackened silhouette of the far off tree-line gives credence to its presence. If not for that, Fresh would be sure that the lake simply goes on forever and ever. The moon is full tonight and it shines brightly above their heads, together with the many just as full, hanging stars that fill the night-sky. The celestial bodies seem to weigh unusually heavy tonight, as if they all were threatening to crash down towards the world at any moment, ripping through the fabric that holds them suspended in the darkness above.


    "It’s so pretty," says Fresh beneath her breath, grabbing Jubilee’s shoulder with a free hand and jostling them in tired excitement. She stares out over the calm water of the lake, the light of the night-sky reflects off of the peaceful body, giving it the appearance that the lake itself is simply an extension of the heavens above, which had reached down to the mortal world below.


    This is perfect, thinks Fresh. She’ll make some bottles of water with Jubilee’s glass and they can fill them up here.


    Wincing, Jubilee swipes her hand off of their shoulder. "No touching." They look up towards Shamrock. "Good job." He doesn’t say anything and simply walks off to the side, entering into the forest again off on his own.


    "Uh…" Basil lifts a hand. "Should we… should we stop him?"


    "Let him go. He knows what he’s doing." Jubilee points at Basil. "You. Get wood and any plants you can find that are good to eat." Their finger moves to Fresh. "Goo-brain. I’ll make some glass, make us some bottles so that we can carry some water with us for tomorrow."


    Basil looks up, realizing. "That’s a great idea! We should have done that by the river!"


    "Right?" says Jubilee.


    "I was going to say that!" cries Fresh, leaning in to her friends with her fists clenched.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "As if. Come on, let’s get to work. Maybe there are some fish in this lake? I’m starving."


    Fresh sighs, too tired to argue and they all set to work, setting up a camp like the other day by the river. It takes about an hour by the time everything is finished and they have water that is starting to boil in a glass container. Basil had found a few herbs and they had thrown them into the pot, making a very sparse looking soup consisting only of water and a few greens. If there are any fish in the lake, none of them are near the shoreline.


    As for the bottles, Fresh had managed to make several of them. She started making the small ones shaped like chickens, but then Jubilee had yelled at her. So she ended up making normal potion bottles instead, just a little bigger.


    The fire roars with a comforting intensity, the orange light shimmering off of the water near their encampment. Fresh lets out a long, tired sigh as she stares at the pot of boiling liquid, stirring it with a peeled stick that she had crafted into a spoon.


    "Bubble bubble…" says the girl quietly.


    "What?" asks Jubilee. Fresh looks back up at them and shrugs.


    "Bubble bubble," she repeats.


    "Bubble… What the fuck are you talking about?"


    Fresh blinks, staring at Jubilee and then down at the pot. She wants to explain, but she isn’t sure how and she’s too hungry to be able to figure it out at this point. A sharp chime breaks the quiet. But neither of her friends look at it, only she seems to notice, as she lifts her head and stares at the window that then vanishes a moment later.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Warning: [Breach of Contract]{Black-Contract}(Merchant’s Guild)

          
        

      
    


    


    "- ey." Something grabs her robe and she looks down at Jubilee. "If you’re gonna fall asleep, don’t do it in front of the fire."


    Fresh shakes her head, not sure what the message means. Did the guild break their contract? About their founding the store? How? Maybe they tried to do something with the building? She taps the stick against the pot and keeps stirring. "Sorry, I was just thinking."


    "Did it hurt?" asks Jubilee sarcastically.


    "Only inside," answers Fresh, ready for the familiar question this time, yet still surprised that she had anything to respond with at all. She looks around the clearing. Basil sits quietly opposite them. But Shamrock is missing again. Shamrock? Fresh blinks, realizing something again. Though perhaps, once again, too late. "AH!" she shouts in surprise, angry at her own, overwhelming brain fog.


    "Ah?" ask both Jubilee and Basil at the same time, staring at her as she digs through her bag.


    Fresh pulls out the indistinguishably gray monster-meat, tightly wrapped in large leaves that Shamrock had given to her at the river. "I have this! Should we put it in the pot?"


    Jubilee stares at it and then up at her. "How long have you had this?"


    "Uh… since the river," guesses Fresh, scratching her cheek.


    "Since the river?" asks Jubilee, their eyes narrowing in agitation.


    "Since the river," repeats Fresh, nodding.


    Jubilee looks over to Basil. "You hear that?"


    Basil nods. "Since the river." The two of them look at each other for a while and Fresh’s eyes wander back and forth over them, trying to discern what their expressions are saying.


    "If you grab her arms, I’ll take the legs. I think if we squish her together, she’ll fit into the pot," says Jubilee.


    Basil nods, agreeing. "That sounds like it could work. I think we’ll need some salt though."


    Fresh laughs nervously. "So… you don’t want it?" The two of them stare at her. "I mean, it’s monster-meat, so I don’t know if it's good to eat," she says, peeling the leaf off to the side.


    "Oh," says Jubilee, relenting with a disappointed sigh. Basil’s shoulders droop as well. "Why didn’t you say that from the start? Where did you even get that?"


    A silhouette breaks through the forest as Shamrock returns, tonight with empty hands. All three of them look up at him and he stares back at them with his eyes shining intently. "Giant spider," is all that he says, as his wet breastplate heaves, lake water still dripping out of it.


    "GIANT SPIDER?!" yelps Fresh in disgust, quickly dropping the gray bundle in her hands. "AH!"


    It falls down into the pot. Boiling water splashes out on all sides, the fire hisses with a loud searing noise as the flames meet the wet. The three of them scramble back away in that second as the water splashes out in all directions, most of them only barely managing to avoid it.
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    Quietly. The three of them sit there in the circle as the fire rejuvenates itself, not deterred by the little bit of water. Her friends look up at her as Fresh nurses a small burnt spot on her finger where the water had gotten her.


    Fresh looks at them and then down to the pot where the chunk of spider meat begins to break apart into a series of stringy strands that float around. Shamrock steps over, sitting down next to them, apparently indifferent. "So… uh…" Fresh scratches her cheek, laughing quietly as she thinks of a way to defuse the situation. Something that doesn’t involve her getting yelled at. "How do you like your spider?" she asks jokingly, with a very meek smile.


    Basil seems to be close to crying as she looks at the floating herbs that she had spent the last of her energy collecting. Nervously, Fresh looks at Jubilee, who she can tell is about to shout at her. She winces, getting ready for the verbal barrage to come.


    "Ten minutes. Salt," says a heavy voice.


    "Huh?" Fresh opens her eyes, looking at the man from the sect who stares at the pot intently.


    "The forest is clean," he says, as he leans forward, seeming oddly excited about the thing boiling before him. "Ten minutes. Salt."


    Basil and Jubilee exchange an uneasy glance and then look down at the pot. "We don’t have salt," says Basil. "Besides…"


    A smell fills the air. It’s oddly greasy. A film begins to build on top of the pot as all four of them stare at it, only one of them with excitement. Shamrock shrugs. "Ten minutes. No salt."


    "Are you fucked in the head?" barks Jubilee. "We can’t eat monster-meat! That’s a great way to die, dumb-ass!"


    "Besides," adds Basil again, shuddering as she watches a strand of meat rise up to the surface, only to be carried back down by the rolling boil. "It’s… you know…" She plays with her tattered sleeves. "- dirty."


    "The forest is clean," says Shamrock again. Neither of them seem convinced however.


    Fresh looks around. This adventure is already turning out to be harder than she had thought. Her friends are quickly losing faith and are angry at her for having blundered yet again. Or maybe just because she’s useless in general. She can’t decide which it is. Maybe it’s both? Were they going to start hating her? Did they already? Were they going to regret having stuck by her side? Did they already? She feels her legs shake beneath her as she stands on her knees before the fire.


    She has to do something. She has to take control of the situation, before it gets bad. They needed to eat. They were all tired and cranky and hungry. She’s the party-leader, right? It’s time for her to lead her party. Fresh gulps. Stirring the pot with the stick that she had carved into a spoon and then pulls it back out, full of oily water and a small, stringy piece of gray meat. "We have to eat," says Fresh, looking at her friends as she blows on the spoon for a few seconds.


    "Don’t eat the spider, goo-brain!" yells Jubilee.


    Before she can be stopped, Fresh sticks the spoon into her mouth and closes her eyes. She can hear Basil and Jubilee yell at her, but she ignores them. It’s hot. She can feel a slick grease coating the inside of her mouth as the still too hot soup runs along her tongue, burning it. Doing her best not to chew on the stringy meat in her mouth or to yelp in pain, she swallows it whole. Opening her watering eyes and hitting her chest with her fist a moment later, as she coughs.


    Jubilee and Basil stare at her nervously, Basil already having a small glow of white-magic around her fingers.


    Fresh smiles at them, waving the spoon as she clears her throat. "It could use some salt."

  


  Chapter 113: The zest of life


  
    The rest of the night had passed without anything of note happening. Basil and Shamrock sat around the fire, eating their soup out of glass bowls, one of them clearly feeling much more awkward about it than the other, who simply poured it into his helmet without any real hesitation. Fresh and Jubilee sat on the side, a tree separating themselves from each other. Fresh didn’t want Jubilee to have to eat alone, so she left the fire too, to sit with them.


    The soup is very filling and hearty, carrying with it a deep and surprisingly rich aroma. Though, the gray strands of spider meat certainly didn’t manage to become more appealing through the process of being boiled in lake-water. Still, convinced by either Fresh’s example or their own gnawing hunger, they all ate the soup without any further complaints. Though the look in Basil’s and Jubilee’s eyes certainly still signaled that they were unhappy about it. It really did need some salt.


    Afterwards, with full stomachs, the mood was much brighter and happier and they all took turns sleeping deeply with one of them always staying awake to hold the watch. Even Fresh was asked to do so and the girl took the task perhaps a little too seriously, marching around the camp in a tight circle the entire time, until Jubilee yelled at her to sit down and be quiet.


    Once morning comes, Fresh and Jubilee set to making a load of glass bottles for them to fill up with water.


    "How many can you fit in that window of yours?" asks Jubilee.


    "As many as I need to, I think. But we shouldn’t put food or water in there," says Fresh. "It will be really bad if any of the black-water leaks into it."


    "Fucking… what? What-water? Nevermind. I don’t care." Jubilee rubs the back of their head, sighing. "Fine. Then we’ll just have to carry them."


    Fresh nods in agreement. Jubilee fills the bottle with water from the pot, capping it with the glass lid and then handing it to her. Vacantly, Fresh looks at the bottle and then back to Jubilee, not sure what to do with it.


    "You have the only bag, dumb-ass," says Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "Huh?!" Fresh looks around, realizing that it’s true. She really does have the only bag. She suddenly realizes that all of her friends had to leave everything that they had behind. "Can’t you make some?" she asks Jubilee.


    "Out of what?"


    "Out of… uh…" her eyes scan the campsite, trying to find anything that could be turned into fabric. But there is no such thing to be found here. Fresh sighs, relenting as she takes the bottle. "Okaaaay~"


    They end up making a large amount of bottles, easily two dozen, until the bag is so full that it can’t even close right anymore.


    "Jubilee!" complains Fresh. "I can’t carry that!" cries the girl, pulling on the straps in an attempt to get the bag to lift off of the ground even an inch. It doesn’t budge, despite her best efforts.


    "Are you stupid?" asks Jubilee, shaking their head.


    Closing her eyes, ignoring Jubilee, she leans back, digging her heels into the dirt, giving her very best to try and hoist it up despite the ache in her back.


    Suddenly, the bag lifts into the air. She opens her eyes in shock, surprised that she did it. Fresh blinks, staring at the large, metal gauntlet in-front of her face, its fingers wrapped around the fabric. Without a word, Shamrock takes the bag from her and effortlessly hoists it over his shoulder with a single hand. The strap of the bag pulls taut, pressing tightly against his armor as it barely manages to slip through and around his upper arm, the glass clinks noisily.


    She stares at him. "Thank you!" beams the girl. Shamrock nods once and walks to the edge of the clearing. Soon enough, the campsite is cleared and they all gather to keep walking.


    "So how much further is it?" asks Fresh as they set out.


    "How much further is what?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh shrugs. "The west."


    "About a week. Maybe two," answers Basil.


    "Huh?!" Fresh clutches Basil in horror. "Two weeks?!"


    Basil nods. "It’s faster with an anqa. We could cut a lot of the travel time out if we used the road. But we should stay clear of it for another few days."


    "Yup," says Jubilee. "Any mounted patrols from the city will catch us in no time if we head to the road now."


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Do you think they’re still looking for us?" she asks nervously.


    Jubilee looks back at her, clearly raising one of their eyebrows. "Still?" Basil and Jubilee exchange a glance before looking back at her. "They’re never going to stop looking for us."


    Fresh rubs her arm, feeling somewhat distraught at this. "Is it that bad?"


    "It’s that bad," replies Jubilee dryly, turning around to keep walking and waving for her to follow. "I don’t know how many witches there are left now, but -"


    "Three," interjects Shamrock. "All in the south."


    Jubilee nods to him, understanding something. "Three. There are three witches left now, including you and there are a lot of people in high places who would prefer that number to be lower. A lot lower."


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "Didn’t you tell me once that sometimes nobles liked to hire witches to do stuff?"


    "Yeah, but fuck that," says Jubilee. "That’s not a life-strategy, that’s a pipe-dream. Like I said, those are fringe cases and done in secret," they explain, shaking their head. "No noble estate is going to tarnish their reputation and hurt their societal power by getting near a witch if they can avoid it." Jubilee shrugs. "Honestly, they’d probably be better off if they showed your public execution. It would get them a lot of clout."


    Somehow this is all getting worse and worse, notices Fresh. "Will we be safe?" asks Fresh. "In the west. Will people look for us there?"


    "They might. But we should be fine. Political tensions being what they are these days, no official search party is going to look for us there and no unofficial search parties are going to feed back any good information to anyone who hires them."


    "The thieves’ guild?" asks Fresh curiously. "Why are they helping us, Jubilee? How do you know them?"


    Jubilee looks back at her. "We’re merchants, remember? We do business with everyone."


    Fresh purses her lips, not happy with the answer. But she drops it for now, not wanting to let the fear, which is obviously present in her, spook her friends. She has to put up a brave face as the party-leader. Nodding to herself, she lifts her hands to adjust the straps of her bag so that she can keep walking. Only after her fingers graze the empty spot on her shoulders, does she remember that she isn’t even carrying her own bag right now.


    Rather quietly, they walk for the rest of the day. It’s a lot easier with water to drink and they end up taking a few more breaks than the days before. There are two dozen bottles in the bag, so six for each of them. But given their non-stop walking and trekking in the summer heat, these seem to empty faster than they had expected. They agree to try and ration them as well as they can. It could be several days before they find another lake or river.


    The night comes and they set up camp as they had so many days before now. Then in the morning they continue. Then again for another day. Then again for another day. Day after day, they simply walk through the forest with nothing happening at all. No monsters, no animals, no scares or discoveries; there is simply nothing but empty forest in all directions. Flat, featureless forest. It might as well be a desert.


    Fresh shakes her last water bottle out over her open mouth, trying to get the last drops out of it. The bag on Shamrock's back is empty now.


    She sighs, setting the empty bottle back into it, thanking the large man for bending down a little so that she could reach. They walk for another day, now out of water again.


    Suddenly, there is a disturbance at their side. "NYAH~!" yells the mush-mush, which turns out to be a fatal mistake for it. As soon as the creature lunges out of the tree-line, a glass skewer blasts through it, right between its eyes and holds it aloft in the air. With a disgustingly wet squeak, it begins sliding down the glass pole, the gaping wound widening as the weight of its own body presses it down further.


    "Let’s eat it!" shouts Fresh excitedly, her stomach growling before the creature even hits the ground.


    "You can’t eat mush-mushes, dumb-ass," sighs Jubilee. "Didn’t you ever learn not to eat random mushrooms?"


    "You can eat them, I did once!" says Fresh, clenching her fists. She wants to say that it was really good, but it wasn’t. It really wasn’t. At least not on its own. "It was… okay!" Jubilee and Basil seem unsure and look up at Shamrock.


    "The forest is clean," is all that he says as he grabs the dead mush-mush, lifting it off of the glass pole.


    They make their camp early today and Fresh sets to work, preparing the mushroom creature. She takes the cap off, setting it to the side. Maybe she can make a potion out of this? She hasn’t made any moonwater in a while. Oh… wait. The girl sighs, realizing that she doesn’t have any water to make moonwater with. She never realized how much she took the fountain in the north for granted. But maybe there’s an idea here anyways? She thinks for a moment, before setting to work.


    Fresh slices the exterior of the mush-mush into long, thick slices that look like steaks and begins frying them on top of a glass stove. They hiss as they touch the surface, releasing a very earthy smell. Fresh realizes that they are full of water. She only cooks them lightly, flipping the steaks only once each to get a strong sear on both sides. It’s important that they don’t lose their moisture.


    "Here you go!" Fresh proudly hands Basil the first ‘steak’ on a glass plate. "Ah, wait!" she grabs a pinch of the orange mushroom-cap that she had ground into a fine powder and sprinkles it over the steak. "The cap powder gives it a little zest!"


    Basil looks at her and then down at the orange-dusted chunk of monster meat in her hands. "If you say so…"


    Fresh nods, smiling. "Mm! I do say so!" she says confidently with a lifted finger and a wink to the priestess who looks away, staring down at her food with an unsure and oddly confused expression on her face. Fresh scratches her cheek as she watches, somewhat confused herself, getting a smear of orange dust on her face. Shrugging to herself, she gets the rest of them ready and they all sit down to eat, all of them scattered around with Jubilee out of sight, as always.


    Without any hesitation, Fresh lifts the mushroom steak and bites into it. The water inside of it drips out as her teeth sink into the pliantly firm texture of the meat. The body of the steak is oddly soft and mushy as soon as it breaks off of the rest. It has a very plain, bitter and earthy taste. But the bright tang of the orange mushroom-cap livens it up in a notable way. Fresh places a hand to her cheek in delight as she chews.


    "It’s really good!" she exclaims excitedly with a full mouth. It’s not really that great, but she’s trying to be encouraging.


    Basil takes the initiative and bites in as well, her tightly clenched eyes opening a moment later in surprise. The priestess chews and swallows. "You’re right. This is pretty good." She thinks for a second. "You’re a pretty good cook. Maybe we should open a restaurant instead of a store?" Shamrock just exhales loudly, turning his steak sideways and shoving the whole thing into his helmet at once.


    "Yeah, not bad. I can really taste the dirt," says Jubilee sarcastically from behind her.


    She smiles as she takes another bite. Once again, she sits here, grateful for the sacrifice that has been made for her. She lowers her head, saying a quiet thanks for Mr. Mushroom who has never once let her down.

  


  Chapter 114: Adventure


  
    The night comes to an end and once again they set off, marching towards the west in a loose grouping. Fresh does her best to stay in the front, not wanting to be the one to slow them down as they push through the forest. Despite everything, their spirits seemed to be higher now than the days before. Perhaps because now all of them have had the time to recover somewhat from the shock of their hasty exit from the northern city, or perhaps because now they were coming together more and more as a party, capable of surviving outside of the comforts of civilization.


    They all do their part in a way, as their journey continues. Basil, having an eye for plants that is even better than Fresh’s, constantly finds them small bundles of herbs and leafy greens and tends to any small bumps and bruises, most of which end up on Fresh, who stumbles left and right as she hastily tries to keep up with their pace on her weak, tired legs. The man from the witches’ sect, Shamrock, ends up carrying most everything that Fresh doesn’t want to keep in her inventory, as he is apparently entirely unfazed by the weight on his shoulders and by the looks of things, not entirely unthrilled to be of use to Fresh in some form.


    Jubilee keeps them on track, apparently having an impeccable sense of direction. During their idle conversations during the trip, Fresh notes that nobody else in the group seems to have the faintest idea where they were, only Jubilee seems to know exactly which way true-west lies.


    They had explained to them more than once that it was easy enough, just orient yourself by the sun during the day and by the brightest stars at night. But every time that Fresh stares up towards the heavy forest canopy above them, she realizes that she can’t see any of those things at all, let alone orient herself by them. But despite that, she is happy that she herself is able to make herself useful by preparing any plants that Basil finds or any meat that Shamrock or Jubilee provide when a wayward monster finds their way.


    Another day passes and then so do several more after that, all running about the same. They are all rather worn down and weary, but still hold themselves aloft, surviving well enough, if not exactly thriving. Fresh notes that her own face feels a little more taut than usual and she sees the same in Basil’s. The priestess, who was always already a little gaunt, is now close to wispy. But all of them remain in good spirits, perhaps having found a sense of enjoyment in the adventure of it all. Or perhaps that is simply Fresh’s own perception, as she walks with a bright, but closed smile on her face, much to Jubilee’s annoyance who tells her to stop being so happy for no reason.


    During the next day, the starkest change begins to happen and the flat, densely vegetated terrain that they had found themselves in for so long becomes more uneven and bumpy, as small hills begin to dot the landscape, much to Fresh’s dismay as they start having to walk up the first one.


    Though with the small, green hills, on which nature flourishes as if they were small islands of refuge from the forest, come small basins and small valleys in between them, in which tiny creeks and brooks run through. The fresh water is a great relief to all of them who have subsisted on old mush-mush steaks and the odd bird that Jubilee managed to skewer off of a tree now and then. Fresh isn’t sure however if she didn’t lose more water in the process of preparing them, as she had to constantly cry every time that she had to prepare one of the small creatures for herself and her friends. Especially the birds.


    Another day passes in this terrain, the landscape is somewhat more difficult to navigate, yet also far more forgiving, as with the running water, come abundant amounts of fresh herbs that grow on the embankments of the small basins and ponds, as well as small, vibrantly colored fish with glistening, jewel-like eyes and soft, tender white-meat beneath their lustrous scales.


    "It’s so pretty~" says Fresh, holding the rainbow scaled fish in her hands and looking down at it. "Sorry Mr. Fish," mutters the girl as she looks into the creature’s questioning eye that stares up her way, as its lips smack and its cold body flops around in her hands, struggling to break free, struggling for its life in a beautiful, desperate fight. Fresh sets the fish gently down on top of a flat rock, biting her lower lip as she lifts the dagger high into the air. Her throat feels tight, her eyes burn. She howls as she does what she has to. Mr. Fish knows that it’s just the nature of the game of survival and so does she. But that doesn’t make the knife in her hands any lighter, or the burning in her throat any less, as she cries.


    The knife goes through Mr. Fish as she makes it quick, her shaking hand pressing down against the blade to keep it steady as it touches the rock, having gone through the body.


    "It never gets any easier for you, huh?" asks Jubilee from the side, shaking their head with a sigh.


    "Noooo~" cries Fresh, looking at her friend as fish blood runs over her fingers.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes and gets back to work, setting up a place for them to cook. "The fish is in a better place now."


    Fresh looks down at Mr. Fish’s curious, sad eye that stares back up at her and she hopes that it’s true. Though, in her heart of hearts, she doesn’t think so. It absolves her of too much. It’s another life that she’s taken and this one won’t just respawn in the dungeon next week. It’s gone forever. Asleep forever.


    Sniffling, she leans forward, pressing her eyes close to the body of the fish as she makes sure to put her very best effort into preparing it right, so that not a single strand of it is wasted. She can’t do much, but she can do that for him. It won’t make it right in her mind, but it will make it better. That’s all that she wants to be able to do. For herself, for her friends and this new life that they’ve embarked on.


    She wants to make it better.


    Another day passes. The fish was the best one that she had ever made and she even gained a level in cooking, much to her delight, despite a small pang of guilt. She had received high compliments from Basil and Jubilee, who seemed surprised that she could cook so well despite her low cooking ability. But Shamrock had denied eating any, saying simply that he didn’t like fish. Apparently so much so, that even the witch herself offering to hand-feed him a piece, simply so that he would eat, didn’t sway his resolute conviction in the least.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Cooking: 4]{Made with LOV}
          
        

      
    


    


    Soon enough, the week comes to a close. Then, the next one begins and runs on much the same. After another two days of walking, Fresh gains an additional point of strength and dexterity during her sleep in the night, much to her delight. Making a display of it, she hikes up a dirty sleeve and flexes her bicep at Jubilee.


    "That’s sad," states Jubilee, shaking their head. "But it’s an improvement."


    Fresh scowls at her friend. Basil stands next to her and squeezes her arm. Fresh isn’t sure what she thinks is worse, the fact that Jubilee didn’t seem impressed in the least, or that Basil simply stops squeezing her arm and walks away without saying anything at all. She sighs, looking up at the man from the sect with hopeful eyes.


    "Strong," he says with a single nod and Fresh beams, happy that someone is acknowledging her.


    "Thank you!" she says, beaming a bright smile at him. As she opens her eyes again, she sees her bag being given back to her and she takes it, looking at him somewhat nervously as the heavy thing, filled with glass bottles, clinks down at her feet. "Uh…"


    "Strong," he repeats, nodding again as he walks away.


    "Ah!" Her eyes wander down to the heavy bag by her feet, somewhat distraught. Maybe she shouldn’t have said anything at all? No. She shakes her head, rolling her shoulders as she looks at her friends who are getting ready to keep moving. Fresh bends down, placing the straps of her bag around her shoulders. Taking a deep breath, she holds the straps firmly in place as she struggles to rise to her feet, the glass clinking on her back. Something pops in her lower spine and she lets out a sharp gasp, stumbling forward a few steps, almost losing her balance.


    "Are you okay?" asks Basil, looking at her a little worried.


    Fresh lifts her head, hiding her wince with a smile as she nods back to Basil once, as she pulls herself upright, the muscles in her core shaking as she holds herself up together with the heavy bag. "Strong!" she cries out with a pained voice.
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    The second week goes on as they continue further and further. The longer they go, the more monsters they encounter. Groups of goblins, packs of mush-mushes of varying colors that seem to have banded together, even the occasional giant snail finds its way to them. Fresh likes them the most, because they’re the most delicious of the creatures, though she has found a particular liking for the mush-mushes too. While the orange ones end up tasting sour and tangy, the green ones have a much more fresh and herbal taste. They even find a large, purple mush-mush, or more aptly said, it finds them as it leads a group on the hunt.


    After the fight is over, Fresh stares in delight at the purple mushroom-cap. Maybe she can make something out of this?


    But that’s a ‘problem’ for tomorrow. For now, they simply collect all of the loot in Fresh’s inventory and eat their fill of the forest creatures. The purple mush-mush tastes oddly sweet and almost candy-like. Fresh feels terrible about every single one however, no matter how delicious any of them end up being.


    As a party, they end up working fairly well together. Especially Jubilee and Shamrock, who easily got into a flow of sorts with each other, work well off of another during the fights. She herself just mostly stands in the back and watches. Her curses are too slow acting to be of any direct use in these short skirmishes. So she just stands back, together with Basil, who also has little to do as none of them ever really get hurt, as they far outmatch the low-level monsters of the forest.


    Happily enough, Fresh eventually levels up to level nine, which she was secretly dreading this entire journey, afraid that her friends would feel uncomfortable at seeing her window again. But they all seem fairly indifferent, if not curious, though for different reasons.
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    She ends up choosing one of her newest choices in abilities, to help her cooking skill without even thinking too long about it, as the thought of it makes her happy. She never liked cooking too much, but she enjoys the praise that she receives and she really enjoys being of use to her companions. This is something she can do and apparently do well.
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            All food you prepare offers a bonus stat when eaten, equal to your LOV, for the duration of one day. The chosen stat varies depending on the main base ingredient of the food.

          
        

      
    


    


    More time passes and the terrain slowly becomes steeper and more uneven, the long, rolling hills becoming nigh unclimbable in some areas. The forest slowly grows less dense hour after hour. Fresh is exhausted and dirty and worn out, just like all of her friends. But she remains in high spirits.


    Then, for the first time in two weeks, Fresh sees something. A place where the trees stop. Not just for a clearing or for a small hill. But where they come to a full stop. They have reached the edge of the forest.


    "Jubileeeee~" she cries softly, grabbing her friend’s shoulder, her other hand grabbing Basil’s as she stares ahead of them excitedly.


    Jubilee brushes her hand off of their shoulder. "Don’t be a creep."


    Basil squirms uneasily and Fresh realizes that she isn’t holding the priestess’ hand anymore, but rather just the edge of her sleeve. The priestess, having wiggled herself free from the girl’s grasp. She scowls at them both, neither of them making eye-contact with her.


    They head up the hill that rises above the forest, marching up its half-steep, grassy surface. Fresh feels air move all around her, feels the world open up again, as if they were going outside of a house for the first time in months. She raises her head to the sky above, taking a deep breath of the fresh air of the western side of this new world. But as her eyes wander up the hill, trying to find the sky above it, she realizes that it never seems to come into sight, as her gaze wanders up and along the giant mountain that towers out of the world before them, cutting into the heavens above; so high that the clouds themselves seem to crash into it, obscuring its peak.


    All four of them stand there, atop the small hill as they gaze up towards it. All of them are apparently awestruck in some sense, as none of them say a word. As all of them stand there, as all of them sit down on the grass beneath themselves, tired, exhausted, as all of their eyes only ever find either the giant mountain before them, or the endless sea of waving leaves that they have left behind, the surface of the crowns of the trees that they look down upon, rippling in the wind like gentle waves of an ocean that they had finally crossed, they all find a collective sense of relief.


    They have arrived in the west.

  


  Chapter 115: Mountain Road


  
    Fresh clutches herself, wrapping her arms tightly around her body and shudders. The shaking of her form is triggered by the cold wind which rushes past them all. The surprisingly frigid gale tosses her dirty, matted hair back against her neck as it surges all around the mountain path. The current strangely twists and turns as it passes them in an odd spiraling motion, as if they were at the center of a whirlpool. As if one body of wind was crashing and cascading down the surface of the mountain, as yet another stream seemed to be rising upwards against it. The two colliding forces surround them on all sides with the moving flow, as both winds appear to be in a constant stalemate with their counterpart.


    "J- j- Jubileeeee~" shudders Fresh. "It’s cooold~"


    "No shit, dumb-ass. It’s a mountain," says Jubilee, turning back around to face her, just so that she can see them roll their eyes. Jubilee points back down behind them, down the trail that they’ve been following upwards. "We haven’t even walked up for an hour. There’s still a while to go."


    "Do we have to get to the top?" asks Fresh, worried about the answer as she sticks her hands under her arms.


    Basil chimes in, shaking her head. "No, the city is near the lower middle. If we keep up the pace, we should get there before nightfall," she says, nodding. "It’s an easy road." Fresh notices that she seems somewhat more reserved in displaying her discomfort with the cold, opting to stand strangely stiff, rather than to huddle together like she herself has. "Which we should strive to do. It gets cold at night here."


    "It gets cold at night everywhere!" complains Fresh as they keep on walking up the fairly wide mountain-road. There is a sheer cliff wall to their left and the right leads towards a steep drop, that Fresh hasn’t been brave enough to try and look over.


    "Yeah, no shit? That’s what night is," says Jubilee, shaking their head. "Honestly…"


    Shamrock says nothing, but Fresh feels particularly bad for him. Surely his metal armor must be the worst thing that any of them are wearing in this environment? At least their fabric did a little to keep them warm, but surely the metal has to be painful to wear in this cold? But if he is suffering, he doesn't make it seen in the least, as he simply keeps on walking. Fresh purses her lips, wishing that she could do something to help her friends, but there is nothing that she can think of except to keep up with them, so that they could get there as fast as possible.


    She wonders if maybe they should have gone to the desert? Oh well. That ship has certainly sailed now. She’s sure it will be fine. They just needed some warmer clothes and they could in all likelihood just buy those once they got there. Or maybe Jubilee will make her some?


    Fresh gasps, realizing something rather abruptly. "Jubilee!"


    "What?"


    "You never made me that blanket, like you promised!" says Fresh, clenching her fists. Jubilee sighs and waves her off.


    "I was working on it."


    "A blanket?" asks Basil.


    Jubilee shakes their head. "Don’t ask. Besides, goo-brain, you wouldn’t have it with you now anyways."


    Fresh relents, realizing that Jubilee has a point and the four of them continue onwards silently, opting not to speak anymore. Not out of discontent with any of each other, but simply because keeping their mouths closed feels like a more sensible thing to do in the cold. Currently, the temperature is still bearable enough in just their cloth outfits, for now. It reminds Fresh of her first night here, when she had to sleep inside of the dungeon. But if this is the temperature here during the day, then how cold would it get at night? They really did have to hurry, it could be dangerous for them to be here in the dark.


    "Keep an eye out," says Jubilee, breaking the silence.


    "F- for what?" shivers Fresh.


    "Monsters," says Shamrock, saying the first thing he has said in hours.


    Basil nods, quietly agreeing as Jubilee goes on. "The mountain is a higher level zone. Most of the wild monsters near the city have been taken care of, but there are still the odd ones skulking around, the greasy fucks."


    "W- what kinds of monsters?" asks Fresh curiously.


    Jubilee thinks out loud. "Outside of the city? Minotaurs. Harpies. Maybe a few wolves up further when the plateau comes."


    "W- wolves?" asks Fresh, looking around them, but there is nothing here save for them and the tightly wound mountain path.


    "Don’t forget the Gryphons. Don’t go near any giant nests if you see them," explains Basil. "They’ll eat you right up."


    "Dragons," says Shamrock, his breastplate heaving in excitement.


    "Dragons?!" shouts Fresh, now clearly distraught.


    "Settle down, dumb-ass," says Jubilee. "The only dragons left on this mountain are inside of the dungeon. The rest got picked off decades ago by bored adventurers. Probably."


    "Probably," agrees Basil.


    "Probably," says Shamrock, nodding once.


    Fresh is sure that this doesn’t make her feel better. Picking up the pace, she walks a step closer to Jubilee as they continue on for another few hours.


    Soon, the road begins to tighten further and further, constricting together so tightly that they have to walk in single file, much to Fresh’s horror as she does her best to stare straight ahead, walking with slow, careful steps so that she doesn’t look down towards the right, where she can feel the void below them looming with a hunger that only she seems to notice. Her friends seem preoccupied simply with walking and ignoring the cold.


    Soon, the path comes to an abrupt stop as they round the next bend. A long, brickwork bridge extends out over a sizable gap, connecting the two stone faces. From here, Fresh can see that the ground on the other side seems to be different than on this side. While behind them lies a rocky waste, the area over the bridge is surprisingly lush and green appearing. Wild grasses grow out from everywhere, swaying in the mountain winds together with thickly budding butter-yellow flowers that dot out from the many stones.


    "Don’t look down if you’re afraid of heights," says Jubilee, walking on ahead as the first to move over the bridge, that, in all fairness, seems to be well-made and robust. Walking as the second person in line, Fresh extends out a hand to hold onto the stable railing as she crosses on shaking legs. It’s not that she’s scared of heights, she’s just scared of falling is all. Though, she supposes that if she dies then she’ll just return to the fountain but… that would have its own problems. She doubts that she could ever get back here again without her friends.


    The wind blows, tossing her hair over her face as she stands in the middle of the long bridge. She knows that she shouldn’t, but Fresh turns her head anyways, unable to resist and looks out at what lies below.


    Her eyes go wide as the blood leaves the rest of her face, her legs, long since numb from the cold, shake beneath the suddenly very heavy weight of her upper body. Fresh’s fingers grip the railing tighter as she stares out at what lies beyond. At what they left behind. The warm air of her chest leaves her lungs, as she looks out over the distance, as she looks out over the vast world that lays stretched out before herself. The wind of the mountain howls at her back, whistling as it sheers along the rock and the bridge with its icy presence, as it tussles her hair, pushing it past her bewildered face as she sees the boundless sight of the expanse below. It stretches on and on and on, seemingly forever; a sea of green.


    She sees the forest that they journeyed through for weeks. She sees sparse dots on the landscape, villages as far as she can tell and even some smaller cities by the looks of things. A few odd towers dot the world here and there. But most of all, she sees the vastness of it all, as it stretches on towards the horizon. There’s so much. There’s so much to do and to see and she’s only experienced so little of it.


    "- ey!" yells a voice from the side and Fresh snaps out of her call to adventure, turning towards Jubilee. "Either jump off and get it over with or hurry up!" yells her friend and Fresh laughs, quickly rushing over the bridge and apologizing to Basil and the man behind her, both of who were still waiting to cross. Her body is still exhausted and worn and deeply cold, but her spirit feels brighter now than before.


    She smiles as she reaches Jubilee, as she smells the scent of fresh flowers in the air, as her boots touch the soft grass on this side of the chasm. This time. This place. This is going to be it. This is going to be her shot to make it right. All of it. She messed up a lot in the northern city, she made a lot of mistakes and wasted a lot of time and effort. But this time, she knows what she has to do.


    Fresh smiles, feeling a brand new excitement thrashing around in her chest as she stares out at the world around herself. She’s going to get it right this time. No matter what it takes. She’s going to build that life that she has been yearning for, together here in this new place with her friends.


    Beaming, she watches as they all catch up. The girl begins walking a little quicker than the rest of them as she feels a deep excitement growing inside of herself, as she wonders what this new city is like? She hopes that Jubilee’s statements are true about the people here and that they’re less treacherous. She can hardly wait.


    Giddily, she bends down and picks one of the large flowers. She’s going to dry this one and give it to Jubilee later, to make up for the one they had to leave behind.
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  Chapter 116: Go West


  
    They seem to have reached a plateau of sorts here on the other side of the bridge. The thin mountain-road quickly widens out further and further as it presses inward towards the heart of the mountain. The gray and lifeless harshness which was all around them on the lower rung, seems to be entirely out of sight now as the grassy knoll here is filled with dark and rich green tones. The grass is tall and plentiful. It is as if they were in the forest again and there, even further along the road, the space is filled with tall needle-trees that grow on both sides of the path.


    Fresh looks around herself, surprised at the stark contrast found in the landscapes. Her eyes follow the road that vanishes into the small woodland which grows here atop the mountain. Rising up behind it in the distance, as well as to both the left and the right, are high, jagged cliffs that rise higher and higher into three separate peaks that shield this place from the world. Much to her relief however, the path seems to stay entirely flat at this point.


    The four of them walk down the road together, entering into the forest. The world seems to be just a little kinder here to all of them as soon as they enter into the greenery, as the many trees and the large boulders which fill the area around them block the shearing mountain winds from reaching them any longer. The road slowly becomes more ornate as well, the simple rock and dirt path turns into a loose brickwork that then becomes more tightly compacted the further that they follow it through the woodland.


    She takes a deep breath, inhaling the crisp air here as she notices how much cleaner it smells than what she had gotten used to in the northern city. It’s so light and clean and so rich in a thick perfume of pine that she almost feels light-headed from it. The cold stings her lungs as well.


    Jubilee stops, looking around the forest.


    "What’s wrong?" asks Fresh.


    "Nothing, just checking that we’re alone," says Jubilee. "People here aren’t really into snooping. At least the humans. But you can’t be too careful."


    Fresh scratches her cheeks, not sure what Jubilee means with that ‘humans’ remark. "A- are there elves here too?" she stutters out, her teeth starting to chatter.


    "What? No dumb-ass! I mean, yes, elves are everywhere these days, the lanky fucks," says Jubilee. "But I’m not talking about them. Just… look, forget it -" Jubilee waves her off. "Listen up, shit-heads." Jubilee points at the others. "We’re about an hour out. We need to get our story straight."


    "Our story?" asks Fresh. Jubilee stares at her, placing their hands on their hips as they stand there quietly. Fresh looks around at the others. Basil clears her throat and stands upright. Shamrock just stands there, breathing loudly as evidenced by his lurching breastplate. Her eyes wander back to Jubilee. "Uh…?"


    Jubilee lets out a long sigh. "If anyone asks us what we’re doing here? Who we are?"


    "Oh! Uh… we’re here to open a shop!" says Fresh.


    "And why did we come all the way here to open a shop?"


    "Because. Oh…" Fresh realizes what Jubilee was getting at. Obviously they can’t tell anyone here the truth about their arrival. "Uh, we really like the mountains?"


    "That’s not very convincing," says Basil. "The west is big on magic, so we’re going to have to work around that," says the priestess, nodding to Fresh as she thinks. "You’re a wet-crafter, so we’ll just say that this seemed like the best place to make and sell magical items."


    Jubilee thinks. "Yeah, that makes sense. It’s simple. Okay. We’ll go with that. If anyone asks, we’re from the north-east."


    "The north-east?" asks Fresh, now entirely lost.


    "Yeah, there are a bunch of villages out there in the middle of bum-fuck nowhere. It’s far enough to be a safe bet that nobody will ask too many questions," explains Jubilee. "We just have one last problem."


    "What?" asks Fresh as she looks around, trying to discern where Jubilee is looking. She follows her friend’s eyes as they gaze at Basil. Not sure what’s happening, she looks at Shamrock who does the same. Basil looks at all of them, just as confused as Fresh.


    "Conspicuous," says Shamrock.


    "Huh?" Basil raises her hands.


    "You look like shit, fuck-head. Look at you!" snaps Jubilee, pointing at Basil’s destroyed, bloodied and muddied white-robe. "Besides. If you come into town wearing priestess’ robes, people are going to ask questions. What if you run into another kook like you here?" Jubilee’s finger raises, pointing at the lantern. "And that ugly fucking thing. Look at it!"


    "Hey!" argues Fresh, pursing her lips.


    "Ah… uh…" Basil fidgets, pulling on her sleeves. "I uh… that’s a good point, but what should I do?" She looks at Shamrock. "And what about Shamrock?"


    "Shamrock is fine," says Jubilee, pointing at the man. "He’ll be okay. They love close-combatants here. Enough to ignore his politics." Jubilee sighs, crossing their arms as they think.


    "It’s not exactly like we have extra clothes with us. Maybe…" Jubilee looks up at Fresh. "Can you make anything like fabric?"


    Fresh shakes her head. "Uh… no, I don’t think so, but…" The girl rummages through her bag, feeling around for it. "Ah!" Her fingers feel something soft. "I have this?" Fresh pulls out her old white robe from her bag, the one she arrived in this world in. She holds it out to Basil who unfolds it, her eyes widening in horror as she sees the generous cut-outs missing from the fabric.


    "Absolutely not!" shouts Basil, quickly handing the dress back to her. "How would that not draw more attention?!"


    "Stop being a baby!" yells Jubilee.


    Fresh looks down at the old robe and then back towards Basil, not sure what’s wrong with it. Though, then again, she does remember feeling very uneasy about it back then as well. She purses her lips. "You can have my black robe and I’ll wear this?" Basil looks at her, but doesn’t seem too thrilled with the idea either.


    "You fucking people. I swear," sighs Jubilee before snapping their fingers at Basil. "Get undressed."


    "Huh?!" yell the priestess and Fresh at the same time.


    "So I can tailor your robe!" Jubilee shakes their head. "You fucking knuckle-draggers."


    "My robe?" asks Basil.


    Jubilee shrugs. "Sure, I’ll just cut off the trim on the bottom and on the sleeves and take off the hood."


    "You can’t! This is my holy cassock! It’s sacred!" argues Basil.


    "It’ll be twice as sacred once I twist it around a stick and shove it up your virgin ass!" barks Jubilee. Basil gasps. "What else do you want to do? Either you lose it, or we lose you!" The priestess seems close to crying now and she looks over at Fresh, but the girl doesn’t have a better answer herself and scratches her cheek.


    "Ah, wait! Uh…" She opens her inventory window, pulling up her sleeve as her fingers move towards it. The girl’s hand stops just short of the water. Nervously, she looks back at her distraught friend, and purses her lips. She has to do this for Basil. Closing her eyes, she sticks her hand into the hole. Her arm is surrounded instantly by a thick, oily wet as feels around for what it is that she’s looking for. Something grazes her hand and she yelps, pulling it back out in an instant together with a green mushroom-cap that she doesn’t recall grabbing. "Ta-da!" says Fresh proudly, quickly closing the window again with her free hand as she does her best to hide her nervousness.


    She smiles at her friends. "I think you’ll look really cute in green, Basil! Because you’ll be more Basily then!" explains the girl, looking at Basil’s confused gaze. "If we can’t cut your robe, can we dye it?"


    "Will… will it wash out?" asks the priestess nervously.


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "Uh… I think so, if we use the purification-mixture. It’s just until we can get you some other clothes." Basil sighs and finally gives in, relenting with a very uneasy nod.


    "Okay," says the priestess, still sounding somewhat uneasy as Fresh sets to work, grinding the mushroom-cap into a powder that she then mixes into one of their small bottles of water. Jubilee makes a glass chunk that Fresh then carves into a small basin. The hardest part of this process is convincing Basil to take off her robe. The priestess hides behind a tree, shivering as Fresh works on dying the fabric. Basil’s hand constantly swats out from behind the tree, pushing away the lantern that keeps trying to float around to get to her, despite her ever increasingly loud and angry shouts at it.


    Eventually, perhaps because of the biting cold, the priestess relents and wears Fresh’s old white robe, while the green-dyed priestess’ robe hangs to dry next to a fire that they’ve made.


    "You look really cute, Basil!" says Fresh excitedly, trying to make the priestess feel better. But the woman, holding Fresh’s bag in front of herself, just hunkers down further, hiding herself behind the brown fabric.


    "I- Is it dry yet?" stutters Basil and Fresh isn’t sure if it's from the cold or if the priestess is trying not to cry.


    "Not yet," says Fresh, doing her best to be reassuring. "Maybe ten more minutes."


    Eventually, the process is finished however and Basil, dressed in her ‘new’ green robes, returns out of the forest.


    "Is… is it okay?" asks Basil.


    "No, it’s shit," says Jubilee. "Come on, let’s go."


    "Jubilee!" scolds Fresh, grabbing Basil’s hand. "It looks very nice, Basil! You look like a flower! See? You’re all green except your head."


    "Dainty," says Shamrock and Fresh nods approvingly, pulling the still distressed Basil behind her as they walk towards the city.


    "So people aren’t going to be nervous about Shamrock?" asks Fresh. "And what about you, Jubilee?"


    "What about me?"


    "Aren’t you conspicuous too?" she asks.


    "That’s a pretty big word for you to be using," replies Jubilee. "It’s fine. People never pay much attention to me and Shamrock, well… you’ll see. Don’t worry about it," explains Jubilee.


    The road widens up further and further, the trees on the sides growing sparser and sparser as they travel and soon, they breach the edge of the forest. Something massive comes into sight again, the details of which were hidden and obscured just a moment ago.


    "Wow…" says Fresh as her eyes wander up the road, towards the giant stone wall which spans from one side of the plateau to the other, connecting the two peaks on the side, save for the giant gate before them that looks just like the one from the north. But past that are tall, timber-framed houses for as far as she can see through the giant gate. The mountain peaks rise up higher and higher and dotted all along them are walkways and stone houses, nested into the rock. No, they're made out of the rock. They're carved out from it. All along the side of the mountain are windows and balconies out of which shine warm, welcoming orange lights that fill the valley with a calm, heartfelt glow. Strange crystals float through the air, hovering above the city.


    Just before the large gate of the western city, stand two giant, time-worn statues, one on each side of the entrance, as with the northern city. But these, rather than being close-combatants of sorts, are clearly casters, given their long, flowing robes hewn intricately out of stone and the bent, gnarled staff held in one’s hand.


    "Well. Here we are," says Jubilee. "Caster city. If you can do five push-ups, then you’re basically king here."


    None of the others say anything. They all just stare together with Fresh as the city before them bustles with life. As hundreds of silhouettes, just on the edge of their sight, hurry all around this new place and the walk-ways along the mountain-sides, like ants scurrying through a nest. Particularly interesting to her are the things that float high in the air above the houses. Those large, radiant crystals that suddenly begin to bathe the city below in a wash of colorful, pastel-tinged light, now that the sun is beginning to set and that the world is beginning to grow dark.


    A loud growl rings around the edge of the forest and all of them look at Fresh, who only notices their collective gazes a moment later. Laughing, she scratches her cheek. "Let’s get something real to eat and find a place to sleep! My treat!"

  


  Chapter 117: Welcome to the West


  
    "Wow…" says Fresh quietly, letting her friends hear her bewonderment as they cross through the precipice of the gate. The giant entry-way towers above them. Its crystal-lit shadow envelops them whole as they cross over the boundary and enter into the city. The ink of the shadow covers them entirely, as if it were the swallowing aura of a dungeon-portal.


    Despite it being dusk outside, the streets are still very busy, which is an unusual sight for her. In the northern city, the roads cleared very quickly as soon as the sun vanished. But here, the giant, prismatic crystals that linger in the air bathe the plaza with a soft, pinkish light which then shifts to a bluish-purple, before pulsing back. The combined glow of the many sources paints the brightly polished, giant stones of the streets with a pastel aura. It is as if the entire city, despite its harsh location and the coming of night, had been painted with the colors of a bright spring.


    Mountain run-off barrels down from the sides of the cliffs, past the many windows and houses as it forms a large stream that seems to run through the middle of the entire city. She can’t see where it starts or where it ends, but the entire place is filled with a cool mist from the splashing dew. The dampness exemplifies the already cool and crisp night air. Yet the water too, clean and pure, shines with a bright aura as it also reflects the magical lights back into the air, while absorbing some of it into itself as well. The water almost glows like her own potions from the magical shine, almost as if the entire river itself were enchanted.


    "Jubileeee~ it’s so pretty!" exclaims Fresh excitedly, shaking her friend as she grabs them by the shoulder.


    "Eh. You get used to it," says Jubilee, shrugging and walking on ahead as the first one to cross the barrier fully.


    "Have you been here before?" asks Basil curiously, beating Fresh to it who was just about to ask the same.


    "Yeah, once or twice," they say. "You can really see the stars from up here," explains Jubilee, giving an answer that Fresh hadn’t expected. "Come on, let’s get something to eat and then we’ll get some sleep. We can talk about everything else tomorrow."


    "That’s a great idea!" agrees Fresh excitedly as she runs after Jubilee. There are two streets, divided in the center by the shallow channel of water. Multiple arched, ornate wooden bridges span the gap and on either side of the way are houses with thick, timber-frame beams. The walls are made out of what appears to be a kind of matte, taupe plaster. Interestingly enough, in her eyes at least, most doors don’t seem to be like the kind she is used to. Rather, they seemed to be sliding, wooden constructions, with a lining that she thinks is paper at first, but then realizes it is some sort of dense fabric.


    Her eyes shine with excitement, reflecting the magical lights as she looks at the many people lining the streets. Most of them are clearly casters with only the odd leather-clad fighter type visible here or there. Most everyone wears cloth robes and fabric, but heavily layered with some people wearing heavier furs and mantles. As they walk, she can’t help but notice the many curious eyes and heads turning their way and at first she thinks its because they must look like a mess. But then she realizes that all of them are just staring at Shamrock, who is well out of place here.


    "Hey! Hey!" calls an excited voice as a smaller figure runs up to them. The boy grabs Shamrock’s giant hand, tugging on it. "Wanna join our party?!"


    Shamrock stares at him for a moment. "No," is all that he says as he keeps on walking. The boy holds onto his hand, being dragged behind him as the giant moves onward, entirely indifferent to the additional weight.


    "What percent are you getting now? We’ll double it!" argues the boy.


    "No," repeats Shamrock, lifting his hand. The boy doesn’t let go. Instead, his feet lift up into the air. Fresh scratches her cheek, looking at Jubilee who just sighs and shakes their head.


    "Jubilee?"


    "Beat it, pip-squeak!" yells Jubilee. "The meat-head is with us!"


    The boy yells back, still hanging in the air off of Shamrock’s arm, as the man lets out an exhausted, heavy sigh. "You beat it! I bet you guys aren’t even level ten! In total!" The boy’s party, all rough looking children that are just about his age, stand just a few feet away all nod in unified agreement.


    "Let’s not get into a fight now," says Basil, stepping in between the two of them.


    "Get lost, you look like an upside down carrot! What’s with that ugly robe?!"


    Basil flinches, pulling back with a gasp and Fresh grabs her shoulder. "You look nice, Basil!" As she moves closer to the priestess, she can feel the fabric of her bag move to the side as the lantern inside of it tries to fly out to her.


    "Carrot! Carrot!" yells the young boy, pointing at her and his party behind him all just nod, not saying anything further.


    Fresh purses her lips, pulling Basil back to the side and adjusting her bag. "Come on, we’re leaving." She looks up at Shamrock. "Put him down please. Let’s go."


    Shamrock nods once, lifting his arm higher and before Fresh can react, he flings it out to the side, sending the boy flying off into the shallow channel of water. Fresh winces as he lands, but he seems to be fine and sits upright a second later, soaking wet. The water isn’t that deep here, apparently. His party scatters, only one of them stopping to wade into the water and pull him out. "I didn’t mean like that…" says Fresh, somewhat worried, as Shamrock walks on towards the rest of them. "What was that?" she asks, looking at the others.


    "Good job," says Jubilee to Shamrock, sounding oddly proud, before turning to Fresh. "There aren’t many fighters here. It’s all magic. So people here are desperate for someone with a little grit."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, not understanding.


    "You’ll only get so far in the dungeon with only magic," they explain. "Sometimes you need to whack stuff, you know?" Jubilee shakes their head. "Anyways, let’s go. I wanna eat and hit the sack."


    Fresh nods, thinking that she understands. Maybe there are some enemies that are immune to magic in the dungeon here? She supposes that in a city of casters, that could be a real problem. Shamrock walks up to them and looks down at Basil, nodding once before continuing on forward without another word. Basil looks around, somewhat confused and continues fidgeting with her sleeves until Fresh grabs her hand and pulls her behind her, as they continue on down the road.


    Jubilee leads them to a large building on the corner of the left-hand street. Water runs just past its exterior, which is ornamented with several wooden posts and lanterns, from which all sorts of chimes and knick-knacks hang. Small metal bells, little skulls that could belong to both monsters and animals, old pieces of equipment and fabric of tattered scarves and robes. Jubilee looks back up at her. "Do you still have the key?"


    "Key?" asks Fresh.


    "For the adventurers’ guild, goo-brain."


    "Uh…" Fresh taps her body, fumbling around. She always kept the big iron-key in the pocket of her robe, so it should still… "ah!" she pulls it out, surprised that she still has it. "Here! But uh… what for?"


    Jubilee places their hands on their hips, staring at her. "For the door? To our room?" The girl blinks and Jubilee sighs, relenting as they snatch the key from her. "Every adventurers’ guild has the same key."


    Fresh gasps, clenching her fists in excitement. "Really?! Jubilee! That’s great!"


    "Uh… yeah? Sure, I guess? Let’s eat first though, then we’ll call it a day. Did you get the money out earlier like I asked you?" asks Jubilee suspiciously.


    Fresh nods with a prideful smile. "I did!"


    "Great. Let’s go," says Jubilee, grabbing the sliding door and pushing it open, heading in first as the rest of them follow after a moment later.


    Fresh isn’t sure what to expect exactly from the adventurers’ guild here. Will it be as quiet and somber as the one in the north? Standing up straight, maintaining her best posture, the girl crosses the threshold and steps inside, doing her best to look respectful in case this place too was haunted by the mourning wail of an unseen specter. Basil and Shamrock follow closely behind her.


    "CHUG! CHUG! CHUG! CHUG!" the crowd below them erupts into a series of cheers and screams as they encircle a man in their center, his long wizard’s robe wet with the drink that runs down the sides of his gray beard, as he holds a giant tankard above his head, another three laying empty at his feet. The man takes a final gulp and holds the empty tankard into the air, tipping it upside down to showcase his success. The crowd erupts into an explosion of cheers and hollers that takes Fresh aback. The wizard throws the tankard to the ground, where it smashes down and rolls next to the rest of them at his feet. Lifting his hand, he smashes his fist against his chest a few times and lets out a long burp that Fresh is sure she can smell all the way up here by the door.


    The crowd erupts into another celebration as they watch as another tankard, apparently the fifth, makes its way around to the wizard who is apparently ready for the challenge. Music fills the air as a band, apparently having taken a break to allow the spectacle, now continue their playing.


    Fresh blinks, not sure if she’s seeing right. She leans over, down to Jubilee to speak into their ear. Though she has to speak loudly as the ambiance in here is so loud that she can barely hear herself think. "I thought you said people in the west were reserved?"


    "They are. Adventurers don’t count. They’re hardly people," sighs Jubilee.


    Fresh looks around, surprised, but not unhappy at this new environment.


    "CHUG! CHUG! CHUG! CHUG!" yells the crowd again as the wizard starts with the next one and she finds herself bobbing on her feet along with their chants and along with the rhythmic playing of the band next to the bar.


    The wizard suddenly keels over, a spew of vomit leaving his mouth in violent spray as he coats the floor in the center of the circle surrounding him.


    Again, the crowd erupts into a loud cheer as if this were good too and Fresh watches as the barkeeper behind the bar sighs a heavy sigh, shaking his head that he holds down in his palms. She isn’t sure from up here, but he looks like a dark-elf.


    The entrance door to the adventurers’ guild is apparently upstairs. Or… the main area is downstairs. She isn’t sure. The building is rectangular and right at the entrance is a large wooden walkway which runs around the inside edge of the building along all four walls in a circle. The entire area ‘ring’ is filled with tables and chairs and benches, all scooted together as the people there move them out of place to form large clusters with each other as they revel. On the left side of the walkway is a staircase that goes downstairs, towards the open area that the wizard and his crowd stand in.


    Fresh feels a strange feeling in her chest as she listens to the many happy, festive voices around herself. As she feels the subtle shaking as metal tankards strike each other, as she smells the wet dewiness in the air from spilled liquor and vomit, she feels a giddiness, a glee. This is what she had hoped an adventurers’ guild would be like.


    The four of them navigate their way through the crowds, finding their way to a table.


    "I got down to seventeen today!"


    "Ooh, one more and you -"


    "Woah! Look at that guy, he’s huge!"


    The crowd downstairs shouts again and the room turns into a bright orange as a wave of fire spontaneously blasts into the air, the eruption shaking the entire building. Seconds later, the cheers return and a single tankard, that was blown to the ceiling by the explosion, clamours back down to the stones.


    Jubilee pulls out a chair and climbs on as they find a free table and the rest of them sit down too. Only Shamrock has difficulties, his chair being a little too small for him.


    "This place is great! I love it!" says Fresh excitedly, her eyes shining. "It looks like so much fun! Jubileeee~!"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes and taps against the wood of the table twice loudly with their gloved finger.


    A second later a sound rings out like a little chime as Fresh feels a slight breeze blow past her right ear. She gasps, as she looks at the little fairy woman holding a small notepad. She’s wearing a small, well tailored outfit like the barkeeper and Fresh can’t help but find herself leaning in closer to stare at the fairy from behind. Basil grabs her shoulder and pulls her back, just before the fairy turns around to look at her. Fresh smiles a nervous smile and waves.


    "What’ll it be, sugar?" she says in a surprisingly gruff voice, taking the minuscule pen out from behind her ear.


    Jubilee flashes the key up at her. "We’re checking in. Indefinite stay."


    "Sure thing, darlin’," says the fairy, coughing a few times to clear her, apparently, very slimy throat. "You wanna eat somethin’?"


    "Yeah, give us a full spread for the room tonight. Breakfast daily. We’ll figure the rest out ourselves."


    "You got it," says the waitress, making some scribbles into her notepad before flipping it closed. "One and a half for the month," she says. "One hundred less if you pay now."


    Jubilee nods, snapping over at Fresh. "Pay the woman."


    "Ah!" Fresh fumbles into her bag, getting the coins ready. "Uh…" she stops for a second, looking back at Jubilee who lets out a tired groan.


    "One-thousand four-hundred."


    "Ah!" Fresh digs through the bag, getting the coins together with one hand and pressing the lantern down with the other to stop it from flying out. Quickly closing the bag back up, she sets the money down onto the table. The fairy floats above the coins, counting the fourteen silver coins off with her finger. Fresh can’t help but wonder how she is going to take the money? She’s barely a foot tall.


    "Alright, this checks out," says the small waitress. "You don’t just have a big one, do you?"


    "Ah… I’m sorry," apologizes Fresh. "I only have these."


    The fairy grumbles, flying down to grab four at once and stacks them together, before flying off. Fresh watches in awe as the small fairy leaves, flying out over the ‘pit’ on her way back to the bar. She feels somewhat bewildered, but also fascinated. The girl can feel her own back aching already, as she watches the fairy gliding through the air, ducking to the side just in time, as another explosion rings out, sending a tankard flying just past her. It crashes against the ceiling and gets stuck, as the edge presses itself into the roof.


    The crowd erupts again, seemingly willing to cheer for anything and everything.


    


    Note for occultists - Mountains 

Mountains, being some of the most awe-inspiring features of the world, have always been a part of mythology no matter where you go in the world. Much like water and the sky, mountains are held in strong reverence all around the world.

 The most famous examples of course are Mount Olympus in Greece, which was said to be home to the gods themselves. Greek mythology is loaded with stories of this mountain and honestly, it’s an entire book in and of itself, let alone an after-chapter trivia haha.

 Another popular one is of course, the famous Mount Fuji in Japan, in which the mountain itself is considered to be a sacred entity that is attributed to be an important spirit. These beliefs stem from the unique mixture of Shinto and Buddhism in Japan, in which, much like old shamanistic beliefs, spirits are attributed to even inanimate things.

 Interesting for christian mythology is the mountain Ararat, which is said to be the place that Noah’s ark found land. Interestingly, much like mount Olympus, Ararat was held to be the home of the gods by the Armenian people. But, much like in Greece, this belief slowly faded and Christianity spread and overwrote it. Ararat is a highly controversial subject, given its geographical location.

  


  Chapter 118: Bathwater


  
    "You’re doing good so far," says the voice of the fountain. Fresh looks around as she floats in the black-water. Is she?


    "Everything went wrong. It was really close," argues the girl as she floats as a disembodied presence in the light-less ocean. The fountain yawns loudly, not too bothered by her statement. She feels the water surging around herself as a presence shifts and moves nearby, the current pressing all around her sides as it flows around her bodiless form in a spiral.


    "No, it’s all going according to plan," says the voice from the water. "We had a few, little hiccups here and there. But all in all, we’re on the right track."


    "Plan? Track? What are you talking about?" asks Fresh, now entirely lost.


    "Ah, don’t worry about it. I just wanted to check in, really."


    "I feel like I should worry about it!" argues the girl. "We had to run for our lives because of how badly I messed up! Basil died!"


    "She un-died, it’s fine. As long as the others are useful, we can keep them around," says the fountain, its voice drolls on as if it were speaking with a deeply sleepy tone, as if it were fighting the nodding of its head as it drifts away mid-sentence.


    "That’s really crass! They’re my friends!"


    "Sure, sure," says the fountain, as if disregarding her. "Anyways, you did well. I didn’t expect the shop thing when I gave you your class, but I’ll hand it to you, it all worked out nicely. Very creative."


    "What are you talking about? It was a total disaster!" exclaims the floating girl.


    "Was it? Hmm… well, maybe for you," says the fountain. "I guess on the ground-level, things look different. You fulfilled your task, so it was time to leave anyway. Things were becoming stagnant. Black-water has to flow, you know?"


    "My task? I didn’t do anything though," says Fresh, feeling herself floating upside-down as the current spins her around and around, as if it were playing with her like a small child would with a doll.


    "You did everything. We… hmm… what’s the term you people use?" asks the fountain. "We just about hit ‘market saturation’ in that city. There wasn’t anything left for me."


    "Huh? For you?"


    "Don’t worry about it. We just bought a lot of time though. With that many, it will make it a lot harder for them to summon that hero to stop us. You did great!"


    "That many what? Stop us from doing what? What are we doing?" asks Fresh, feeling more and more distraught at the fountain’s vagaries. Or maybe she just isn’t able to fully understand it, maybe she’s the problem?


    The water rushes as it picks up its pace, the current churning as the tide comes to carry her away again, to pull her back to the new life that she lives. The fountain sighs a tired sigh. "What we’re doing? Well I’m taking a nap now," says the sleepy voice, as she begins to float off towards the distant darkness. "You? You’re going to open a store," says the fountain. "No rest for the wicked."


    Fresh’s eyes shoot open as the back of a soft hand slaps against the side of her face. The girl lays on her sore back on a blanket on the floor, as she stares up towards the dark ceiling of their room in the western adventurers’ guild. Looking to her side, she stares at Basil who is flailing in her sleep. The priestess’ arm slides off of her face as she twists around, hitting the other way. She really is quite the restless sleeper, apparently.


    Fresh sits upright, feeling her now damp blanket stick to her skin, as she stares around the half-dark room that they all find themselves in. The room is a bit different than the one in the northern city, though it is just as sparsely furnished with only one bed. Adventurers were apparently expected to buy or make their own furniture, which is fair enough in her eyes. The walls are much like the rest of the architecture here in this city, being made of an off-white plaster with dark timber-framing. Any noises of the sounds of the revelry outside are entirely muted and silent, despite being just a wall away. She supposes that’s because they are in a cut-off space. Nobody sleeps on the single bed, instead, Jubilee had them take the mattress off of it and lean it up as a separator, which they are sleeping behind. Shamrock sits by the door, leaning against the wall.


    A leg bends out to the side as Basil kicks her through her blanket. Fresh sighs, placing a hand on the priestess’ head, though not really sure why. Is this weird? Is she being creepy? Fresh isn’t sure, but she pets Basil’s hair in the hopes that it will help her settle down. Judging by the sharp kick that she receives again, it apparently doesn’t.


    The girl purses her lips, thinking about her dream. But the more she thinks about it, the more vague and distant the vision becomes and soon enough she is left with nothing but a darkness in her mind, similar to that of this room. She couldn’t fall back asleep now, even if she wanted to, so instead, Fresh thinks that she should get up early to get ready for this brand new day. Quietly, she gets up, covering Basil with her blanket as the priestess had kicked her own blanket away. She can see the vague lump lying halfway across the room and she steps over it as she gets dressed and creeps towards the sliding door, pulling it gently to the side as she steps into the pale, blue fog beyond and then closing it behind herself before she fades away into the mist.


    Fresh can’t help but smile as she returns to the party outside that hasn’t seemed to temper itself in the least. Something about the fact that people here are so open and loud makes her really happy. She wonders if adventurers here are kinder? They certainly seemed like it, sort of. Ducking through the rows of tables, she goes through a door upstairs, not far from theirs, that Jubilee had shown her before they went to bed.


    The crowd by the front door erupts into a series of hollers and loud cheers as a man walks in the entrance, being embraced and surrounded by the many people the second that he walks in. Fresh smiles as she watches his cloth-draped silhouette vanish behind the many excited bodies rushing to see him. She hopes that she can be greeted like that when she walks into a place one day. Nodding to herself, determined to put in some work today to make that dream come true, she opens the sliding door to the bathing area and steps inside.


    A heavy, dewy steam flows against her and she closes the door behind herself as she steps inside to wash the gunk and grime and goo of the last two weeks off of her body.


    The washing room and all of its furnishings and features are also made out of the heavy white stones and plaster, their surfaces trickling as the hot steam rolls down them like melting wax from a candle and within seconds it starts to do the same on her, as the dew pearls on her skin. As Fresh heads to the bathing area, she can’t help but notice a small, sink-like fountain. It isn’t particularly ornate or artistically crafted. The decorations are all just vaguely occult’ish, just all vaguely resemblant of something old and spooky, but not so much so that it draws any attention. She leans forward, examining the fish in the center that spews water out of its mouth in a constant trickle and as the water wicks from its body, she can see a vague reflection of herself in it for just a brief moment.


    It winks.


    Fresh yelps, quickly shuffling away to wash up in private.


    Jubilee had said that the first thing that they’ll do today is check out the town for any properties that are available, ideally near the dungeon. At the word ‘dungeon’, Shamrock seemed to become oddly excited as visible by his frantic breathing, but Jubilee told him to settle down. They’d get to go inside of the dungeon soon enough. Fresh had promised in the meanwhile to go into town with Basil to find some new clothes and provisions for them all. Their plan is to stay in the adventurers’ guild for now. It only made sense, they had everything that they needed here. Plus she really likes it. Somehow, her blunder during her early days here was really paying off, even now, this far into the future.


    Undressing and stepping into the bath, Fresh submerges her head beneath the hot water, vigorously rubbing her long hair with her fingers as she reaches out and grabs some soap. "It’s all going according to plan, huh?" she mutters to herself as she breaches back out of the surface, realizing only a moment later as she scrubs herself, as she stares down at her reflection, that it is staring back up at her.


    Fresh tilts her head and the reflection does the same. "You know? I’d really like some privacy now and then," says the girl to herself. The reflection doesn’t respond, simply staring up at her as it carries the same expression that she has on her own face, its hands holding the bubbly bar of soap against its pale skin.


    An hour later, after she finally feels clean from well over two weeks of grime, after pulling out countless twigs from her knotted hair and plucking dirt and hardened gunk off of her robe, she returns outside, feeling like a creature that has been freshly reborn. Her steps feel light and her muscles feel relaxed, there isn’t even an inkling of an ache in her back. Smiling, she rolls her neck as she hurries past the loud party, deciding to go out into town to look around while the others are still asleep.


    Even if she has to wait on them to do anything, there is still so much to see.

  


  Chapter 119: Shopping Spree


  
    "Look! Look over here!" shouts Fresh excitedly as she tugs on Basil’s hand, dragging the priestess along behind her as they make their way through the new city. Several hours had passed since she had woken up on her own and gone wandering, by the time she got back, the others were awake and ready to set out as well.


    It makes Fresh a little nervous, but for the first time, they are splitting up. Jubilee told her not to be a baby and she tried her best to oblige, but she still felt really anxious about it and practically clung to her friend who had then threatened to throw her off the mountain if she didn’t stop. Jubilee and Shamrock are heading through the town to look at properties and to work out how the market in this city runs, before they step on any toes again. Basil and Fresh’s plan, meanwhile, is to explore the area and find shops of note and to buy a few provisions and other things that they might need.


    Basil yelps as she is tugged to the side again, as she is dragged behind Fresh and barely able to keep up with her excited pace. "I found this earlier and I wanted to show you!" says Fresh excitedly, pointing down from the ledge they are standing on. Basil comes to her, to stand next to the waist-high railing as they stare down at the world below.


    The western city up here on the mountain plateau is built on several layers. The mountain faces diverge off into all directions, opening up a few more flat areas that are built over as well. Fresh lifts a finger, pointing towards something odd. A giant hole in the side of the mountain. An ornately carved gate.


    "Is that the dungeon?" asks Basil, squinting. Fresh shakes her head.


    "No, I don’t think so, I think it’s just a tunnel, look!" she says and they stand there and watch silently for a while as people enter into the mountain and then minutes later, silhouettes of the same color emerge on the other side, out on the distant plateaus. The plateaus of the city are apparently connected by large, gigantic underground passages that run through the mountain. "I asked somebody before, apparently a lot of people live inside of the mountain!"


    Basil looks at her and then up the side of the mountain, the exterior of which is dotted with square cutouts in the rock-face. "Huh… that makes sense, I guess." The priestess looks around the area from their high vantage point. "Where’s the dungeon?"


    "Apparently, it’s inside the mountain too!" says Fresh excitedly.


    "Oh… that makes sense. Wanna go take a loo- iah!" Basil yelps again as Fresh abruptly tears her away before she can finish speaking, as they make their way down an inclined path which leads towards the large tunnel gate that they were looking at. The streets here are more narrow than the ones in the northern city and she hasn’t seen a single anqa or cart yet, as they move through the busy roads. But they are just as full of bright, excited faces as the streets in the north. In fact, the people here seem somehow less grim than those of the northern city. Perhaps because any somber expressions or sad looks could simply be turned towards the awe inspiring vastness of the world, which is visible from nearly every precipice and walkway. There is always something to look at. Something far off in the distance to wonder about.


    The sun shines brightly above their heads, somehow even brighter than she had thought possible. Maybe because they’re higher up, so they’re closer to it? She doesn’t really understand, but it makes sense in her mind.


    "Where are we going?" asks Basil. "I thought we were going to see the stores?"


    "We will!" says Fresh, pulling the priestess along. "But you gotta see this!" The two of them weave between the busy crowds filling the streets. The lower plaza outside of the tunnel is surrounded by dozens and dozens of wooden stalls, lined with all manner of things.


    "We should get the provisions!" yells Basil, talking over the loud crowd that they have submerged themselves in. It reminds Fresh a lot of the entrance plaza to the northern city.


    "We can get them inside!" says Fresh, looking back over her shoulder as they run towards the giant gate, carved ornately into the side of the mountain. Fresh gazes up at it in awestruck wonder again before they run through it and head into the mountain. The exterior rim of the gate is engraved with dozens of figures, all locked into a giant, indistinguishable turmoil. Some of them are fighting with each other, locked in an eternal fight. Others are helping those next to them climb higher and higher, yet all of them seem to share one thing in common. A desire to reach the top. The two of them enter the tunnel.


    Immediately, the air shifts. There is an echo audible around them and there is a strong breeze which comes from inside of the hole, as the wind pushes through the mountain from the other side, whistling loudly as it sheers along the intricately carved rock passages.


    The tunnel branches off into two directions. One path heads to the right, that’s the one they saw the adventurers go through on their way to the other plateau. The other branches left.


    "Ah, I think the dungeon is this way," says Basil, pointing up to a large sign at the crossroads that describes the way.


    "Yeah! But look!" Fresh pulls the priestess to the side, towards the left inner wall of the tunnel. Both sides of the underground passage are lined with giant glass windows and wide open doors. Giant signs hang outside of them and crowds wander in and out, trickling back into the flow of the people as they exit them and return to their adventures. Fresh points to one sign in particular that they are next to and presses her face against the window and stares in excitement through the glass, towards the colorful crystal ornaments inside of the shop.


    A quiet vibration can be felt, its soft hammering shaking the glass ever so slightly as it sounds off with a rhythmic tinkling. Tick. Tick. Tick.


    Fresh stares at the clockwork shop before her, filled with all manner of decorations and ornaments, but also small toys and knick-knacks that move from side to side. A few dolls tilt left and right in unison with the swinging pendulum next to them, as the clockwork locomotion moves them all.


    "Ah, I’ve heard of this," says Basil, looking inside and standing next to her. "The wet-crafters here are really the best, you know?" Fresh nods, staring excitedly as a small crystal hovers past the window, shining with a pale, pastel light that covers the storefront for a moment. "The mountain is a high-magic zone, so they’ve really made the most out of it. Look, there -" Basil points to the crystal. "Those crystals get magic from the mountain. They use it to do all sorts of things."


    "It’s so cool!" says Fresh.


    "Huh? Are you cold?" asks Basil. "I suppose it is rather chilly up here. Come on, let’s go find a tailo- IAH!" Basil lurches to the side as Fresh grabs her hand and violently drags her off down the left tunnel as they run past all sorts of shops on the way. Shops that Fresh never saw the likes of the northern city. Ornate jewelers, toy-makers, bookstores and even a confectioner that Basil only barely manages to restrain her from entering, reminding her that they needed the money for more important things.


    As they head down the left tunnel, walking with the crowds, the air becomes damper and a little thicker. But it’s not entirely unpleasant and it carries with it a softness that is a nice contrast to the sharp, thin mountain air outside. A soft trickling can be heard, the noise slowly distinguishing itself from the many voices of the crowd which intermingle with another, echoing around the giant tunnel.


    "- id you ever figure out that puzzle?"


    "Yeah, after like a week. The hidden wall really got m -"


    "Aaaah! I love this new robe! It’s so sof -!"


    Basil and Fresh step forward as the tunnel opens up into a wide cavern. A noisy cascade of cold, blue water falls from the upper ceiling of the large chamber, which has a small hole in its top. The waterfall rains down over the top of a giant, stone gate, which stands in the center of the space. The mountain runoff trickles down the stone construction, breaking off into several small rivers that then branch out on all sides and flow in all manner of directions, like veins leaving a heart. A series of wooden bridges span over the deep, ancient grooves in the rock towards the small island that the dungeon-gate stands on. Crystals, like the ones seen outside at night, float around near the ceiling and illuminate the entire area.


    Fresh clenches her fists in excitement. "Wanna go check it out?" asks the girl, already running forward towards it. A hand grabs her wrist and pulls her back.


    "Slow down. We shouldn’t go inside without the others," scolds Basil. Fresh feels an innate desire to argue with her, because she really wants to see this new dungeon and to figure out what it looks like and what kind of monsters it has. But, after staring at her for a moment, Fresh decides that Basil is right.


    Fresh sighs, lowering her head. "Okaaay~"


    Perhaps seeing that this is all very exciting, but not exactly productive, Basil apparently opts to take the lead and from then on keeps them on a strict regimen, so that they can fulfill their goals for the day. Fresh can’t help but wonder if the priestess isn’t treating her like one of the children that she had looked after. She is certainly being made to carry everything that they buy. Basil argues that it’s because she’s the only one with a bag, which Fresh has nothing to say against. Though she does smile a somewhat smug smile as they pass a small stall outside of the dungeon and she secretly buys a bag for the priestess as well, slapping a silver Obol down on the counter and pointing to one hanging in the back, just like she had seen Jubilee do for her.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) bought: [Adventurer’s Bag]{15L}(Normal)


            for


            [{100} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    Basil awkwardly takes it, asking her to not buy her things. Fresh sticks her tongue out at the priestess and says that she’s going to anyway. After that, the two of them run around, buying all manner of things. Their first stop is to collect simple provisions. Simple bars made out of dried meats and grains for when they’re in the dungeon or on the go. Then they move on to another stall covered in furs and fabrics, buying two normal sized bedrolls and one extra large one for their room. Depending on what news Jubilee and Shamrock come back with, they might be staying in the adventurers’ guild for a while, so it’s maybe a good idea to get comfortable enough to sleep well at night, at the very least. While they’re on the subject, Fresh asks Basil how she slept last night.


    "Me? I slept really well, honestly," says the priestess. "It’s nice to have a roof, you know?" She shrugs. "But I dreamt weird things."


    "Really?" asks Fresh. "Like what?"


    Basil looks at her and then awkwardly waves her hands, changing the topic. "It’s not important. Come on, we still have a lot of stuff to get!" she exclaims. "I’m dying to finally wear some fresh clothes," says Basil and to Fresh’s surprise, the priestess now grabs her hand and drags her along behind her, as they run together towards the next store on their list.

  


  Chapter 120: Long term goals


  
    "Jubilee! Jubilee!" yells Fresh excitedly, as she runs up to her friend, seeing them standing in the road together with Shamrock, whom she also says an excited hello to. "Look at all of the stuff we found!" exclaims Fresh, as she turns around to show Jubilee the full bag on her back. Basil catches up, panting, as she too has her own overflowing bag on her back, but also two of the three bedrolls, as Fresh was unable to carry anything else.


    Jubilee nods to her, looking over at Basil. "You keeping her on a leash, so she doesn’t wander off of a cliff?"


    The priestess bends over forward, bracing her hands against her knees, as the heavy fabric bag on her back rattles, its contents shifting around. "I’m- I’m doing my best," she says between desperate breaths.


    "Hey!" pouts Fresh, crossing her arms.


    "Strong," says Shamrock, nodding to the priestess and Basil laughs a little nervously.


    Fresh’s posture loosens a second later as she wants to tell them about her morning, but she isn’t quite sure where to start. "Jubilee! Jubilee!" starts Fresh. "We found the dungeon and it’s really great! There’s a bunch of water and crystals and oh! Oh! Jubilee!" Fresh grabs Jubilee’s shoulders. "There’s this really nice shop that makes clockwork toys and -"


    Jubilee raises a hand, shushing her with it and pushing her hands off of their shoulders with the other. "Okay, okay. Settle down. Your goo-brain is leaking."


    "Jubilee~!" cries Fresh, leaning in towards her friend. "This city is really great! It’s so pretty and the air is so clean and the -"


    "Okay. Yeah, I get it. You like the mountain air," Jubilee shakes their head. "Listen up, we went to the magistrate and asked about setting up a business."


    "Magi- What does a wizard have to do with anything?" asks Fresh, scratching her cheek.


    "A wi- No you dumb-ass. A magistrate has nothing to do with magic. He runs this place," barks Jubilee at her.


    "Oh, wow! You got to talk to him?"


    Jubilee shakes their head. "No, just some old goon at a desk, but she told us enough. There are actually a few properties for sale in the city."


    "That’s great!"


    Jubilee nods. "Yeah, I asked about ones by the dungeon -"


    Basil jumps in. "Is that wise? What if there’s another breach?"


    "Don’t worry about it. The gate is pretty well guarded here. There’s no corrupt church to throw us to the wolves this time," says Jubilee, staring at Basil, who doesn’t manage to find a response. "Anyways. There’s one just outside of the dungeon but…" Jubilee thinks for a second, before looking at Shamrock.


    "Suspicious," says the man as he gazes upwards at a large crystal that flies on by, shimmering as the late morning sunlight radiates off of its glossy, prismatic surface.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    "It’s too cheap," explains Jubilee. "They only want half the asking price of any other building. Houses aren’t cheaper by the dungeon here like they are in the north, because the gate here is safe."


    Basil crosses her arms thinking. "So there’s a catch?"


    Jubilee shrugs. "There’s always a fucking catch, but she wouldn’t tell us anything. Fucking pen pushers."


    Fresh thinks for a while as they all stand there. The crowd bustles and flows around them. "Is there a merchants’ guild here?" she asks Jubilee.


    "No. The magistrate runs everything. He’s basically a king. But, he keeps his fingers out of the pie, as long as it keeps on coming."


    "So we won’t have any dues to pay here? Or any tributes to make?" asks Fresh excitedly. The prospect of being financially unburdened is greatly enticing to hear about.


    "Just the taxes and property dues. The rate is a little higher than in the north though, but we’re still coming out ahead."


    "That sounds great, Jubilee! We should take it!" says Fresh excitedly. "Can we look at it? How much does it cost?"


    "After we’ve paid. They’ll let us have it for seventy-thousand," says Jubilee dryly, looking at her and watching as her excited face grows pale in an instant. None of them say anything. Fresh shuffles awkwardly around as she watches Basil fidget much the same. Only Shamrock seems undisturbed as he continues to stare at the giant crystals flying through the sky.


    "Jubilee, we can’t afford that," says Fresh plainly, rubbing her arm, saying it as nobody else was going to, by the looks of things.


    "Yeah. No shit. All the money we put to the side is still in the northern adventurers’ guild."


    Fresh suddenly realizes in horror at how much they had left behind so suddenly. "Jubilee! What about… what about your money?"


    Jubilee shakes their head once more. "It’s deposited."


    "Oh no…" mutters Fresh, thinking about the adventurers’ guild. She hopes that the scarred barkeeper doesn’t hate her now too. She thinks that she really ended up taking a liking to the elf, despite everything. "So, what do we do now?"


    "We earn some money," says Jubilee plainly. "The property has been available for a while now, so I don’t think there’s a rush."


    Fresh lets out an unsure groan. She shivers as a cold breeze rushes past them. The frigid mountain winds press through the crowd and cause the entire river of fabric robes and capes to billow along with its gentle current. "But that much? I mean, maybe when we were selling things at the store, but how are we going to do it without a building?"


    "It’ll be fine, dumb-ass. We’re an adventuring party," says Jubilee. "We’ll just go on an adventure."


    "Again?" whines Fresh. "But Jubileeee~ we just got here!"


    "What? No! I mean into the dungeon!" yells Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips. "We’re going to start dungeon-diving to earn money. With all four of us, we should be able to get pretty far." Jubilee looks up at Shamrock. "You ever been here?"


    "No," is all that he says as his breastplate lurches outward.


    "What about you?" asks Basil. Jubilee shakes their head.


    "Not into the dungeon, no. How much money do you have left?" asks Jubilee, looking at Fresh.


    "Uh…" Fresh turns to look at Basil.


    "You have just under ten-thousand," says Basil, pulling on her sleeves for a second as she thinks. "I also have this," she says, pulling up the fabric to show the golden bangle that she wears around her wrist. "It’s not worth much, but we can sell it?" suggests the priestess. Fresh looks at her somewhat surprised, but also touched.


    "That’s really sweet, Basil. Thank you!" Basil doesn’t say anything, but nods with a pleased smile.


    Jubilee thinks for a second. "We’ll take what we can get. I might be able to work something out to get to our savings. I’ll have to talk to some people tonight."


    "The thieves’ guild…?" asks Fresh quietly, leaning over towards Jubilee. "Is that a smart idea?" she whispers.


    Jubilee ignores her question. "Together with what you have, we only need to get maybe thirty? Yeah. I think we can scratch that together. If everything works out," says Jubilee looking at Shamrock and at Basil who both nod back.


    Fresh beams excitedly. "So we’re going to the dungeon?!"


    "Yeah. Don’t get in the way, goo-brain. You two kooks go back to the guild and drop all of your stuff off," says Jubilee. "We’ll meet up outside of the dungeon in an hour and check it out. We can take a look at the house from the outside at least too."


    After that, the four of them split up again into two groups. Fresh and Basil follow the waterway that cuts through the plateau as they head back towards the adventurers’ guild to drop everything off. Entering into the guild, the two of them are accosted by the loud shouting of the constant party that is happening inside. Fresh ducks down at the last second, as the fairy-waitress zooms past her head, apparently straining herself a lot to carry a single empty mug through the anarchy. People are moving every which way as they fill tables, hopping from one group to the next in what appears to be a strange drinking game that she isn’t really able to decipher.


    Quickly, they unlock the sliding door and duck into the room and take a minute to unload their bags. Since they have time, Fresh suggests that they get the new bedrolls ready for tonight. She bets Jubilee will be really happy with her for thinking ahead like this and so, she proudly sets to work. Humming as she rolls the smaller ones out while Basil takes care of the large bedroll for Shamrock.


    "Ah!" Fresh realizes all of a sudden that they’re one bed-roll short. She didn’t think about Jubilee, having forgotten that the mattress was being used as a divider rather than to lay on top of. "Basil, we have to go buy another bed-roll for Jubilee! I forgot!"


    Basil looks up at her as she tucks in the sheet around the corner of the large mat. "I’ve been meaning to ask you," starts Basil. "But I didn’t want to be rude…" Basil fidgets a little, pulling on her sleeves. "How come Jubilee is so shy about their appearance?"


    "Huh? What do you mean?" asks Fresh. Basil blinks a few times and then shrugs. "You know? The whole mask thing?"


    "Oh," Fresh realizes that she doesn’t even think about it anymore. At this point, the mask seemed to be just as natural a feature of Jubilee’s body as any other part of it. "I don’t know. I never asked, I think?" says Fresh.


    "Really? So you don’t know what they really look like?" asks Basil.


    Fresh thinks for a second, placing a finger on her cheek. "I guess not," thinks the girl. "But I mean, I don’t know what Shamrock looks like either," she laughs. "Everyone is so secretive. But at least I can see your face, Basil!" She lifts a finger as she explains. "It’s really nice!" says Fresh as she goes back to making the bed. A moment later, she stops and thinks for a second. Was that a weird thing to say? Is she being weird again? Fresh looks over towards Basil. She hopes that the priestess doesn’t think that she’s weird now.


    Basil mutters a quiet "Thank you," as she continues to pull on her sleeves, not looking up from them anymore. A moment later she goes back to making Shamrock’s bed. Fresh shrugs, feeling relieved. It looks like everything is fine. The girl smiles, continuing to hum as she works, her eyes shining with the barely contained excitement that grows inside of her at the prospect of going into the new dungeon together with all of her friends.


    Fresh is excited about the fact that they could all work together, fight together, so that they all, together, could make a new place to call home.


    She can hardly wait.

  


  Chapter 121: All in all


  
    "I think it looks nice!" says Fresh excitedly as they all stand together just outside of the house that Jubilee had pointed out to them. They are inside the mountain tunnel by the dungeon, along the left-hand path. Water, from the stream that runs from the dungeon-gate towards the entrance of the city, flows a few steps past the tightly closed door of the building. The entrance to the house juts out halfway, as if it were carved from the inside of the mountain from one solid piece of rock. Fresh walks up to one of the two large windows on either side of the door as she stares inside of the darkened room.


    "Apparently, it has two floors and a basement," says Jubilee. "That could be useful for your… uh… workshop."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh excitedly, rubbing her face against the glass that is dusty on the inside. She turns her head to the right. She can see the dungeon-gate from here. It’s probably not any further or closer than the old gate used to be from their old store. Turning her head around, she looks at the tunnel street that they’re on. Dozens of adventurers walk along the double-sided road, coming to and from the dungeon with all manner of expressions on their faces, but none of which seem all too sour. "The location is perfect!" she says excitedly.


    "How many rooms does it have?" asks Basil.


    "The downstairs is a living space. Basement is one plus the washroom. Upstairs I forget, but it has a balcony." Jubilee shrugs. "The guy who owned it apparently died."


    "Huh?!" Fresh looks back at Jubilee as she quickly steps away from the window. "Does that mean -"


    Jubilee cuts her off. "No, dumb-ass! There isn’t a ghost. He didn’t die inside."


    Fresh sighs in relief. "Oh…" She looks back at the house and then looks at the others. "I like it! I think we should try to get it. What do you guys think?"


    "Sounds good to me. What else is there to do?" shrugs Jubilee.


    Basil nods in agreement. "I think so too. We need a property and the stars really aligned for this one to be here right now."


    "It’s close to the dungeon," says Shamrock as he stares over towards the gate. Fresh supposes that’s a yes.


    She nods. "Okay! Then let’s go to the dungeon!" calls out the girl excitedly, clenching her fists.


    "Yeah, yeah." Jubilee waves her off and turns around to start walking towards the gate. "Why are you always so excited?" they ask, shaking their head.


    Basil runs after Jubilee, sparing a moment to wave back at her. "I think it’s endearing."


    Fresh purses her lips, looking up at Shamrock who stands next to her, looking back down to meet her gaze.


    He nods to her once. "Let’s go."


    Fresh smiles at him, happy that someone shares her enthusiasm. Leaving the house behind, the two of them head after Basil and Jubilee. Though Fresh does stop once as they are halfway there, as she turns around to look back at the house, having had the feeling for just the briefest second, that someone was watching her.


    But there is nobody there.


    The four of them head inside of the dungeon.


    "I-it’s so cold!" shudders Fresh almost immediately, clutching herself as she walks on behind Jubilee and Shamrock, who now take the lead as they enter through the dungeon portal together. They’ve barely managed to leave the nebulous fog of the barrier behind before the icy chill begins to assault them. "We r- really need to buy some coats!"


    "Toughen up," barks Jubilee back at her. "Make sure the goo in your head doesn’t freeze solid." They point at Basil. "You! You’re in charge of babysitting."


    Basil blinks once and then looks at Fresh before turning back to Jubilee and nodding. "Okay."


    Fresh wants to argue and say that she doesn’t need a babysitter, but she’s too cold. The dungeon itself is cold, but it’s a different cold than what she had experienced outside. It’s more than just a chill. It’s absolutely frigid and biting. Water runs down alongside them, following on the side of the path that they follow. This dungeon is different. There aren’t any stairs right away. Rather, there is a rounded, winding path from the entrance which snakes down along the way, as if it and the tiny river were two serpents coiling around one another.


    The floors are made up of a light, almost-white brick-work. Small piles of soft dirt and broken off bits of stone rubble have collected together, almost deceiving her eyes into believing that they were mounds of fresh snow. A tinkling can be heard all through the air, it is almost silent, but constantly audible. Yet it’s not like the ticking of clockwork. It’s out of sync and without any form of rhythm or melody. The sound is sharp and clean, as if tiny hammers were striking against the vibrantly colored crystals that jut out of the walls on either side. Some of them are small, just the size of her fist. Others are giant enough to form bridges over the tiny stream, the water of which reflects the pastel light of the crystals back out in all directions, painting the white cavern with an array of colors.


    "Aren’t these those magic-crystals? From outside?" asks Fresh. "S- should we collect some?" She raises her hand to touch one of them. There is a loud, sharp crack. "OW!" yelps Fresh as she jumps back, bumping against Basil as she shakes her hand out.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) [ENVIRONMENTAL DAMAGE: {5}]{Magical Shock}


            [5 HP remaining !]

          
        

      
    


    


    "Don’t touch anything!" scolds Jubilee as Fresh looks at the burnt spot on her hand. "Keep her on a short leash, carrot!" yells Jubilee, pointing at Basil.


    "Ca - ?" Basil shakes her head. "Sorry." Basil looks at Fresh and raises a hand, white-magical energies collecting around her fingers.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Basil) uses: [Minor Healing Touch] (Fresh)
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh shakes out her hand as she feels a warm tingle run through her body. The gentle warmth pushes through her blood and it almost reminds her of the feeling of washing her hands under warm water after they had become extremely cold. They tingle. "Thanks Basil," says Fresh, looking back towards the priestess. But she sees Basil looking at the fading window next to her instead.


    "Ten?" She blinks a few times. "Somehow I didn't notice before. Huh. I had no idea that you were so… fragile?" says Basil in quiet surprise. Fresh watches as a cloud of warm vapor leaves her mouth and floats away.


    "Well… the thing is… you see…" Fresh scratches her cheek, not quite sure how to explain to Basil that she’s cursed. Will it just make things more awkward? Basil accepted her being a witch and apparently has done so surprisingly well. But she doesn’t want to push her luck. What if this is too much for the priestess to hear? The girl sighs and just says one thing. "Yeah…"


    She had promised Basil that there would be no more secrets between them. But maybe just this one? She’ll tell her when the time is right. Maybe? Probably.


    "Light," says Shamrock, nodding to her once again before he turns to walk on ahead.


    Jubilee points back at her as they follow after the man. "No touching ANYTHING! Gods know what kind of fuckery is in this dungeon."


    A minute later, the path comes to an end already, as a larger chamber begins opening up before them and there, they encounter their first enemy here.


    Fresh gasps as she looks at the little thing in delight. "It’s so cu -!" Before she can finish her sentence, a glass spire shoots out of the ground. The small humanoid creature flies into the air as it is skewered through the head, apparently dying immediately. "Ah…" she lowers her hand.


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [4/260 Experience] ! (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    They all stare up at the dead thing that hangs in the air. As they all look at the glass, it shatters a second later and the body flops down against the stones. "What the fuck is it?" asks Jubilee, walking over to the creature.


    "Couldn’t you have asked that before you killed it?!" cries Fresh, distraught as she looks at the little, bubbly-faced creature that, apart from the gaping wound in its forehead, she would call adorable. It’s a small thing, about the same size as Mr. Mushroom and has soft, gray skin and has an extremely fluffy outer layer. It almost looks like a goblin that turned into a walking dandelion.


    "Huh? What the fuck do you think we’re here to do?" asks Jubilee, shaking their head as they walk over to the body and kick it unceremoniously. It flops over, blood sprays out and stains its face. "I think it’s a kobold?"


    "Does it have loot?" asks Basil, staring down at the thing.


    Shamrock grunts, walking past them to keep going on his own.


    "Maybe the teeth?" guesses Fresh, wiping her wet eyes. "Sorry Mr. Kobold." She thinks for a second and then she realizes. Most of the adventurers here had a fluffy trim on the edges of their robes and coats. "Ah!" she points to the round, fluffy body of the creature. "It’s the fluff. The fluff is the loot!"


    "Great, then you know what to do," says Jubilee. "You two catch up with us when you’re done."


    "Huh?!" asks Fresh, watching as Jubilee walks off after Shamrock, raising their hand to wave back to them somewhat lazily as they go. Fresh and Basil exchange a glance and then look back down at the bloodied corpse at their feet. "Nothing ever really changes, huh?" mutters Fresh to herself as she stares down at the mangled monster.

  


  Chapter 122: The truth is...


  
    The air is filled with a resonating whistling sound which stems from the strange creatures ahead of them. They resemble the small kobolds from the higher floors, but they are a larger breed and their bodies are permeated with shards of the crystals that jut out of the cavern walls all around them. The fluff of the exterior of their forms is noticeably thicker in the places that it remains, much like a sheep’s wool. They build a tight circle as they hold hands and dance in a ring around the giant, flat-topped crystal in the center of the floor.


    "Caster!" shouts Jubilee as the ones who have broken free from the odd celebration make their way towards them, obscuring the single figure behind them with glowing hands which are aimed their way. Kobolds jump out from every odd corner of the floor, their many small bodies having hidden up in the crystals that hang above their heads from the ceiling. Several of them drop down at once, falling down next to the crowd as the bolt of shining, blue magic blasts out their way from the single caster sitting atop the largest crystal in the room.


    Shamrock jumps in-between, swinging his heavy sword through the air and cutting the spell in half, together with a few unfortunate kobolds. The blue, wispy flame arcs around his body as its split halves now press around him. The blue fire however doesn’t extinguish. It keeps its momentum and turns back on course, heading towards the two of them in the back, as a spray of red kobold-blood flies through the air behind it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [88/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [92/260 Experience] ! (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    "Watch out!" Basil grabs Fresh, pulling her to the side. Fresh covers her face as the will-o'-the-wisp flames wrap around the priestess’ back, licking fire cascades past her meager form.


    "Basil!" cries Fresh, worried about her friend who has a sharply pained expression on her face. There is a wet gurgling from ahead, as Shamrock smashes the sword down into a particularly large kobold, which lets out a disgustingly wet wheeze, as the air suddenly leaves its lungs.


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [96/260 Experience] ! (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Basil    
          

          	
            Kobold Crystalspook
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            76/76
          

          	
            38/38
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            93/184
          

          	
            42/49
          
        


        
          	
            ‘KOBOLD CRYSTALSPOOK’ HIT ‘BASIL’ FOR 16 ICE DAMAGE!


            [Dying Light] absorbed: Kobold’s fire {Damage (16)}

          
        

      
    


    


    Glass erupts out around the floor, a series of prismatic spires shooting up in all directions, the lustrous sparkling of their sleek bodies is nigh-indistinguishable from the many shimmering crystals that fill the area. The dozens of shrill voices of the screaming kobolds mix in together with the jubilant indifference of the ones holding the celebration in the center of the floor, as they continue their ring around the crystal with the fight happening only steps away from them.


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [100/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [104/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [108/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [112/260 Experience] ! (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    Basil opens her eyes, looking around herself a little confused. "Ow…"


    "Are you alright, Basil?" asks Fresh, grabbing the woman and spinning her around to look at her hurt back. The fabric of her robe is entirely intact, but as she pulls the hood down she can see a large, heavy burn on Basil’s skin.


    "Ow!" yelps the priestess, "Don’t! That really hurts."


    "Ah! I’m sorry!" Fresh lets go of the robe. The lantern flies closer towards the woman, its glow intensifying a little as its purple aura seems to wash over the green fabric of her robe as well as over the red tinge on her cheeks. The soft light accentuates the damp collecting near the bottom of her eyes.


    "I didn’t lose any health?" asks Basil, staring at her hands for a moment and then turning her neck to try and look at her own back, but then wincing in pain from the movement.


    "Don’t move too much," says Fresh, as she looks at the glass wall separating them from the screams on the other side, which still mix together with the haunting whistling coming from the joyous circle. "The lantern absorbed the damage for you," she explains to alleviate the nervous priestess. "It’ll heal in a second."


    "Huh? The lantern?" Basil turns to look at the thing that bobs up and down in the air next to her. "It doesn’t have any effects like that?"


    Fresh scratches her cheek, realizing that there isn’t really a way out of this at this point. Basil can’t see the curse. "Uh well. Actually it does, I’ll explain later," says Fresh, looking back towards the glass wall, running her eyes along it until she sees her reflection in it. The barrier breaks apart, shattering in a crystal shower in that second in which she had looked at the eyeless face staring back at her from the distance. "Let’s help the others first! I’ll explain after!" says Fresh as she looks around at the scene.


    Shamrock and Jubilee are off to the side, fighting off more and more of the kobolds who just seem to keep on coming. Occasionally some will break off from the circle, but most of them drop from the ceiling, as they slip from the crystals hanging above their heads, like droplets of dripping water. Something blue glows next to the crystal, as the caster readies another spell. "Stand back!" calls Fresh as she lifts her hands and aims at him.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Abomination]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Fresh    
          

          	
            Kobold Crystalspook
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            10/10
          

          	
            26/38
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            -&amp;%§&amp;% ~
          

          	
            42/49
          
        


        
          	
            'FRESH’ HIT ‘KOBOLD CRYSTALSPOOK’ FOR 12 DARK DAMAGE!

          
        

      
    


    


    A series of needle-thin strings shoot out of her fingers, their moonlight purple threads arching towards the crowd around the circle. Several of the needles press against the crystal, trying to pierce it, to reach those on the other side, but they fail to do so and instead fall flat to the ground. The spell can apparently only move in straight lines and not through obstacles. But even like this, she still got the caster and half of the crowd.


    Their dance stops, the ones on the edge getting bumped into as the others continue to try and move in their circle. Many of the kobolds look at their neighbors, who they hold hands with and a second later, they descend down onto each other. The whistling turns into a series of wet screams as they fall into a biting, gnawing frenzy. The little creatures begin to gnaw off the hands holding theirs, while the others gouge at their eyes with jagged crystals that they rip from their own flesh. Blood splatters everywhere, staining the surface of the giant crystal. The caster with the blue glow around his hands lifts them high into the air and blue fire cascades down around the inner circle, leaving only a mass of black silhouettes visible beneath the flames. The writhing shadows claw and tear at each other like demons fighting to escape a deeply buried hell.


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [116/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [120/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [124/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [128/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [132/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [136/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [140/260 Experience] ! (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    "Ah…" Basil watches with horrified eyes. "That’s really… uh…" Fresh looks back at her. "It’s really something." The lantern, having finished its work, flies away, hovering over the fires as it absorbs the life of any survivors to recharge itself. "What’s with your soul-points anyways?"


    "I’ll uh… I’ll explain later," says Fresh again, somewhat nervously.


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [144/260 Experience] ! (Party)


            You got [148/260 Experience] ! (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    The fight goes on for another minute as Jubilee and Shamrock clear out the rest of the kobolds. Then, Fresh and Basil start looting them. Now that the fight is over and her beating heart comes to slow a little, Fresh realizes again how cold it is and ends up finding a rather grim enjoyment in the removal of the fur from the bodies. They are still a little warm to the touch, down beneath their thick fluff. Basil seems to be suffering the same as her though. If Jubilee or Shamrock are cold, they don’t let it be seen.


    "W- was this a sub-boss?" asks Fresh, looking as Jubilee comes back with a couple of the glowing orbs, setting them down before her and the priestess.


    "Sure was, goo-brain. I guess they’re every six floors here instead of eight like our old dungeon." Fresh looks down at the glassy core, it looks different than the ones from the north, as it glows with a vaguely cool, almost white light.


    "Should w-we sell them?" asks Fresh. "What's a boss-core worth?"


    "A low-level core like this? Probably about one-fifty?" says Jubilee, shrugging. "Maybe two-hundred." Jubilee bends down, running their gloves through the fluff of the body between them. "I could probably make some winter clothes with this stuff. You two need something warmer anyways," suggests Jubilee. "It’s only going to get colder from this point on, above the dungeon and inside it."


    "That’s a great idea, Jubilee!" says Fresh excitedly.


    "Right?" Jubilee gets back up and looks around the chaos. "Fucking kobolds. Weird little shits. What about you, you good?" asks Jubilee looking at Basil who returns an unsure expression.


    "I think so?" says the priestess. "The lantern absorbed the damage I took," she says, staring up at the metal thing that has floated back to her side now and then back to Fresh with curious eyes. "Apparently?"


    "The lantern did what?" Jubilee crosses their arms, looking down at Fresh immediately and not saying anything else. Fresh laughs a nervous laugh, scratching her cheek, but doesn’t say anything either. "You absolute dumb-ass!" hisses Jubilee. "Give me one reason why I shouldn’t smack you on the head this instant?"


    Fresh leans back a bit, trying to stay out of reach. "Because we’re friends?"


    "That’s exactly why I’m going to do it," says Jubilee, pulling their leather glove taut and rolling their shoulder to loosen it up in preparation.


    "Ah, wait! Uh…" Fresh places the tips of her fingers together as she looks at Basil’s confused expression. "The thing is, Basil… you see… uh…"


    "Out with it!" says Jubilee sternly.


    Fresh sighs. "The lantern is…" the girl mumbles. "It’s a little… you know… cursed."


    "CURSED?!" shouts the priestess, clearly distraught as she jumps to her feet in an instant.


    "Here we go," sighs Jubilee.


    "Why is it cursed?!" yells Basil, backing off and stepping away from the lantern. However it just continues to follow her. "Get away from me!" The lantern does not get away from her.


    "I can curse items," explains Fresh. "Ah! But don’t worry!" she says. "I changed the curse, so it’s good now!"


    "There’s no such thing!" yells Basil, her face flush with emotion. "Oh no! Oh no!"


    "Settle down -" sighs Jubilee, exhausted.


    "I will not settle down!" yells Basil. "Am I cursed now too?! Am I going to be damned?!"


    "You’ll be fine, dumb-ass. It’s a dinky light, not an arch-demon," says Jubilee.


    "But it’s cursed!"


    "Ah…" Fresh looks at Shamrock. She supposes now is the time. "The sword is also cursed," she explains, only a little worried about his reaction. She goes on. "But it’s really nice! The sword can’t ever break now, as long as… you… you know. Kill something. Every day." Shamrock looks at the giant bone-sword in his hands.


    "A blessing," says the man, his chest lurching as his eyes stare at the weapon, transfixed. Fresh can’t help but feel a sense of relief, despite having perhaps expected his kind reaction.


    "How can you even do that?!" yells Basil, pointing at her, clearly distraught. "Is it because of your class?"


    "Uh, well, uh…" Fresh looks at Jubilee, who continues to glare down at her.


    "You made this mess. Clean it up," says her friend.


    Fresh purses her lips, but then relents, letting out a deep sigh. Jubilee is right. She has to come clean now. No more secrets. "I mean… maybe? But the thing is, uh…" Fresh fidgets. "I’m cursed too."


    "YOU’RE WHAT?!" yells Basil, clutching her hair. "DID YOU KNOW ABOUT THIS?!" shouts the priestess, pointing at Jubilee who just shrugs indifferently.


    "Yup."


    Feeling a bit worried at what this reaction implies, Fresh looks up at the priestess’ frightened face. "Are we still friends, Basil?" she asks, a cloud of warm vapor leaving her mouth as it drifts past her eyes, obscuring her vision of Basil for a moment with a thin fog. Basil looks at her and Fresh isn’t quite able to follow the many expressions that come over the priestess’ face in that instant. All she sees is how Basil falls back down to her knees, placing her hands on Fresh’s shoulders rather suddenly.


    Basil cries. "I’m sorry! We’ll find a way to fix it!"


    Fresh blinks, feeling a bit awkward and really not sure where to go from here. "I’m fine, Basil," says the girl as the priestess hugs her.


    "I promise! We’ll find a way to remove it!"


    "Uh… no, really, I’m fine," says Fresh patting the priestess on the back as she looks over to Jubilee who just shrugs. Fresh sighs as she watches Shamrock stand off to the side, swinging his sword through the air in what she attributes to be child-like excitement.


    Having friends is really a lot of trouble. She feels a pair of hands clutching her back. Fresh smiles, she wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.

  


  Chapter 123: All together


  
    They had gotten to floor six of the new dungeon on their first outing before they returned to the adventurers’ guild, where they then ate their fill of greasy bar-food. Fresh made sure to tip the little fairy woman generously. But she wasn’t sure if she was doing her a favor or not, as the fairy has to make multiple trips to get her coins. Despite their expenses, they seem to have made a small profit today and the four of them head inside of their room to fall asleep on their new bed-rolls. The softness of the new bedding makes the night much less cold and is a great relief to all of their sore bodies. Even Shamrock opts to flop down onto his large mat, the floor shaking as he gracelessly lands with a loud thud, in his full armor as always.


    "Will you ever take that off?" asks Jubilee, looking over at him.


    "No," says the man as he lays on his back, holding his cursed sword above his head as he continues to stare at it through the slits of his helmet.


    "I bet you stink like all hell," says Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "I do not," says Shamrock.


    "What about you?" asks Basil and Jubilee turns their head, glaring at her.


    "What about me, you garden-escapee?"


    Basil shrugs. "Are you ever going to take all of that off?"


    "I’ll cut your eyes out first, smart-ass" says Jubilee, pointing a finger at the priestess.


    Fresh, who was already getting ready to lay down, walks over on her knees between the two of them. "Let’s not fight, everyone! We had a really great day today!" says the girl, looking around at all of them.


    Jubilee points at her. "And what about you? You’ve been wearing the same dress for almost a month now! It’s disgusting!"


    Fresh clutches her face in horror. Oh no. Her fears were true. Her friends really did judge her for wearing the same clothes all the time. "I don’t have anything else!" argues Fresh defensively. "Besides, I washed it the other day," she says, crossing her arms and turning her head away in a huff.


    Jubilee sighs. "I’m going to start making some new clothes tomorrow. I’ll need the fluff and some fabric. You two go get some."


    Fresh and Basil look at each other and then back to Jubilee and nod at the same time. These terms are acceptable. Too tired to argue any further, they all fall down onto their bedrolls and before any of them have time to talk about much else, they all fall into a deep sleep. Though Fresh does wake up a few times, as Basil who has opted to sleep close to her for whatever reason, kicks and flails a lot in her restless dreams.


    Soon, the morning comes.


    Fresh finds herself losing track of time as they run around the city and the dungeon again. They buy some tailoring materials in the morning and drop them off at the guild for Jubilee to get started with later. Though it will take a while to make their clothes. In the mean-time, they continue on with their dungeon-diving. Those hours blend together into another day and then into another. Those exciting days continue collecting until they merge together into a full week. Her favorite part of this current life is that every day, they all head into the dungeon together. She isn’t able to be too useful all too often though and Shamrock and Jubilee take care of most of the fighting. Fresh does her best though, using her inventory to carry every single piece of their loot that she can. Everything else that is perishable or that would rot inside of the black-water, she carries on her back, pushing through the spontaneous sharp pains in her lower spine with a clenching of her teeth and a firm blinking to remove the dew from her eyes.


    Soon enough, during the second day, they make it to floor twelve of the new dungeon where the next sub-boss lies. A small, ice-blue, baby dragon. Small is relative of course, as the creature is the same size as Shamrock.


    Fresh marvels at the thing as they stand at the edge of the arena. The small dragon lumbers around the room at a lazy pace, as it gnaws on the many magic-crystals around it. "A dragon…" whispers Fresh excitedly, clenching her fists. She grabs Jubilee’s shoulder and points. "Jubilee! Jubilee! Look! It’s a real dragon!" cries Fresh.


    "Yeah, no shit? I see it too," says Jubilee who then swings their right arm out, knocking twice on Shamrock’s leg. "Come on, let’s go kill it."


    "Acceptable."


    "Ah…!" Fresh wants to tell them to stop and to leave it alone. The creature is oddly beautiful in her eyes, its sky-blue scales shimmering like the crystal ice that seems to be forming more and more all around them the deeper they go. But she knows it has to be done. She hopes that the dragon understands. She promises that she won’t waste a single bit of it.


    "Come on, let’s go," says Basil, pulling her along after the others.


    The fight is a success and the day comes to an end with Fresh having leveled up again.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Level up! You are now LEVEL 10! ]


            {Cooking 4}{Crafting 6}{Gathering 2}{Adventuring 3}{Witch-Crafting 7}{Mercantile 5}

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~*+- PROFILE -+*~
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 11/11 +1
          

          	
            "FRESH"
          

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


        
          	
            LEVEL: 10!
          

          	
            [image: Img]
          

          	
            STATUS: ???

          
        


        
          	
            CLASS: [WITCH]


            - of the Black-Fountain

          

          	
            OBOLS: 9806

          
        


        
          	
            SUB-CLASS: [CRAFTSMAN]

          
        


        
          	
            RACE: HUMAN
          

          	
            [INVENTORY]

          
        


        
          	
            STR: 07
          

          	
            WIS: 05 +1
          

          	
            LUK: 05
          
        


        
          	
            DEX: 07
          

          	
            INT: 05 +1
          

          	
            LOV: 05
          
        

      
    


    


    Basil claps her hands excitedly as she looks at the new menu. "Congratulations! You’re level ten! Ah…" Basil stops her celebration short as she looks at her stats once again. "You poor thing…"


    "I’m fine, Basil, thank you," says Fresh as she scratches her cheek, laughing as she takes a new ability under Jubilee’s watchful eyes. She realizes that she still hasn’t ever figured out what ability she chose during that fateful night in the northern city.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Ability Chosen]


            [Crafting 6]{Glassworker}

          
        


        
          	
            Allows precision glasswork
          
        

      
    


    


    "Level ten is a big deal for adventurers," says Jubilee, nodding to her. "Congratulations."


    Fresh beams. "Thanks Jub -!"


    "- Great job standing in the back and being useless for nine whole levels," adds her friend, turning around and waving her off. Fresh reels, feeling the words stab into her heart. "Well, meat-head?" says Jubilee, snapping their fingers at Shamrock. The man’s chest heaves as he lets out a loud, excited breath and reaches into his own bag that is usually empty. Fresh had gotten him one as well, but most of the time she just ended up insisting on carrying everything herself anyways.


    Shamrock holds out a cold, off-white bundle of fabric out towards her. "Tribute," is all that he says.


    "It’s not fucking tribute, shit-for-brains!" barks Jubilee. "Stop giving her ideas!"


    Basil does her best not to laugh. Fresh looks around at them all, somewhat confused but takes the bundle. It unravels as she grabs it, the new robe flowing out from her fingers. A soft, blueish-white fabric drapes from her hands, the warm kobold fluff trim along the edges tickling her fingers.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Winter-Spook Robe] (Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A soft, white robe made from several thin layers of a soft, white fabric. Lined with kobold fur, this robe offers excellent protection against the cold.


            

          
        


        
          	
            +4 DEF


            +3 COLD RESISTANCE

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.78 kg

          

          	
            Color: Blue/Off-white

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    "It’s for me?" asks Fresh, feeling her throat tighten.


    "Yeah. Congratulations," says Jubilee.


    "Great job!" says Basil, from behind her, placing a hand on her shoulder.


    "Strong," says Shamrock, nodding once and flexing an arm towards her.


    Fresh cries loudly, breaking out into tears as she buries her face in the new robe to hide it. The first thing she does when they get back is change and prance around in her new outfit. Jubilee had apparently spent the week making hers first as they all knew she was about to reach level ten.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [image: Img]
          
        

      
    


    


    The girl resolves herself to work twice as hard from now on, to prove herself to her friends. At her request, Jubilee makes her a few long pieces of glass that she carves down using her abilities. Basil and Shamrock watch her work curiously, Jubilee seems indifferent and sits on the bed.


    "You have to matte the glass, you see?" asks Fresh, showing the two of them the long, rough-surfaced glass plank that she made.


    "How come?" asks Basil.


    Fresh thinks for a second. "Ah, because Jubilee’s glass-magic breaks if you see your reflection in it."


    "Huh… I’ve never heard of that before," says Basil. "Why is that?" asks the priestess, turning around towards Jubilee.


    "Because you look like a strawberry that got lost on its way to the surface," says Jubilee, not bothering to look over at her.


    Basil sighs, turning back to Fresh. "So that’s why all of your bottles were always so coarse. I thought it was just a design choice."


    "Practical," says Shamrock, leaning in as he sits on his crossed legs.


    Basil thinks out loud. "I suppose the rough surface did make the bottles easier to hold if you had wet hands."


    Fresh nods excitedly. "Mm! Anyways, see, so I have this glass and now I can just use one of my new craftsman abilities and my witch-crafting abilities to -"


    "Witch-crafting?" interrupts Basil, as the lantern floats up from behind her back to hover at her side.


    "Ah, it’s like craftsman abilities, but for witches!" explains Fresh gleefully, happy to be able to talk to someone so openly and even happier that they seemed to be not only interested, but also excited to see her do so. She places the glass plank onto her lap and holds her hands above it. "Careful not to breathe in the dust!"


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Glasswork Bloodletter]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Glasswork Bloodletter](High)

          
        


        
          	
            This keenly sharpened broad-sword is dangerously sharp, but fragile. Due to its nature, this weapon deals high damage, but has extremely low durability.

          
        


        
          	
            +12 DMG

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: All attacks, even blocked attacks, cause the enemy to bleed, dealing damage equal to the number of strikes every fifteen seconds. After the effect is applied, the counter resets to 0.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.23kg
          

          	
            Durability: Fragile (10/10)

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    The light purple aura around her hands fades away as it is soaked into the glass and she proudly holds up the new weapon. "Ta-da!"


    "Wow…" gasps Basil quietly and Fresh smiles a smug smile as she looks at the woman’s awed expression.


    "Right? And if I had some moonwater, I could enchant this to do more damage and it costs next to nothing to make! It’s like with the potions or the bone-weapons!" says Fresh excitedly.


    Basil’s expression turns grim. "Does anyone else know about this?"


    "Huh?" Fresh opens her eyes fully now, but sees that Basil isn’t looking at her, but rather at Jubilee who stares back intently.


    "The fuck do you think? I’m surprised that we didn’t get killed more than once," says Jubilee. "You don’t know what a pain in my ass it’s been this entire time, trying to keep her from showing the world her fucky witch-fuckery."


    "What’s wrong?" asks Fresh, looking down at the glass sword in her hands, feeling suddenly much less confident. Her eyes drift further down, locking themselves firmly onto the floor. "…Don’t you like it?"


    "Boundless power," says a heavy voice from across from her.


    Basil nods in agreement, looking back at her with a serious expression. "Don’t you get it? Imagine if some noble house found out about your powers?" she says. "They’d want you to make them entire armies worth of equipment for free. Something like this…" Basil looks down at the sword. "It’s more dangerous than you know. People will die if word gets out. Countless numbers of them."


    Fresh blinks. "I just want to make useful things that people can use on their adventures though," says Fresh, looking at the glimmering sword in her hands.


    "The sun sets," says a gruff, heavy voice across from her. "Adventures end," says Shamrock and Fresh looks up at the harrowed eyes beneath his helmet. "Then the night will come."


    She stares at him and then looks over to Jubilee who sits on the bed, adjusting their mask and she catches a glimpse of their eyes shining beneath the obscuring thing. As she looks at their spring-tide dew, she realizes that Jubilee has often carried the same exact look as Shamrock. Harrowed. Intense.


    This is her first adventure, but the others have clearly had the experiences of past ones. Experiences that made them far less naive and warm than she is. She presses her head down, feeling the warm fluff of the new robe on her skin before looking back up to her friends, promising that she won’t do anything to put any of them in danger.

  


  Chapter 124: Staying ahead


  
    Fresh stands with her hands against the stone railing, feeling the cold evening chill, which has been absorbed into the stone construction, running up her fingers. From atop the lookout, her damp eyes stare over the infinite expanse that is visible from here, wandering over the endless forest that seems to stretch on like a boundless sea, as it vanishes over the distant horizon together with the setting sun, which lowers itself to hide down just beyond it.


    Today was yet another successful day down in the dungeon. They had cleared another six floors, putting them at floor eighteen now. Floors thirteen to seventeen were filled with a mixture of smaller, crystalline golems and creatures that she calls ‘snowmen’, given their uncanny resemblance to such things. The only thing that set them apart was the fact that they had jagged bones for arms and that their beady, glassy eyes were more akin to an insect’s than to some shimmering marble or black rock. There was also an occasional baby dragon, barely a third of the size of the small sub-boss from floor twelve. Their scales were apparently worth a lot, given their use in making light armor and their strong cold and magic resisting properties.


    Much to Fresh’s disgust, the eyes were apparently the most valuable part of the snowmen. They felt oddly hard and dry and she did her best not to touch them with her bare hands, given how gross they looked.


    Jubilee had said that things were starting to get dangerous the deeper they got. She would have to start staying further back more often. Fresh argued that she had eleven health-points now, Jubilee countered by asking her to bend down and then hitting her on the head as she obliged, costing her one of them.


    The girl sighs, staring out over the forest. Jubilee is away on their own now, having split off from the group to go talk to the thieves’ guild. Shamrock and Basil went back to the adventurers’ guild to drop off their loot. Apparently, they are simply in every city, the thieves’ guild that is. Fresh doesn’t like it. She doesn’t like Jubilee’s connection to them and she doesn’t like that they have a connection and an interest in her.


    But they need the money.


    If Jubilee can get them to get a hold of some of their savings from the northern city, that would make up a giant chunk of what they needed for the house. Sure, their dungeon diving is going great. She and Basil aren’t too useful at the moment, but Jubilee and Shamrock are pushing through the dungeon with basically no real problems at all. But it will still take a while to get the money by just grinding mobs. Jubilee is confident that they can probably get to floor forty if not forty-five with some effort. That would be very lucrative. But it’s dangerous that deep down, even for them and the reset is still a while away.


    Looking further down, she stares at her fingers that are still wrapped around the rim of the wall, seeing them jitter a little. Not from the cold, but from a steady pulse that she traces up the length of her arms, as she watches the subtle shaking of the fabric of her new robe. The beat of her own heart shakes her body. She’s afraid again.


    Though now, she feels that she is right to be. Fresh turns around, looking at the large, two story house behind her. The timber-framed construction is well done and, by all objective standards, the building is a beautiful piece of architecture at the edge of the city, with a view from every window that is to die for. But that’s exactly what makes her nervous. Jubilee had told her to wait outside while they went in to handle everything with the thieves’ guild, who apparently didn’t put much effort into hiding their presence here in this city.


    The front door opens.


    Fresh sighs in relief as Jubilee exits and closes the door behind themselves, heading towards her, but without the glass sword that she had made last night, despite having gone inside with it.


    "We got it," says Jubilee, nodding to her.


    Fresh beams. "That’s great, Jubilee!" says the girl in excitement, feeling a giant weight drop off of her shoulders and the pressure in her blood slowly return to normal. "Did they give you all thirty? What did they want for it?"


    "They gave me all seventy," says Jubilee plainly.


    "Huh…?" Fresh blinks, staring at her friend. "They did what?"


    "They gave me all seventy," repeats Jubilee, shrugging. "Seventy-thousand."


    In an instant, Fresh drops down and places her hands on Jubilee’s shoulders. "Jubileeeee~!" whispers the girl loudly and desperately, noticing that her fingers are shaking again. "What did you do?! You didn’t promise them anything stupid, did you?!" Fresh’s eyes widen in panic. "Why are you always doing stuff like this without -"


    Jubilee swipes her hands off. "First off, no touching!" snaps Jubilee loudly, raising a finger towards her face. "Secondly. I didn’t do anything stupid, goo-brain!"


    "You did something risky! I’m sure of it!" argues Fresh, her worried expression growing more and more obvious. "It’s just like back when you gambled your house on a coin-flip! You can’t always ju -"


    Jubilee cuts her off again, pressing their gloved finger to her lips. "Shut up, dumb-ass." They dig into their pocket, pulling out a coin and holding it in front of her face, showing her both sides. Lowering their hand, they place the coin on their thumb and Fresh watches as they flip it with a snip of their finger and as the coin flies through the air in the oddly familiar second, she notices, as the evening sun is just about to make its departure for the day, how a single ray of ruby light reflects with an odd gleam, as is strikes the spinning body of the coin in mid-air.


    Jubilee catches the coin in their palm, closing their fingers oddly tightly around it. "Heads," they say and Fresh looks at them and then back to the coin as Jubilee opens their hand. The coin is facing heads up.


    Jubilee repeats the process. "Tails."


    It’s tails.


    "Heads," they call, flipping it again.


    It lands. It’s heads. Jubilee holds the coin out to her, not crushing it in their palm this time.


    "Jubilee," says Fresh, realizing now as she takes the coin and looks at it. She spins it around, looking at the tail side, where there is a thin, but dense, layer of translucent-glass, cob-webbed between the features of the imprinting on the coin. "You cheated?" whispers the girl, looking at her friend. Then again, she cheated too by jinxing him. So…


    "I played it safe," says Jubilee defensively. "Do you think I’m stupid or something?" asks her friend, placing their hands on their hips after snatching the coin back from her.


    "But how? He looked at the coin, I remember," says Fresh. "He seemed so surprised!"


    "It’s glass, slime-brain. It shattered off when the coin hit the ground." Jubilee shakes their head. "But yeah, I don’t know what game he was playing, but he was up to something."


    "That’s so risky! What if he noticed?!" says Fresh.


    Jubilee shrugs. "He didn’t."


    "What if the coin landed with the glass side up anyways?"


    "It didn’t," says Jubilee, shrugging. "Sometimes you have to have a little faith, you know?" asks Jubilee almost sarcastically, while shaking their head.


    "Jubileeee~!" she cries, but Jubilee pockets the coin and shushes her again.


    "Listen. I don’t take stupid risks for no reason. The guild is good for the money."


    Fresh rubs her arm nervously, watching as Jubilee turns around, motioning for her to follow as they set on back towards the adventurers’ guild. "What do they want in return?"


    Jubilee looks over their shoulder, but doesn’t slow down. "Remember what Basil said last night? They want that." They turn back forward. "But to start, they want a load of glass weapons in a month and then we’ll pay the rest back in items." Fresh frowns, running after Jubilee.


    "Jubilee, why are you in such good contact with them? Why do they -" she lowers her voice. "Why did they know about me? You know, even before?"


    Jubilee doesn’t say anything as they walk through a dense crowd of people, the cool mountain winds pressing through together with them, causing Fresh to shudder even in her new robe. She holds herself, wrapping her arms around her body. "The fountain incident," says Jubilee.


    Fresh looks at Jubilee, looking around them as they pass through the crowd and into an emptier street. "The fountain incident?" asks Fresh.


    "When you fucked with the fountain by the dungeon-gate. People asked questions."


    "Ah, but didn’t w -"


    "No, dip-shit!" barks Jubilee, looking back up at her. "The merchants’ guild had no idea how the fuck you did that and they hired the thieves’ guild to look into it." Jubilee turns around, now that they’re somewhere empty of people. "You don’t think they just dropped it and forgot it, do you?" asks her friend, incredulously. "It was a huge fucking deal!"


    "Ah… well… actually…" Fresh scratches her cheek, feeling a little embarrassed. Jubilee sighs.


    "Let’s just say I was owed an old favor and that we managed to come to a mutually beneficial agreement."


    "An agreement?" asks Fresh, somewhat unsure.


    "An agreement," nods Jubilee, plucking the satchel from their belt and tossing it to her. Fresh yelps, just barely managing to catch the bag full of jangling metal. "Come on, you’re paying for dinner tonight. We’re going to need our energy tomorrow," says Jubilee. "Plus there's something else that we need to talk about with the others."


    Fresh blinks, looking at the bag in her hands. "Are we going to the dungeon again?" she asks excitedly.


    "What? No, goo-brain," snaps Jubilee. "We’re buying a house."


    Fresh looks down at the bag in her hands, pulling open the drawstrings to reveal seven giant, golden Obols inside. The largest variants that she knows of. There aren’t any faces on the front of the coins. Rather, there are hollow skulls, smiling the widest smiles that she has ever seen.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) got: [{70000} Obols] !
          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 125: Stained


  
    "There’s something else," says Jubilee, finishing their explanation of the events that had led up to this point, while they are rolling their bed-roll together. All of them are inside of their room in the western adventurers’ guild.


    "Huh?" Fresh looks over towards them, staring over Basil’s back. The priestess is hunched down forward and fighting to roll her bedroll together as well, but it keeps undoing itself. Jubilee takes a moment to glance at the other two in the room, perhaps judging a second time if this next topic was okay to talk about in their presence.


    "Did you do something witchy?" asks Jubilee. "To that fuck from the merchants’ guild?"


    Fresh looks around the room, glancing over her friends who all stare her way now. "Me?" she points to herself. "No, why?" she asks. Does Jubilee maybe mean back then? When she had jinxed him?


    Jubilee doesn’t say anything, eyeing her carefully as if sizing her up. "Because he melted."


    Fresh blinks. "He what?"


    "He melted," repeats Jubilee, pointing at her. "It was a huge scene apparently. Happened while we were out in the forest," they explain. "He was talking to some big-names and he just… melted." Jubilee shrugs. "Everything but the eyes."


    "I didn’t do anything!" says Fresh instinctively, scratching her cheek a second later and wondering if maybe she actually did do something. Wait. He melted? Her eyes open wide as she connects the dots. "Jubilee! Is he dead?!" asks the girl, failing to notice Basil knelt down in front of her as she rushes towards Jubilee. Both of them yelp as Fresh stumbles over the priestess, falling down onto the floor. "Ah! I’m sorry, Basil. Are you okay?" asks Fresh, climbing back up to her feet but not looking at the priestess.


    "I’m fine," says Basil, wheezing a little as the bedroll she had just finished rolling into a tube had pressed itself into her stomach. "Be careful, okay?"


    "Okay, sorry Basil!" says Fresh, staring at Jubilee ready to get back to the subject at hand. "Jubilee wha -?!"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes, putting up a hand to interrupt her. "What the fuck do you think happened when I said he literally melted like a fucking snowman up a dragon’s ass?" asks Jubilee. "That he somehow did that without dying?" Jubilee places their hands on their hips, staring at her. "Dumb-ass."


    "Jubileeeee~!" cries Fresh in distraught horror as she clutches her face, as she realizes what this means. If the black-contract that had been broken had killed the man, that means her spell killed someone. A person. A human. That means that she…


    "What? If you had nothing to do with it, then why are you so angsty?" remarks Jubilee. "I mean. There are literally thousands of people who can turn someone into a black puddle of shit. Oh. Wait…" Fresh feels her hands shaking, she feels the ever increasing beat of her heart move her body as a cold layer of sweat wicks on her skin. Fresh feels all eyes on her now.


    "I- I -" she stutters, realizing that she’s a murderer now. Was this it? The worst thing that she’s ever done? Were they all going to be disgusted by her now? Afraid of her now?


    "That’s not possible," says Basil. Fresh looks back to her, turning around. "She was with us in the forest the entire time. No spell can go that far."


    Jubilee shrugs. "Look, I don’t give a shit. It’s a good thing in my eyes. A long time coming. I just wanna know how she did it, so we can do it to more people in the future."


    "Jubilee!" yells Fresh.


    "What? Just being honest. Sometimes people have to be killed," says Jubilee, waving them off. "Right, meat-head?" they ask, looking at Shamrock who hasn’t said anything yet, though that in itself is perhaps the norm.


    Shamrock looks over to them, having long since finished packing by simply crushing his bed-roll into a giant ball that he stuffed into his bag a little too roughly, tearing one of the straps somewhat. "A heavy soul less makes the world lighter."


    "Uh, yeah. Sure, I guess?" says Jubilee. "Everyone’s a fucking poet. Gods give me strength." They turn back to Fresh. "So? Was it a curse? Or did you poison him?"


    "Those are horrible things to say!" argues Basil, standing next to her as she starts to argue with Jubilee.


    Fresh stands there, feeling fairly lost in her emotions right now as she watches the two of them argue. She’s not even really listening to their words anymore. They just float towards her like empty sounds that her mind doesn’t pay any attention to, as it is occupied with other things. She clenches her fists. No more secrets.


    "I think it was my fault," says Fresh, looking at them. Jubilee, standing on the bed, has their finger pressed against Basil’s forehead, who looks ready to bite it off. Fresh rubs her arm nervously. "There’s something else I should tell you."


    The girl spends the next few minutes explaining the windows with the black-contract and how they have appeared several times now, including for most of them. Everyone is silent for a moment after she finishes her story, everyone except Shamrock who can be heard through his excited breathing.


    Jubilee starts. "And you didn’t think that something called a ‘black-contract’ was ridiculously evil and shady to start with?" they ask. Their tone is more amused than horrified.


    Fresh doesn’t have an answer and rubs her arm, looking away. "I didn’t make it happen on purpose…"


    "It makes sense," says Basil, quietly. "With such a suspicious patron… but…" Basil looks around the room. "I suppose I have no position to argue, since I’m alive because of the contract." Shamrock’s chest heaves as he lets out another breath. Basil turns to look back up at Fresh, who just averts her eyes, not able to meet the priestess’ gaze. "But you really didn’t do it on purpose… right?"


    "No, I promise!" says Fresh, somehow managing to look back up after all.


    "So wait. Are we going to melt too?" asks Jubilee. "You spooky fuck."


    "Ah! No!" Fresh waves her hands. "I just… I think stuff only happens if the contract is broken."


    "What the fuck does that mean?!" asks Jubilee.


    "Uh…" Fresh closes her eyes to think.


    "The seal was broken," says Shamrock’s gruff, heavy voice. "Pacts are sacred."


    Fresh stares at him for a moment as she realizes. "Maybe he tried to do something with the house, Jubilee? Or something that went against our deal with the merchants’ guild?"


    Jubilee looks at her. "So you’re saying that it was his fault that he melted?" Fresh recoils. "That’s awfully convenient for you, but you know what? Fuck em." Jubilee shrugs. "If he tried to go back on our deal because the circumstances changed, then I’m still fine with him being melted. Shady fuck."


    "A man is dead," whispers Basil, some aghast.


    "The world’s better off," sighs Jubilee. "You reap what you sow." Jubilee gets up off of the floor, swiping their hands together as if to dust them off. "Anyways. Now that that’s out of the way, let’s finish up here," suggests Jubilee. "If I have to eat bar-food one more night, I’m going to vomit."


    Shamrock gets up, nodding once as he grabs his bag. Basil seems uneasy, sparing a glance at her for a second, but then gets up as well. Only Fresh remains sitting there on the wooden floors, looking up to her friends, feeling confused and not at all unburdened by this happening. "Is that it? You guys aren’t mad at me?"


    "Nope," says Jubilee rather plainly.


    Basil looks at her and then just shakes her head as well, saying nothing, as she continues to try to roll her bedroll together.


    Fresh stares at them, confused. Why aren’t they terrified of her? Furious at her? Disgusted by her? She wants them to be. This is too easy. She’s getting off too easy. Why aren’t they yelling at her? Why aren’t they running off to abandon her here on her own? She wants them to. She wants to be scolded and punished, but all that’s happening is that her friends are continuing to be her friends. The work that needs to be done is being done. Only she is still sitting here, lost and distraught.


    Why? Why aren’t they doing what she expected them to do? She’s getting off too easy. She always gets away with everything that she does wrong too easily. Wh-


    Fresh stands up, her legs pushing her up into the air, despite the fact that she had absolutely no intention of them doing so. The girl’s hands reach downward, pressing against the fabric of her own bedroll, as she begins to roll it together, as if someone were holding her arms from behind and coercing her movements. Feeling something wet trickle down her face, she forces herself to squint, sending down a single black tear from her eye onto the bedding, leaving an obvious, dark stain where it lands.


    "It’s okay to cry," says a soft voice from next to her. Fresh turns her head to look over at Basil. "Would you like to pray together with me tonight?" asks the priestess.


    "Don’t indoctrinate her, you kook!" yells Jubilee.


    "I am not! I’m simply trying to be supportive!" argues Basil, letting out a quiet yelp as her bedroll undoes itself again.


    Fresh blinks, looking at her friends and then turning back down to look at her own bedroll, trying to find the ink stain that she had seen forming there not a few seconds ago. But there is nothing there to see, except for a normal wet spot and two, pale, shaking hands that press down against the fabric.

  


  Chapter 126: Hole in the wall


  
    A cool, stagnant air rushes to meet them as they open the thick, wooden front-door of the house, just outside of the dungeon-gate. The soft current isn’t as cold as the air of the tunnel outside of the building and as that lazy cloud of dusty miasma drifts past her, Fresh feels a tussle of her hair blowing behind her, as it departs to mix in with the constant mountain winds howling outside. The musty cloud fades away like a spirit lost at sea, drifting away as the fresh current takes it to a place so very distant.


    Fresh stands in the door, taking in a deep breath. It smells dusty. But it’s a different kind of dust than Jubilee’s… she corrects herself, than their old house. It isn’t a dust of stagnation and of faces and times forgotten and repressed. It is simply a dust born of an absence, as if all the surfaces and nooks she sees had simply been waiting for someone to return to them. She shudders, as it all comes to meet her, the air, the dust, the darkness of the room she has still yet to set a single foot inside of.


    "Well? Are you going to fucking move or are you just going to stand there all day?" snaps a sharp voice from behind her and Fresh jolts together, snapping out of her daze as Jubilee’s sudden statement frightens her a little, as it rips her from the depths of her day-dreaming.


    "Ah, sorry!" says Fresh, being the first to step inside the room. She steps to the side of the door, holding her arm out in a welcoming gesture. There’s no time for these strange feelings. She has work to do. Fresh does her best to smile, still not having quite processed the events of the last few days. But she’s the party-leader, she needs to put on a brave face, she realizes, as she remembers what Shamrock had told her once. Just like she does, her friends also need something to believe in. She wants it to be her.


    "Welcome home!" says Fresh excitedly with a beaming face, as the other three step inside, carrying their meager possessions on their backs.


    The room itself is square, rather than the ‘L’ shape that the old house had downstairs. The front-door has two large, dusty glass windows on either side of it and the left side of the room has a solid-rock staircase, leading up to the next floor above. In the back corner, where the staircase is at its highest point, there is a door on the very bottom of it. Fresh assumes that it leads down to the basement.


    "This is great," says Basil. "It’s a little smaller than the old house, but it looks… cozy," says the priestess, suddenly pinching her nose as if to stop a sneeze from forming.


    "Mm!" says Fresh, looking at her friend’s dubious expression. "It’s a little dusty, but with some work and some effort, we can make it really great!" she exclaims, heading over to the windows to try and figure out how to open them. The first thing that she wants to do is air the place out, in the hopes that this suppressing weight that she feels will drift away. With any luck, it is just a part of the gloom of this old structure and not something that she herself is creating and carrying with her.


    "Yeah, I can see it," says Jubilee. "Looks like the basement is back there, so we’ll put a counter up and use that as a back-room for you to do your crafting in." Jubilee turns to the stairs and starts walking up them. Fresh realizes that the stone steps don’t have a railing, she’ll have to do something about that. "It’s a problem that these stairs are right by the door, but we’ll just put something up so no customers wanders upstairs." Fresh nods, looking back to the large window as she pulls on a small wooden handle again. The wood of the frame set into the rock groans as she pulls on it. It bends out a little, but it doesn’t budge, as it is stuck firmly in place.


    She grunts, trying again, but has little success. Shamrock places his giant hand under her wrists, gently pushing her arms away. Fresh watches as he grabs the handle and with a single tug, pulls the window open wide. For a moment, she is terrified that it will break off because of his strength, but it just seems to swing open as expected. It feels odd to think, but the creaking of the hinge sounds almost oddly satisfied. Like a moan that comes when a stiff body is stretched out after a long day. "Thank you," she says, smiling at the man who says nothing else and heads towards the stairs after Basil and Jubilee.


    Fresh stands there, all alone, feeling more of the stale air push past her as a draft seeps through the house. Echoing voices ring out aloud from the tunnel, carrying inside of the building now and moving all through the room. The many sounds and voices fill the space with a strangely haunting presence as she stands there all alone, as if she were surrounded by ghosts on all sides.


    The hairs on her neck stand on end and Fresh lets out a quiet yelp, quickly running across the room and catching up to Shamrock, as they head up the stairs together.


    She was expecting a corridor up here, but there isn’t one. Instead, there is a nearly square room just about three-quarters the size as the one downstairs. The wall opposite of the front door downstairs is open with a large, thick wooden frame set into the rock with another door in it. Maybe that’s the other room? Ah, wait, maybe not. Fresh turns her head to the right, seeing the other door that Basil is now walking towards. The priestess opens it, peering inside. "I think this is the pantry?" she guesses. "No shelves though."


    Jubilee sighs. "Fuck’s sake. How does this count as two rooms? Since when do pantries count as rooms? Fucking mountain-dwellers." They look around the open area and take a deep breath. "Well. It looks like we’re sleeping in the same room again." Fresh lets out an excited squeal as she stands next to Shamrock. Jubilee peers back at her, shooting her a venomous glance which tells her that she better not say anything. Opting instead to just quietly smile, Fresh heads to the left to open the door against the back wall.


    The door moves with surprising ease, not resisting in the least like the windows downstairs and as she pulls it open, it seems to move on its own as a powerful wind pushes against it from the other side. The handle slips out of her grasp and it quickly swings open, hitting noisily against the rock wall behind it with a loud thud.


    "Can you not break shit? We just got here," barks Jubilee at her. But Fresh doesn’t pay them any mind, as she steps out of the door, feeling a bright, heavy light wash over her. Mesmerized, she walks towards it, her feet moving as if on their own, her eyes gazing towards the shine as if drawn to the source, like a moth to a flame. The shine of the rising sun, breaking over the distant horizon. Wind encapsulates her as she walks those three or four steps across the small, stone terrace that is carved out of the side of the mountain-face. She almost feels as if the breeze were carrying her away.


    The railing bumps into her stomach and Fresh stops, staring out over the world as her hands clasp the railing tightly. They aren’t particularly high up, but they are high enough to look over most of the houses on the street.


    "Jubileeeee~" calls Fresh in excitement as she turns around, looking at her friends as they walk out after her. "We have a balcony!"


    "Yeah? Didn’t I say that? I’m pretty sure I said that," says Jubilee, standing by the door and leaning against the wall. "So I vote that you have to sleep out here," says Jubilee plainly, raising their hand. "So we don’t have to smell your goblin feet."


    "Hey!" argues Fresh, as Basil walks out trying to suppress a quiet laugh.


    "It’s okay," says the priestess, nodding to Jubilee and lifting a hand to Fresh’s shoulder to console her. "She can sleep in the basement," finishes Basil, lifting a finger. Jubilee nods approvingly, lifting their hand to their mouth as they suppress a laugh with a quiet snort.


    "Hey!" yells Fresh again, now a little more distraught and lost for words. She hadn’t expected Basil to tease her. The two of them seem to be enjoying themselves though and Basil also seems to be trying her best not to laugh. "I don’t want to sleep on the balcony or in the basement!" argues Fresh, crossing her arms.


    "Dungeon," says a heavy voice from behind them. All three of them turn to face Shamrock. Jubilee and Basil burst out laughing.


    "HEY!" yells Fresh, clenching her fists at her side. "You jerks," she mutters, turning out to face the sun-rise, doing her best not to laugh herself.

  


  Chapter 127: Cleaning


  
    "So is this safe?" asks Basil, looking at Jubilee and Fresh. "Taking money from such… unsavory sources?"


    Jubilee stares at the priestess, somewhat dumbfounded. Lifting a hand, they point at Fresh, who is standing next to Basil, carrying some wood across the room that she had bought in order to make them some real beds, as a first order of business. "You’re standing next to the most unsavory source of anything in the world and you’re worried about the thieves’ guild?"


    Fresh sticks her tongue out at Jubilee, not letting it distract her from her work as she carries the single plank over to the wall. Loud, heavy steps thud out behind her as Shamrock sets down his load next to her. The massive bundle of wood on his shoulder is so wide that it might as well have been the entire tree itself. "Thank you!" says Fresh, smiling as she wipes the sweat from her forehead. The balcony door is open and a heavy, cool breeze constantly pushes through it, pressing down the staircase and out of the open windows by the front door.


    Shamrock nods back to her, not saying anything. She sets to work, listening to Basil and Jubilee bicker at each other again. The girl blinks, looking up at the two of them as Shamrock heads downstairs to get more things like she had asked him to do. Sometimes she wonders if the two of them are really fighting because they are at odds, or if they just argue because it’s just become their main form of communication? She tilts her head, wondering about the two of them. It’s an odd dynamic, but she’s happy that they’re engaging with each other at least.


    Smiling, Fresh sets to work. "So should I make four separate beds, or two bunk-beds so we save some space?" She looks around the single open room. "It’s a little… cozy."


    Jubilee looks past Basil towards her. "Are you fucked in the head? You should make yourself a noose," says Jubilee coldly. "I’m not sleeping out here with you people. Let alone stacked with one of you creeps."


    "Huh?" Fresh frowns. "But Jubileeeeee~"


    "Don’t ‘but Jubileeee~’ me!" argues Jubilee, pointing at her. "You’re always making a huge ruckus in the middle of the night and getting weirdly touchy because you’re scared of the dark."


    "I am not!"


    Jubilee points at Basil "And she’s always flailing around like she’s possessed!"


    "I do not!" argues Basil, crossing her arms.


    "And that giant, spooky fuck breathes so loud that I can feel my bones shake!" exclaims Jubilee. "So no, it’s not happening. I need my own space. I need to get away from you people once in a while."


    "Jubileeee~"


    "Jubileeeee~" mimics Jubilee, waving their hands by their head and rolling their eyes as they copy her in a high tone. "Shut up, goo-brain."


    Basil lifts her nose, closing her eyes and looking away in a huff. "If we’re not good enough for you, you can always sleep by yourself in the adventurers’ guild."


    "That’s right," says Jubilee, pointing at her. "You’re not good enough for me, no. And also, no. So shove it," says Jubilee poking Basil in the gut. The woman swipes their hand away and the two of them scowl at each other for a moment. Fresh sighs, listening to the heavy thudding steps coming up the stairs as Shamrock returns. Thankfully the other stores are much closer by here than in the northern city, so the general store was just down the bend, only a minute away.


    Fresh looks around the room. The obvious solution was just to let Jubilee have the pantry as their own room. But then they wouldn’t have a pantry. Maybe the basement? But she doesn’t feel comfortable if her friend is down there with things like the cauldron. What if they accidentally fell in or if something happened during the night? What if vampires escaped the dungeon and Jubilee was all on their own downstairs? No. She won’t accept that either. But she supposes she does understand Jubilee’s point, even if they aren’t getting it across well. Jubilee is a reserved person, she supposes they want an opportunity to just take off all of their gear in peace sometimes too.


    The girl nods, having made up her mind. "Shamrock?"


    The man lets out a loud breath as he turns to look back at her. "Sorry, can I ask you another favor please?" She accentuates her plea, trying to make it sound soft and kind. But she has the feeling that the man would do whatever she asks him, even if she took a harsher tone. Fresh digs into her bag, pulling out a few large, silver Obols. "Can you go to the general store and order a load of bricks for me?"


    Without asking any questions, the man takes the coins and heads down the stairs right away.


    "Bricks?" asks Basil.


    Fresh nods, lifting a finger. "This is a home for all of us, so I’m going to make an extra room here next to the pantry."


    Basil frowns. "Seems like a waste of money and time. Some of us aren’t so spoiled."


    "The only thing that’s going to spoil is your dead body before it's found in a ditch," says Jubilee, glaring at the priestess who doesn’t respond, opting to take the high road.


    "Is there anything you’d like, Basil?" asks Fresh, knowing that the best way to get them all to cooperate is to have them all be invested in this new place.


    The priestess blinks, her posture loosening. "What I’d like?" she asks, a little confused.


    Fresh nods. "It’s your home now too!" The priestess stares at her dumb-founded for a moment, looking around the room before her eyes land on the back corner, outside of the pantry door.


    She points towards it. "If it’s not too much trouble, I think a little kitchen would be really nice…?" suggests Basil, sounding somewhat unsure of her words, as if they were too much.


    Fresh nods excitedly in agreement. "I think so too! We can have breakfast every day together!"


    "Will you cook?" asks the priestess, fidgeting with her sleeves.


    "If you want me to," says Fresh without thinking about it, turning back to her work to start making the beds, humming as she begins working, indifferent to the many looks that she keeps getting as the others run around the house, putting in some work as well. Jubilee is sweeping and dusting the entire building. Basil takes her time to delicately polish all of the windows to a crystal clear shine, as well as to oil the squeaky doors and hinges on Fresh’s behest. Shamrock spends the day running around town, buying and carrying all manner of things from raw materials to a new cauldron that Fresh has him put in the basement for her. Apparently, delivery isn’t a really popular thing here, everything had to be transported by the person who bought it.


    Several hours later, after she finishes upstairs making the beds just like she had made her old one in the old house, she stands before them with pride, ready to receive a heap of praise from her friends. Jubilee walks past her and throws their bedroll onto the one furthest in the back, flashing her a quiet thumb’s up before returning to their work. Basil stands next to her.


    "Which one are you taking?"


    "Me?" asks Fresh, thinking for a moment. "They’re all the same, so… I don’t really care. Uh," her eyes wander over the four beds. Jubilee had taken the right most one. So she wants to be next to that, even if there is a wall between them. She lifts a hand, pointing at the bed that is second from the right. "I guess that one."


    Basil nods and places her bag on the other one next to it, before returning to her work without saying anything either.


    Fresh sighs, wondering if a little ‘thank you’ was really so much to ask for? Maybe it is in this world? She isn’t really sure. Though maybe her friends are just kind of jerkish sometimes too. She isn’t really sure either. A pair of heavy boots comes up the stairs as Shamrock arrives with another load of bricks. She smiles. The man has never let her down yet. "Ah! Shamrock, here," she points to the last bed remaining. "This one is yours. I hope you like it!"


    The man says nothing, setting the bricks down on the stack and then kneeling down by the bed, placing his hands on the foot of it. As he stands in front of it, Fresh realizes that she should have perhaps made his bed a little bigger than the rest of them. She hadn’t thought about that at all. His metal glove runs along the material and Fresh notices that it is shaking a little. The man turns his head and looks at her, nodding once as he rises to his feet to return to work without saying a word.


    Fresh sighs, louder now, simply out of protest. She hopes that they all can hear her. What’s with everyone here? Looking around, annoyed now at not having been lavished with kind words, she heads down to the basement. Jubilee tags along on the way.


    The basement is a room just like the two above it. Square. Fresh supposes these shapes were the easiest to make when carving solid rock out of the mountain, though she has no idea how they did it here. Did they use magic? Probably. There is only the downstairs room in the basement and the single staircase in it that stops half-way with a small landing with a door next to it. Through the door is the washroom. Other than that, there is a fireplace that is nested into the wall, much to the girl’s delight and to Jubilee’s dismay.


    "At least you won’t be able to set the place on fire…" they mutter, tapping against the rock. Fresh laughs, lifting a hand to feel the air coming from a second small shaft on the other side of the room, which she assumes is for air from above, given the cool draft she feels coming from it.


    "Ah, wait, I’ve heard of this," says Jubilee, stepping into the fireplace and looking up the chimney from below. "The shaft runs up along the walls of the other rooms. If you light this, I’ll bet you anything that the walls across from the stairs up there will start getting hot."


    Fresh nods excitedly, looking at her friend. "Jubilee, will you sit and watch the fire with me sometimes?"


    Jubilee climbs out of the dormant fireplace. "Don’t be a creep."


    "I’m not! I just think it would be nice!" says Fresh.


    Jubilee walks past her just shaking their head. "Sure," they say, waving her off as they head back up the stairs. Fresh beams. Jubilee might call her clingy, but she knows that Jubilee is the kind of person that needs extra attention now and then, to calm their own insecurities, even if they’d never admit it. She wonders if she isn’t being a little manipulative?


    Fresh shrugs, smiling as she walks back up after her friend to meet the others upstairs. They want to talk about their business strategy. Half-way up towards the landing, she stops, feeling a cool breeze on the nape of her neck that causes her to shudder. But as she looks behind herself, trying to find its source, all that she sees is the little hole in the wall that seems too far away for it to be noticed up here. Looking back up and realizing that she is alone downstairs, Fresh runs after Jubilee, catching up.


    "Isn’t our plan just to make things and to sell them?" asks Fresh as they all sit in a circle on the floor upstairs. Several hours had passed since they began their work this morning and it was close to the evening now. None of them had eaten yet.


    "No shit, dumb-ass. That’s what a store does," says Jubilee, shaking their head again.


    "But we have to be careful," says Basil quietly, apparently thinking as she pulls on her sleeves.


    "Conspicuous," says Shamrock.


    Fresh stares around at the three of them, not sure what they were getting at. "Why don’t we just make potions and stuff like before?"


    Jubilee looks at her, their tired expression perhaps showing that they had seen this question coming. "Yeah, why don’t we just sell the exact same, one of a kind, literally glowing, magical items as in the city we got chased out of, to people who spend their whole lives traveling between them so that they can kill things?" The room is quiet for a moment. "Oh, wait! Because that would be suicidal."


    Fresh rubs her arm, thinking. "Oh, you think people would know that they came from us?"


    "If we sell glowing potions, then yeah, probably," says Jubilee, leaning back against the foot of the bed behind them. "There aren’t many of those going around these days."


    "We need to come up with different things," suggests Basil. "Things that won’t tie us to the old city. If someone traveled there with a load of glowing potions, it would only be a matter of time before we’re found out."


    "But I loved making potions! I spent so long learning how to do it right!" argues Fresh, even though she knows that they have a point. They would have to come up with a different niche to slide into. General items as always, a bit of this and a bit of that. But they needed a hook. Something to really pull their first customers in when they opened.


    Her stomach growls loudly. All three of them look at her, as the girl’s eyes go wide. "Guys!" says Fresh excitedly, her fingers locking together into two tight fists. "I have an idea!"

  


  Chapter 128: Homework


  
    They all fall asleep that night in the same room, much to Fresh’s delight. The girl smiles, clutching her blanket tightly with her fingers grasping the edge of the soft fabric, as she turns her head over on her pillow from side to side, looking at the sleeping people who surround her. It’s basically the same arrangement as in the guild, but at least now they’re sleeping at a place they can really call home.


    She likes that word, ‘home’, and ends up smiling a little more as she pulls the blanket up higher to cover the bottom of her face, so that the world can’t see her doing it. So that it doesn’t find out that she has something that could be taken away. For tonight at least, she wants to keep it all to herself.


    Fresh’s eyes feel heavy and soon, her world grows dark.


    The next day is as busy as the day before, with Fresh building up everything while Shamrock, Basil and Jubilee run around town, getting enough raw materials for her to keep building all the things that they need. They decided to use as little ready-made furniture as possible, not only to save money, but also because Fresh simply insisted on it to an annoying extent, saying that she wanted to make it all herself, so that their home would feel more ‘homey’. Eventually her friends relented, but Jubilee warned her that if anyone died because of one of her deathtrap contraptions, they’d stick around to haunt her as ghosts.


    She wasn’t sure if she liked that idea or not. But for the sake of her friend’s safety, she double checks every screw and fastening as she sits there, jumping from construction-site to construction-site, as she works on too many things at once.


    Making the small wall for Jubilee’s room is easy enough. All she is doing is stacking some thin, light bricks with some ready-made mortar, that just needed a little water, between some timber-framing, which she had set up to separate the small space that was just big enough for a bed and a dresser and then one foot-step more. Space is at a premium here for four people, so it’s a little tight, but she does her best to make it roomy enough for Jubilee.


    She wonders if it won’t get a little stuffy though and so ponders how to make an opening for some air. Maybe she could figure out how to make a shaft like downstairs in the basement? That’s a luxury problem for a metaphorical tomorrow right now though.


    Setting the next brick down, pressing it into the mortar, Fresh wipes her forehead on her arm. She’ll need a ladder to reach the top of the wall. Plus there’s still a door missing.


    Just as she thinks that, the front door downstairs slams loudly shut and she jolts together a little, but then smiles as she turns around. The others apparently had been pretty fast if they were back already. Maybe Shamrock can help her with the wall?


    "Shamrock? Can you come upstairs please?" calls Fresh, waiting for the sound of heavy-footsteps to come her way. But none do. She scratches her cheek, blinking a few times as she walks over to the staircase and peers down it. "Shamrock? Jubilee?" calls Fresh. "Basil?" Walking down the stairs, she looks for her friends, but none of them are here. She stands on the halfway point of the staircase, staring down into the empty room curiously. Maybe she’s just hearing things? Or maybe it was the neighbors. Hmm…


    Fresh shrugs as she returns upstairs to get back to her work. Feeling a little cramped, she opens the balcony door to let in some fresh air, happy to have the mountain breeze around to explain the hairs standing up on the back of her neck.


    The others return an hour later as she has already finished making a series of counters for the back corner, where Basil wanted a kitchen. They’ll have to buy a wood-fired stove, she isn’t sure she knows how to make one and she doesn’t want to risk starting a fire. But for now, a few cabinets and shelving are a good start.


    Much to her delight, Shamrock helps her stack the rest of the bricks, finishing the small extension of the wall. Only one brick remains and Fresh can’t help but smile a giddy smile as the devious scheme comes to her. Looking around to see that the others aren’t listening, she lifts a finger, waving Shamrock over and whispers into his ear, telling him her plan. He nods once.


    A minute later, Jubilee comes up the stairs. "Jubilee!" calls Fresh.


    "What?"


    "Look at this!" says the girl, holding out a single brick.


    Jubilee sets down the bag of groceries that they had brought with them. "A brick?"


    "Mm!" says Fresh, nodding excitedly. "But look at it!"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes as they walk over. "What? Do you see some of yourself in it or something?" They take the brick from her, springing the trap. Jubilee turns it over in their hands. "Yeah, that’s a brick alright. I don’t see anyt- AGH!" Jubilee kicks down, their boot striking against Shamrock’s helmet as he hoists them into the air. "Put me down you SHIT-HEAD!" yells Jubilee, lifting the brick into the air and getting ready to throw it down at him.


    "Contribute," is all that Shamrock says as he hoists Jubilee up to the wall where there is a single hole for a missing brick.


    "I’ll contribute my foot to your face!" says Jubilee, kicking him again. The man seems unfazed however, despite the loud ringing of Jubilee’s boot striking against his head.


    "Contribute." Shamrock hoists them up higher, nearly pressing them against the wall.


    "Fine! Fuck off!" says Jubilee, placing the brick into the wall. "Happy now?!"


    Shamrock looks at Fresh who nods excitedly back at him and he sets Jubilee down onto the ground, who stands there holding their gut. "Fuck me, that really hurt you know?" They wince as they stretch themselves out, rubbing the tender spot on their stomach where Shamrock held them. "Fucking dick." Their eyes shoot over to Fresh. "You!"


    "IAH!" Fresh runs away as Jubilee charges at her, escaping out down the stairs and out of the door as fast as she can, as she hears the boots thudding behind her. "I just wanted you to make part of our hoooome~!" yells Fresh, not daring to look behind herself as she knows Jubilee is right on her heels, as she bolts out of the front door. Only after it slams shut behind her and she hears the lock turn, does she realize her mistake.


    The next day comes and by the time the afternoon sun shines brightly through the open balcony, Jubilee’s room is entirely completed with a door and everything. Shamrock arrives, carrying an extremely heavy looking, metal stove and Fresh stands back in awe as he lugs it up the stairs. Basil runs behind him, practically swatting away groups of adventurers trying to approach the man, who has apparently become a sort of celebrity here in town over these two days. All he is ever seen doing is carrying extremely heavy things around.


    Apparently, according to Basil, they were approached by at least six people during their shopping trip, each of them requesting that he open a tightly stuck jam-jar or other stubborn container, that so happened to be inside of the dungeon every single time.


    "Thank you," says Fresh, smiling at the man who says nothing in return. "Is there anything you’d like in the house, Shamrock?" asks Fresh. "Something for you? Jubilee wanted a room. Me and Basil wanted a kitchen. What about you?"


    "Chair," says the man, lifting a hand to point out to the balcony.


    "A chair?" asks Fresh, somewhat perplexed while looking at him and then following his arm. "Ah! You want to watch the stars?" asks the girl excitedly, feeling a bit of déjà vu. Jubilee had said the view of it here was great, which seems out of place for Jubilee. Then again, something as romantic an activity as star-gazing seemed out of place for the giant as well. Fresh nods. "Okay! I’ll make that for you! Uh…" she taps her cheek as she thinks. "The pact is sealed?"


    Shamrock nods once and then turns around to get back to work. Fresh spends another few hours setting up the stove-pipe to run along the ceiling into a small hole that is apparently meant for just that, according to Jubilee.


    The kitchenette is small and not as quaint as their old one with the charming window. Especially since the whole area is an open space and so the kitchen is technically the same room as their bedroom, but that’s fine. As long as nobody cooks any fish. They’re adventurers after all, right? Having a home was already luxurious enough and Fresh couldn’t be more thrilled about it.


    By the time night falls and the sun vanishes behind the horizon on the other side of the mountain, just out of their sight, the entire upstairs area is finished. The kitchen, Jubilee’s room, she even made a number of shelves and boxes for their pantry which was already well stocked with provisions. Most of it is dried and cured food as always, but at least now they're different things than the stuff they had eaten all the time back in the north. Plus, more importantly, she feels very strongly that the stone pantry is rat-proof.


    Fresh lets out a long, satisfied sigh as she sits outside on the balcony, on one of two chairs now there. The one on the left, which she sits on, is normal sized and the one on the right, where Shamrock sits, is extra large. Both of them stare up at the dusk sky above their heads, waiting for the first stars to appear. Jubilee and Basil are inside bickering at each other about something and at first Fresh thinks it’s going to evolve into a serious argument, but as she turns around and looks through the door, she sees Jubilee giving a very excited and thankful Basil her new robe. It’s the same whitish-blue tone as hers, with the kobold fluff around the trim. Basil excitedly ducks into Jubilee’s room to change and comes out a minute later, doing an excited twirl around in it, perhaps not even realizing that she is doing it as it happens.


    Fresh claps excitedly from the balcony and Basil stops, rushing back inside of the room. The girl scratches her cheek, looking at Jubilee who shrugs back at her. Oh well. Basil has always been a little shy, she supposes. The thought is an odd one to her as she thinks it. Basil? Shy? Fresh suddenly realizes how un-shy she herself has become over the relatively short span of this new life. She still feels nervous now and then, but… nothing like before. The girl turns back, looking up towards the sky where particularly light and airy clouds drift along, coming together to form one larger whole off in the distance. Much like them, their new life is slowly coming together, at least in her eyes.


    She’s very excited about this new store and can hardly wait for tomorrow to start. The others were very excited about her idea. As always, they’re going to make a bit of everything. Weapons, equipment, repairs and so on. But as a draw to lure people inside the door, since they can’t make potions, she suggested that she cook small, easy to carry drinks and treats like the sweet-tea from the old city. They were basically like potions, but more delicious. Together with some small, odd candies and bars for the adventurers, some of which could be chicken shaped, it could be a real hit, especially since she can make stat-raising food. The others liked the plan as well, except for the chicken shaped part. They said it was too conspicuous, but she isn’t sure if she believes that. She thinks that maybe they just don’t like the chicken idea to begin with.


    Another thing that she’s noticing up here is that she seems to be hungrier than usual. Jubilee said it’s a mix of the cold and the mountain air, it made the body burn faster. That’s why food was so popular up here.


    Fresh ponders as she leans back against the chair, watching one of the large crystals float by their balcony and stares in awe as it begins to bathe the city below with the dewy, pastel light that emanates out from it. Her finger taps against her cheek, as she watches the floating thing and as she thinks about all the things she could make with something like that.

  


  Chapter 129: Night-time feelings


  
    "Hot! Hot!" yelps Fresh as she juggles the little orange ball back and forth in her hands. She quickly drops it down onto a plate. The small, doughy thing squishes together a little, as it flops down against the glassware surface. Fresh frowns, letting out a sad sigh as she stares at the next failure as it begins to break apart.


    "Just use a fork, dumb-ass," says Jubilee, shaking their head as they lean back against the stairway railing, watch her as she stands in the kitchen and experiments with her cooking.


    "But a fork will make the surface uneven!" says Fresh. "They’ll stay round if they cool off, but they’re squishy if they’re hot."


    "Then use a cold spoon," sighs Jubilee.


    Fresh looks over at her friend and then back to the pot before her that is filled with small, doughy balls. She had formed some flour, some honey and a tiny bit of jam together in a ball with a sprinkling of mushroom powder for flavor. She had used a variety of different caps, though none from her inventory that they collected on the way. She doubted they were good to eat anymore. She had bought some in town instead, but they were a bit more expensive here, as mush-mushes weren’t so common up on the mountain. Only adventurers coming up from the forest below would have any, but thankfully there seemed to be plenty of those types around, as many beginners here were simply too weak to start off right away in this dungeon.


    A cold spoon? She wishes that they still had an ice-golem-core and is about to say exactly that to Jubilee, but she stops herself before the words form in her mouth, as she realizes how insensitive that could come across.


    Maybe…


    Fresh closes her eyes, listening to the noises of the outside world seeping in through the open balcony door. She listens to the soft winds creeping through the house, listens to the sounds of her breath leaving her body, as she focuses on trying to find that one sound in particular that has always helped her so far, every time she was stuck and looking for a new idea. The fountain has never let her down yet, but there is no fountain here.


    Opening her eyes again, she picks up a bottle of water and a second empty bottle and slowly pours one into the other.


    "What the fuck are you doing?"


    "Shh," says Fresh as she stares at the water flowing into the other bottle. "I’m thinking."


    Jubilee doesn’t say anything, simply opting to sigh and to walk away, leaving her alone upstairs. Basil and Shamrock are out getting her some of the magical-crystals, or at least to see how expensive they are. But Fresh assumes they can’t be that pricey, given that they could be found right at the start of the dungeon. She wonders why she never saw anything like them in the north? They seem really useful.


    The bottle in her hand becomes lighter and lighter by the second, but the longer she pours the small stream into the other bottle, the wider her eyes become as she stares at it, transfixed. She feels it, that whisper that seems to creep towards her from the sounds of the splashing wet. That small, quiet voice that seems to never quite differentiate itself from the whisper of the draft moving past her ears, but that she nonetheless notices, as she sees the hairs on her arms stand on end out of the corners of her eyes.


    Her hand becomes lighter. The bottle is empty. Fresh sets it down, having her idea now. Excitedly, she turns around and runs into the pantry, grabbing one of their boss-cores and a heap of the dragon scales. "Jubilee!" she calls out over her shoulder. "I’m gonna use one of the boss-cores!" she says.


    No response. Fresh shrugs. It’s probably fine then.


    She hurries back to the stove and sets the small boss-core from the first boss into a pot, along with several ice-dragon scales and then holds her hands out over it. First she grinds the scales into a powder.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Crafting: Grind {Fine}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Then she mixes it in with the water in the bottle, giving it a good shake. The liquid inside of the bottle turns into a pale, blue mixture. Most of the particulate dragon-scales don’t dissolve and end up loosely floating around inside of it.


    Boss-cores are particularly interesting magical items, as far as she’s been told. Apparently there is something that adventurers just in general call ‘dungeon-magic’. It’s the magical force that runs through the dungeons of the world and it is what makes them work to begin with. The same magic flows through particularly strong monsters inside of them, making them stronger by condensing into specific points of their body. There, the magical energies compress together to form a physical core, from which it then leaks out into their bodies.


    She holds her hands above the small core that came from the first boss of the western dungeon and repeats the process, before adding the new crystalline powder into the same bottle. It’s almost like ground glass and she doesn’t think it’s safe to eat. But that’s fine, she doesn’t want to eat it. She just needs its power for a moment.
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    Looking over, she sees that Jubilee has come back upstairs again, standing now on the far side of the room, apparently having just come back up the stairs a second ago. Fresh smiles, looking back to her work as she is eager to show off. She’s sure this will work, the fountain has never led her astray yet.


    As the dungeon-core powder seeps into the bottle with the ground up ice-dragon scales, there is a sudden sharp crackling sound. The wicking moisture that forms on the body of the glass bottle begins to solidify, as the core of the bottle begins to freeze over in an instant, far faster than she had expected it to. The glass splits, cracking in half loudly as the ice inside of it expands out much too quickly and presses the glass bottle apart. Fresh yelps, jumping back a step. As her breath leaves her mouth, she sees it form a thick cloud of vapor just before her eyes, as the air around her begins to freeze immediately. The temperature in the room has dropped far, far below what it was only a few seconds ago.


    Something grabs her robe. Keeping her balance, Fresh looks down at Jubilee who stands next to her and gets ready to be yelled at for her latest blunder.


    "Run away," says Jubilee, gazing up at her.


    "Huh?" Fresh blinks, looking at her friend who stares back up at her, not blinking at all, their gloved hand still clutching her robe.


    "Demon," says Jubilee’s voice, but it doesn’t stem from the figure below her, but from behind her in the shadow of the corner of the room. She feels a second hand grab her shoulder from behind and she lets out the start of a quick scream, just as a third one comes to cover her mouth and silences her.


    Fresh shoots up in her bed, her sweaty, tousled hair flying past her face as she looks around the dark room. It’s the middle of the night. It was all just a dream.


    It was all just another bad dream.


    Fresh sighs, leaning back against the wall at the head of her bed, as she pulls the blanket higher to cover her knees which she holds against her chest. Basil and Shamrock are sleeping. Shamrock simply is splayed out over his bed, his arms and legs hanging off the sides as he lays there spread-eagle, still wearing all of his armor, as always. She makes a mental note to herself to make his bed bigger, so that his feet are inside of it at night. Maybe she can even convince him to finally take his armor off? Her vision of the giant is interrupted by Basil’s flailing form, as she flops around, her sleeping body kicking out in all directions every odd few seconds. Her blanket is knotted all around her, as if a snake were coiling around her body.


    Lifting a hand, she places it onto the stone wall next to herself, feeling for Jubilee’s presence. With a quiet groan, the girl grabs her robe and covers herself with her blanket as she gets dressed beneath it and then gets up out of bed, feeling that she is unable to fall back asleep now, even if she wanted to. Fresh shudders, as her bare feet strike against the stones beneath herself, they’re icy cold. Her sleepy eyes wander towards the balcony door that is wide open. Did one of them open it in the night? She’s sure that they closed it before going to bed.


    Quietly, she slips past her friends and heads out to the balcony. At first she just wants to close it, but as she sees the bright stars shining up above herself again, she can’t help but take a few steps outside to admire their radiance. The stars were always bright up in the north, but up here, up on the western mountain, they seem so close that she feels that she could touch them, if she just lifts her arm really high and stands on the tips of her toes. Fresh smiles, the beautiful sight of the looming heavens above fills her with a warmth that dispels the cool chill of her nightmare, that is already on the verge of being forgotten.


    Someone breathes behind her, the exhalation of their soft breath touching her neck just above where the fluffy trim of her robe ends. Fresh turns around, staring somewhat shocked at first and then somewhat embarrassed at Basil, who stands there in the doorway in her white undergarments. "Y- you’re gonna get sick. It’s too cold out here with just that, Basil," says Fresh nervously, not really sure what else to say in a spontaneously awkward situation like this. She looks away. Do friends usually see each other in their underwear? She isn’t sure. She certainly hasn’t done so thus far.


    Basil lifts a hand, not saying anything as her palm presses against the center of Fresh’s chest.


    "Ah… Basil…?" asks Fresh, looking down at the slender hand touching her body and then following its length with her eyes back up to Basil’s face. "What’s up?"


    Basil looks at her, the icy night-wind that cascades down the mountains moving her long, strawberry-tinged strands past her brow, as it blows and encapsulates the both of them with its bitter chill. The starlight reflects off of the glossy surface of the priestess’ hair and as it drifts past her moonlit eyes once again, Fresh realizes that Basil hasn’t blinked once this entire time.


    "Get out," says Basil.


    Fresh yelps, stumbling backwards with her arms flailing, as she flies back over the railing, shoved back by the sudden force of Basil pushing her over the edge. The girl plummets and then, a moment later, she dies.

  


  Chapter 130: The haunting
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    Fresh floats. Her senses are entirely drowned out by the roaring water that rushes past her head. What happened? It’s so cold. Did she die? She thinks so. It’s been a while. This is only her second time dying, right? Well… maybe technically her third time?


    Basil pushed her. Why would Basil do something like that? She wouldn’t. Basil would never, Fresh is sure of it. No… it was…


    She opens her eyes, coughing and spluttering as she pulls herself out of the warm water of the ornate bath, inside of the western adventurers’ guild. Her wet robe clings to her skin as she sits upright, water running down her soaked body. She looks around, fearful for a moment that someone else is in here to see her. Thankfully, the bath is empty. She supposes the rowdy people outside aren’t exactly too big on leaving the party in order to take a warm bath.


    She feels a little weak on her legs. Did she lose some stats because she died? Probably.


    Fresh runs her hands over her head, rubbing the water out of her hair and eyes. That’s not important right now. She shakes herself out and hurries towards the door, ringing out as much of the water from her sleeves and robe as possible as she moves. Her friends are in terrible danger, she has to hurry. There’s a ghost in their house. A real ghost.


    She knows that she’s dumb. But she is certain that she knows what a house ghost looks like. Cold air? Terrible nightmares? Spooky, blank and possessed expressions from her friends before they murder her? Ghost city. She has to hurry back, before something happens to any of them. She can take it if she dies, but she won’t accept anything happening to them. She won’t forgive that stupid ghost for doing something weird to Basil.


    Fresh opens the sliding door out to the upstairs ring of the adventurers’ guild and the world explodes with loud sounds and rich smells immediately. Only a second after the first few people who are seated at the tables by the washroom door turn her way, does she realize her mistake. The gravity of it is only amplified as they erupt into loud cheers and hollers. Someone tosses a coin her way and it rattles with a loud clamour down at her feet.


    "Shut up!" yells Fresh running past them as her wet, almost white robe clings to her skin. "LEAVE ME ALOOONE!" she shouts as she hurries through the party, half expecting to hear a loud ‘bakaw’ behind her as she runs away. Thankfully, the blue-tinge of the fabric of the robe stops it from being too bad, but as she runs past the dozens of tables and nearly five times as many people who sit there drunk and revelling, she tearfully misses the haunting, respectful atmosphere of the old adventurers’ guild. She’s sure the barkeeper there would have helped her out. Fresh runs out of the door, closing it as quickly behind herself as she can as she immerses herself in the freezing night air.


    In an instant, she feels a bite on her skin from the frozen mountain winds as they gnaw on her wet body, the sharp fangs of the icy chill, ripping through her soaked clothes. She grits her teeth and ignores the dew in her eyes, attributing it to just being some left-over bathwater as she runs as fast as she can through the, thankfully, mostly-empty city. Pastel light from the large crystals, hovering over her head, wash her body with a soothing glow as they move over her. But she doesn’t feel any warmer. Just better lit, which honestly makes the situation worse in her eyes. Fresh runs, sprinting back to the house, the rock of the streets biting her bare feet, as her damp soles slap against the road, the wet fabric of her robe clinging to her skin and rubbing somewhat painfully beneath her arms and legs as she hurries towards the dungeon.


    It’s cold. Deathly cold. She can feel her entire body burning as it nips at her, as the winds that creep down the midnight-lost mountain wrap themselves around her form, pressing her back, as if trying to stop every single step that she takes forward. Fresh lifts her arms, covering her face as the wind grows stronger and stronger. But she keeps moving forward until eventually she reaches the tunnel. By then, she can’t feel her fingers or toes anymore, but she doesn’t let that stop her either and keeps going, opting to just clench her teeth down tighter and tighter to stop them from chattering so loudly, that she’s sure the entire street will wake up from the noise. There is little to do however, to stop the violent hammering that she hears accompanying her. The loud thudding that doesn’t come from her running feet hitting the stones, but rather from the heavy beat of her fearful heart.


    Are her friends okay?


    Fresh runs down the tunnel, seeing the house just ahead of her now and rushes to the door, grabbing the wet key from her pocket and jamming it into the lock, before dashing inside without a second thought.


    A familiar, dusty air comes to meet her. It is cool, but not as cold as the air outside that claws at her back, as if trying to pull her back outside, not for her own safety, but as if it doesn’t want her to escape, only to let her be devoured by something else. Fearfully, Fresh looks around and closes the door firmly behind herself as she turns left and runs up the stairs, her toes painfully tingling as they strike against the somewhat warmer rock. Despite the fact that they haven’t lit the fireplace downstairs once yet, the building managed to stay almost close to comfortably warm, perhaps because of all the warm feelings she has been letting flow out of her heart? Though more realistically, because four people were sitting in the same cramped space together all day.


    She reaches the top of the stairs, terrified of what she is going to see. Her mind races from one gruesome, horrible image to the next, as it shows her every possible, disgusting, blood-soaked fate.


    Fresh stops. The hairs on her neck stand on end as she looks across the room towards the kitchenette. Towards the two figures, standing outside of the door to Jubilee’s room.


    "B… Basil?" asks Fresh nervously, lifting a hand to cautiously wave at the still mostly undressed priestess. "Shamrock?" cries the girl, her voice cracking as she looks at the armored giant standing next to her.


    Basil and Shamrock, who both stand in the back corner, both turn to face her and as they do, Fresh notices that there is something wrong with the way they move. As they turn, they don’t use their legs to face her, taking a half-step to the side as someone usually would. They instead simply rotate, as if some force from above were turning them towards her, spinning them flat on their heels like two little dolls. "…Guys?"


    Any warmth that could be felt in the room a moment ago vanishes instantly and as that last word leaves her mouth, so does another puff of vapor just like in her dream.


    Basil and Shamrock slide towards her, not walking, their feet staying perfectly flat on the ground as they are pushed her way. Their hands lift up into the air and reach for her. Fresh shrieks in terror and runs back down the stairs out of pure instinct.


    Her hands grip the front door, trying to yank it back open. It doesn’t budge. With wide, terrified eyes, she looks behind herself, seeing the two silhouettes standing on the top of the staircase and yells again, letting go of the door and running to the only route left, the door to the basement. Grabbing it, she yanks it open and bolts inside, only realizing as she goes down that there is nowhere to go. Terrified, she holds the door closed from the other side, pulling back with all of the weight of her body to keep it shut.


    Her feet slip, as something grabs the door from the other end and tries to pull it open, doing so successfully, at least for an inch.


    The wood lets out a loud slam as she digs her heels in against the frame on either side and pulls back as hard as she can. "Basil!" yells Fresh. "Shamrock! It’s me! Snap out of it!" The door rattles again. "Guys! It’s me!" The door rattles again, opening an inch wider, in the second that it pulls open, a giant, metal hand slips through the gap, wedging itself between the door and the frame. Fresh screams, as it grips the door and begins to pull it open no matter how hard she presses back with her legs.


    "Hey!" yells a voice from the other side. Jubilee. "Up here, you fucks!"


    "Jubileeeeee~!" yells Fresh.


    "Run outside! I’ll break the door!" There is a loud sound on the other side as glass explodes just beyond the door. Something heavy thuds out, striking against the rocks. The giant hand pulls itself out of the basement door, the wooden construction slamming back tightly shut. "Now!" yells Jubilee.


    Trusting in her friend, Fresh ignores the terror in her heart and the tears in her eyes as she rips the basement door open and makes a break for it. Shattered glass lies everywhere and she is amazed that she doesn’t step into any of it as she runs towards the front door which is torn off of its hinge, by a giant glass spire that holds it aloft in the air, just outside of the building.


    As Fresh runs out through the broken door, back to the outside, she spares a second to glance over her shoulder. She sees a pale, soft hand reaching for her, stopping only an inch from her face.


    Fresh stumbles, falling backwards and crawling away in terror, as she looks at Basil who stands at the precipice of the doorway.


    "Get out of my friends, you stupid ghost!" yells Fresh, crying as she glares at the priestess’ lifeless expression. She jumps to her feet, ignoring the voice in her head that screams not to, as she reaches forward, wanting to grab Basil’s wrist and to pull on her as hard as she can. Basil slides to the left before she can reach her, her body sliding up the stairs as if a force were dragging her up by her head.


    Fresh stands there, whimpering as she doesn’t know what to do. Confused, lost, she stays outside for a few minutes and shivers as she holds herself, not hearing anything else except for the drafty wind that pushes past her wet body as it moves through the tunnel, as well as the slight trickling of the river that flows out of the dungeon-gate.


    Clutching herself, she feels a new wave of tears come on. Is Jubilee okay? What should she do? What’s going to happen to Basil and Shamrock? Should she… Fresh lowers her gaze. Should she cast a curse on them and kill them? They’d respawn in the guild then, right? Apparently the ghost can’t leave the house. But… what if her curse stays with them after they respawn? She can’t risk that. She -


    "Hey!"


    Fresh’s eyes widen as she turns around and sees Jubilee running down the tunnel towards her. "Jubilee!" cries Fresh, running to her friend and grabbing them in a tight hug as she falls onto her knees.


    "Get off!" snarls Jubilee, trying to push her away unsuccessfully. But she just holds them tighter as she sobs into their shoulder. "You’re all fucking wet, can you not?"


    Fresh can not not, doing her best to suppress her howls by shoving her face into Jubilee. "Ju-Ju-Jubileeeeee~!" cries Fresh. "You’re alright!" She pulls back, holding onto both of her friend’s shoulders. "Are you okay? How did you get out?!"


    Jubilee pushes her arms off of themselves, this time successfully and then rolls their shoulders. "I broke the balcony door and climbed down with some glass," says Jubilee, looking at the door behind them. "Fucking ghost can’t leave the building. The spooky fuck."


    Fresh sniffles, looking at the house. "What do we do? Basil and Shamrock ar -"


    Jubilee cuts her off, pointing to the two figures standing in the very back of the room behind them, both of them staring out towards the two of them.


    The broken front door rattles, as something grabs the corner, breaking it free from the glass spire that punctures it. The heavy wooden thing is pressed back into place, swinging shut with a loud slam and then, all there is left to hear is a silent click as the lock is turned back shut as well.


    


    Note for occultists - Ghosts 

Ever since the dawn of religious philosophy, there has been the idea that there is a separation between the body and spirit. It doesn’t matter what continent you’re on, Europe, Asia, Africa, etc etc, every single one has stories and mythologies regarding the human spirit as an entity in and of itself, separate from the physical body.

 Though here, right off of the bat, we’re already in muddy water. Since this itself is more of a concept of ‘the soul’ rather than a ‘ghost’, which is what I want to talk about. While it is difficult to separate, today we will be looking at ghosts in the sense of spooky-bed-shoot oOoOooo~ kind of ‘classical’ ghosts. Of which, there are many different variations of haunting spirit. Poltergeists, revenents, phantoms, spectres, wraiths, apparitions, haunts, spooks are all names for the same thing, spooky ghosts.

 Though, depending on what string of ghostlore you follow (Ghostlore is an offshoot of folklore that revolves explicitly around ghosts. It’s a real word!) these are either all the same thing, or each an individual ‘type’ of ghost, if they are even counted as ghosts. In some modern mythology for example, the poltergeist is considered to be a result of latent psychic ability manifested by strong emotions of a living person, rather than an actual trapped spirit of the dead.

 It is impossible to say when the first ghosts were told of, though the oldest records we seem to be able to find are… you guessed it, in Mesopotamia, Babylon, Sumer (Everything starts there in western mythology. EVERYTHING). Here, ghosts were as we understand them today, created at the time of a person’s death. But in the old lore, they didn’t ‘stay’ with us, rather, the ghost departed and left for the underworld. From there, it would cause misfortune for the living if it received no offerings of appeasement. Ghosts appearing as ‘physical’ things in our plane of reality seems to have (In western mythology) originated from the ancient Greeks, most notably in Homer’s odyssey, where they appeared as physical manifestations of transparent vapor and smoke.

 Myths of bodily possession only ever seemed to start appearing during the middle ages in Europe, where the myth of the ghost likely became someone interwoven with the church’s mythology regarding demons.

  


  Chapter 131: Spirits


  
    "Are you sure that this is gonna work?" asks Jubilee, looking around nervously to make sure that nobody is watching them. Surprisingly, no doors are opened along the street, no windows are lit up and no faces peek out of any shadowy glass-panes. Despite the noise, everyone here is either fast asleep or simply doesn’t care in the least. Fresh appreciates that a lot right now, ironically enough. The two of them stand at the end of the tunnel, next to the crystal clear stream of water that runs out from the dungeon-gate.


    "It has to!" whispers Fresh loudly, as she holds the bottle of freshly made moonwater up into the air to take a closer look at it. Dew pearls off of the sides of the quickly made glass flask in her hand, shimmering with a strange hue as a mixture of moonlight of the full moon and the pastel wash of the crystal’s glow combines inside of the droplets.


    "Do we gotta make them drink it?" asks Jubilee. "Basil we could get. We could pin her down. She’d probably be into it."


    "Jubilee!" hisses Fresh.


    Jubilee ignores her and goes on. "Shamrock though? Not a fucking chance, he’ll body the both of us before we get near his mouth." Jubilee thinks, rubbing the chin of their mask. "If we can even get his damned helmet off. I’m starting to wonder if it isn’t just melted on?"


    Fresh shakes her head. "I think we just have to splash them. Maybe on their skin?"


    "Great idea. Oooor -" starts Jubilee, lifting a finger as they are about to make a suggestion. "We could just k -"


    "We’re not going to kill our friends!" hisses Fresh, leaning in close to Jubilee so that they can hear the venom in her voice. "What if the ghost goes with them when they come back?"


    "Hmm…"


    "Jubileeeee~!" cries Fresh quietly. "Why is there even a ghost here to begin with?! I told you! I told you there were gho -"


    "Shut up," says Jubilee, interrupting her this time. "We got the place half-off, okay? We should be thanking the damned thing," says Jubilee, grabbing the moonwater from her and holding it, along with another few bottles that they made.


    "That’s so heartless!" protests Fresh. "Poor Basil! Poor Shamrock!"


    Jubilee walks away, heading back towards the house. "’Poor Basil’ and ‘poor Shamrock’ tried to kill us both in our sleep, so maybe don’t go so easy on them."


    "It’s not their fault!"


    "The dumb-asses shouldn’t have let themselves get possessed." Jubilee looks back at her, shrugging. "I say the two of them had a good run, you know? Easy come, easy go," says Jubilee. "We’ll just axe them off and run the store ourselves. It’ll be fine! Three problems less!"


    "Ju-bi-leeee!" scolds Fresh, nearly horrified as she clenches her fists.


    Jubilee waves her off. "It’s just a joke, goo-brain." Jubilee stops, thinking for a second. "Well… it is for Shamrock, maybe. But the ghost can keep Basil if he wants -"


    "No!" says Fresh as they approach the house. "As party-leader, I say that we aren’t going to murder each other!"


    Jubilee sighs as they stand before the broken windows, the two of them peeking inside. They hand her some of the flasks. "Fine. This should be easy enough," suggests Jubilee, lifting a hand with some dirt pinched in their fingertips. "We go in, we splash Basil. We pull her out. We go in, we splash Shamrock. Easy. We’ll be done in time for you to make me breakfast, to make up for all the garbage you put me through every day."


    "I had nothing to do with this," pouts Fresh, crossing her arms.


    "Yeah, yeah. See anything?"


    Fresh gazes into the dark window. "No, I don’t think they’re down here."


    "Great." Jubilee snaps their fingers and a spire of glass shoots out instantly from the stones below as the dirt trickles down out of their hand. The door caves in and as it flies, Fresh realizes that she hopes that neither of her two other friends are behind it. It crashes down on the other side, inside of the downstairs room with a loud thudding.


    The glass spire shatters just a second later, before the door even finishes rattling, but Fresh is sure that she didn’t look at it this time. That means…


    "Jubilee! Wait!" cries Fresh as Jubilee steps inside the house. Basil slides along the floor, having been wedged down beneath the window where she couldn’t be seen and wraps her arms around Jubilee’s legs.


    "Get out," says the priestess, entirely emotionlessly.


    "AGH! FUCK!" Jubilee slides along the ground as the ghost pulls Basil, who pulls on Jubilee, back towards the back of the room, towards the basement door. Jubilee grabs hold of the door-frame, holding on tight. "SPLASH HER!" yells Jubilee and Fresh snaps out of it, fumbling with the bottles on her waist and swinging one out more haphazardly than she would have liked. She hopes Basil’s mouth is closed.
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    Jubilee’s grip fails as they’re pulled back across the room. Fresh yelps and runs after her friend, grabbing another bottle from her waist. "Get off of me, you spooky fuck!" yells Jubilee as Basil climbs on top of them, their hands clenching together as she tries to reach Jubilee’s throat, who holds her wrists to keep her off. All the while the two of them slide further and further towards the basement. Fresh swings out her hands, flinging the second bottle out as hard as she can. The wet glass, despite being matted and rough, slips from her fingers and there is a loud shattering as the bottle of moonwater breaks against the back of Basil’s head.
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    Fresh gasps. Basil’s body falls limp and she falls down forward "Ah! I’m sorry, Basil!" says Fresh, running over to her two friends. "Are you okay?


    Basil doesn’t respond with more than a mutter as she lays there motionless. Jubilee kicks, trying to pull themselves free from beneath the woman. "Fuck’s sake, get the fuck off of me, you shit-head!" Fresh grabs Jubilee, pulling them out from beneath the priestess. The two of them take a deep breath, as they stare down at their handiwork.


    "Where’s Shamrock?" asks Fresh nervously.


    "Get out," mutters Basil as if half-asleep.


    "Shut the fuck up!" barks Jubilee, lifting a leg to kick her. They freeze, taking a deep breath and then lower their boot back down to the ground a second later. "Come on. I’ll bet you anything he’s in the basement."


    "Why?" asks Fresh, looking around nervously as she tries to peer up the stairs.


    "Because it’s a ghost, slime-brain. Of course it’s going to be in the creepiest fucking place."


    "Ah, what about Basil?" asks Fresh.


    "She’ll be fine," says Jubilee, waving her off. "Ghosts can’t possess someone more than once," they explain, grabbing the door handle to the basement. "I mean, maybe someone will kidnap her while we’re downstairs. But I’m willing to take that risk."


    "Stop being so horrible!" shouts Fresh, walking after Jubilee since she can’t let them go alone, but still looking back at the slumped over Basil who is bleeding a little from her head.


    "I get cranky when I don’t sleep, okay?" Jubilee yanks the door open and looks. "Coast is clear. Come on," they say, heading in without her. Fresh yelps and runs after her friend as the two of them head down the stairs to the basement. Jubilee keeps going, as Fresh opens the washroom door and peers inside.


    Nothing but the usual sights, together with the trickle of water from their bath.


    Something laughs and Fresh’s hairs stand on end, as she thinks that it’s the fountain again, playing some cruel joke on her. But as she turns around, she sees that it’s Jubilee who stands down near the middle of the railing-less stairway and clutches their stomach as they howl.


    "Jubilee?" asks Fresh, walking down the stairs to look. "AH!" cries the girl, distraught, running down the staircase and towards the fireplace as fast as she can. "Shamrock!"


    She stops, looking at the legs of the giant man that jut out of the hearth, his upper body is pressed tightly inside of the chimney. He is firmly stuck.


    "Oh my fuck," laughs Jubilee, walking across the room. "Fucking ghosts, I swear. They get a little loopy with time, you know?"


    "Why is he in the fireplace, Jubilee?!" asks Fresh, worried. "We have to get him out! What if he can’t breathe?!"


    "Sure, sure," says Jubilee coyly. "We could also pull down his pants?" they suggest. "Can you imagine?"


    "JUBILEE!" snaps Fresh.


    Jubilee sighs. "You’re no fun sometimes, you know?" They wave her off. "Loosen up a little."


    "How are we going to splash him with the water?" asks the girl.


    "I just told you."


    "NO! We’re not doing that. Just…" Fresh scratches her cheek. "Just pour some into the gaps of his armor."


    "Fine! Fine!" Jubilee grabs one of her flasks, despite still having some of their own that didn’t break before. "I swear, you people would be the worst at parties." They lift the bottle, hesitating for a brief second as they decide on a spot, before jamming the neck of the flask into Shamrock’s knee.
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    His legs become limp. "Come on, you grab that one. I’ll take this one. Let’s get him out."


    It takes a few tries, especially since Fresh barely manages to lift his limp, armored leg up even an inch. But eventually, the man slides loose, flopping down into the base of the hearth and blowing a large cloud of old ash out in all directions as he lands.


    Fresh sighs in relief, as she sees the particulate wafting past his helmet start floating the other direction, as a heavy breath pushes it away. "Thank goodness, everyone’s alright," says Fresh.


    A second loud thud can be heard, as something heavy falls from above, striking against Shamrock’s head. A pile of old bones that lands squarely in his lap, before shattering out in all directions. The skull rolls towards her feet, stopping just before herself, as it stares up her way with two large, empty eye-sockets, as if they wanted to tell her something. Something truly important.


    Jubilee grabs the skull, lifting it up into the air. "Aaah, you spooky fuck! Nice try!" They think for a second. "I guess dying in the chimney doesn’t count as dying inside of the house?" Jubilee shakes their head. "Is there truly any creature more scummy than a real-estate salesman?"


    "Jubilee! Have some respect for the dead!" argues Fresh.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "What? He started it." They grab a flask from their belt, setting the skull down onto the ground. "Good night!" says Jubilee, jamming the neck of the open bottle into the eye-socket. Water dribbles down the sides, leaking out of its teeth.
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    "Ah, fuck," mutters Jubilee, grabbing another bottle from their belt. "Hold on." They take out a second one, pressing it into the other socket. "Good night!" they repeat. This time it works.
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    Fresh clutches her arms as a sudden chill fills the room, as the temperature drops to clearly below freezing, as she sees her breath leave her own face. The puff of loose vapor flies away and it wraps around the skull at their feet and begins to swirl around it. Fresh frowns, as she stares at the thing and bends over, grabbing the two bottles and pulling them free from its eye-sockets, setting them to the side as she looks at the rattling skull. The impossibly strong wind that surges around the basement blows her hair past her face. It is as if all of the air in the room were being pulled up the now unblocked chimney, having finally found a way to escape.


    She sees the eyes of the skull still looking up at her as if transfixed. It knows something. But she shakes her head, putting the palm of her hand softly against its forehead as she looks at it with a warm smile on her face that contrasts the icy winds piercing her still wet clothes. "Sleep tight, okay?" says Fresh. "Don’t worry, we’ll put you somewhere nice. I promise."


    The skull opens its mouth. "Run-run-run-run-ru-"


    It stops and clatters back down to the ground, falling out of her hands. The wind stops as well. The temperature rises in an instant, as if a switch had been flicked and as her hair falls back against the skin of her clammy, cool neck, she notices that the skull seems to feel somehow less ‘present’ than it had just a moment ago.


    She sighs in relief, looking up at Jubilee and then at Shamrock who begins to stir.

  


  Chapter 132: Home-made


  
    Both Basil and Shamrock are fine, though one of them ends up being far more distraught about the situation than the other. Neither of them remember what happened, having no memories of anything between their having fallen asleep and their waking up the next day; one of them half-naked on the floor and the other covered in old ash. Shamrock takes the news of his possession in stride, as expected, simply asking if the ghost still needed to be killed. Basil however is more flustered and refuses to stop profusely apologizing, despite being told that it wasn’t her fault. Though Jubilee does yell at her and tells her to buy some pajamas so they don’t have to ever see the things that they saw again.


    Fresh decides not to tell Basil that she had been killed by ‘her’. Another secret for the list. Somehow they keep piling up, but this one she feels is worth keeping. Right now, Basil is only embarrassed. But if she knew the truth, she’s sure that the priestess would never forgive herself for it. As far as anyone knows it, Fresh’s story is that she was outside because she couldn’t sleep and she stumbled into the river. By the time she got back Shamrock and Basil were outside of Jubilee’s door.


    "How come the ghost only possessed you two?" asks Fresh.


    Basil shrugs. "Ghosts can be odd. It’s hard to say what its intentions were." She looks around and Fresh notices that she pulls the cuff of her robe up higher to hide more of her neck. "Being trapped for a long time will make one stir-crazy, you know?"


    "Hmm…" Fresh thinks, scratching her cheek. "It was telling us to run when we chased it away."


    "You mean when you killed it," throws in Jubilee from the side.


    "I didn’t kill him!" argues Fresh. "We… put him to rest," mutters the girl, looking away.


    "Yeah, yeah." Jubilee rolls their eyes.


    "Why was he even in the chimney to begin with?" asks Basil, shuddering. "Was he… you know…" she lowers her eyes to the ground as she quietly mutters. "- murdered?"


    Jubilee waves her off. "In the chimney? The dumb-ass probably just wanted to clean it and decided to climb up inside and got stuck."


    "Huh…" says Basil, clearly not convinced.


    Fresh shrugs, returning to her work. She’s exhausted, not having slept a wink, but there is too much to do as always. She can sleep tonight, assuming they don’t have a second ghost.


    She runs around downstairs, jumping from construction site to construction site as she sets up a counter and the shelves. Having learned from their old store, she adds some more inner shelves to the inside of the counter, as well as a few small cabinets with doors and one with a lock. The most exciting project for her is when she works on a single, long drawer for their money, so they don’t have to use a bowl anymore.


    "See?" Fresh points to the dividers that she’s stacked a few different coins of hers inside of, to show by example. The silver Obols, worth one-hundred and the gold Obols, worth one-thousand, are lined up neatly in two individual rows. "This way we can make change faster and it will be easier to count at the end of the day!" says Fresh excitedly. Jubilee looks skeptical at first, but then nods approvingly. There is a further empty row for the giant skull-engraved ten-thousand Obol coins, but that one sits empty now, as they spent all of those on the house. The section for the single Obol coins is by far the widest and they aren’t neatly stacked, but rather haphazardly thrown into a pile. This section serves as the spiritual successor to the coin-bowl.


    "Good work. I like this," says Jubilee, pulling the drawer in and out, listening to the coins rattling. They point back at the wall behind the counter. "Can we get some shelves there too, for your poisons?"


    "I don’t make poison!"


    "Anyways," starts Jubilee. "I have a bigger question. Why is the counter here, goo-brain?"


    Fresh looks around the room. The counter, rather than being opposite the front door like in the old store, is now adjacent to it. If someone comes inside, they could basically already touch it with their left hands.


    Fresh nods excitedly. "This way, the stairs and the basement door are both blocked off and even better, people will buy more things!"


    She starts explaining how the room is a square, not like the old house which had an ‘L’ shape, so she uses the same principles of floor-design, but carried over to this form.


    "The things people will want a lot, like the snacks, they’ll be more towards the back right," explains Fresh.


    "Isn’t that inconvenient? Shouldn’t they be by the door?" asks Basil.


    Fresh smiles a smug smile. "We’re not about convenience, we’re about making money!" Jubilee nods, signaling a deep approval. Basil pulls on her sleeves however, apparently not convinced about this either. "See? Look," says Fresh, walking around the room. "If I want a snack, then I’ll have to walk past aaaaall the other shelves to get it." Basil watches her, still confused. "But on my way, I might see a lot of stuff that I like, so I’ll grab that too, even if I didn’t want it at first!"


    "Hmm…" Basil thinks. "Sure. I think that makes sense. And since they already walked this way, they’ll keep going through the rest of the store too?"


    "Exactly!" Fresh goes on, raving, explaining every little detail to Basil that she had explained so excitedly to Jubilee back before their first opening.


    The next day comes and Fresh finishes making the last of the shelves and bins for the store. In a strange thought, she notices that the layout reminds her a lot of something from her old life. Some layout of some over-priced place that she can’t really remember. Her old life is becoming deeply blurry, so much so that she really only remembers that she had one. But everything more than that is simply not available for her to remember. But she isn’t really sad about that. She spends the rest of the day upstairs, making furniture for their room, Jubilee’s room and the pantry.


    For Jubilee, she makes a simple dresser and with a mischievous smile, she carves down a brick into a cylindrical shape.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Crafting: Carve{Cylinder}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Then she sands down the neck and the base, sinking them both deeper inward.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Crafting: Sand{Coarse}] x2
          
        

      
    


    


    Then, wondering if she should have perhaps done this part first, she begins hollowing out the inside, going in through the top.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Crafting: Hollow]
          
        

      
    


    


    And then with a final smile, she sands the brand new vase down with a smooth finish, to make the thing turn out surprisingly glossy, despite being made of such rough material.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Crafting: Sand{Fine}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh admires the small, stone vase and sets it down onto the dresser before quickly running to her bag and digging through it. Triumphantly, she returns, running back to Jubilee’s room with the little, yellow flower in hand. Dried out, but not entirely flattened just yet. Still carrying that bright, warm smile, she sets it inside of the vase and then sneaks out of the room, closing the door tightly behind herself. This was a surprise for Jubilee to find later.


    The pantry is simple enough, just a few shelves and boxes with lids. Though she had already made most of those while building up the kitchen the other day. All that’s left now is the bedroom. She makes a promise to herself that she’s going to have more clothes and she’s sure that Basil would appreciate the same luxury, so she sets to work making a pair of tall, but thin wardrobes that sit to the left of their respective beds. They’re perhaps more ‘lockerish’ than she was hoping, but space is at a premium, after all. They’ll have to do. But with that fact in mind, she does her best to make them look nice.


    Fresh does eventually find herself frowning though as something bugs her, but she isn’t sure what. Then, after a look around the room, she realizes what it is and rubs her tired eyes before setting to work to make a third one for Shamrock. She’s sure he will never use it, but she wants him to have one too. She doesn’t want the giant man to think that he’s been forgotten or ignored. Despite being exhausted, she also extends the man’s bed out another foot, but then realizes that the sheets and the bedroll are now too small for the frame. Fresh spends her last very productive hour of the day begging Jubilee to fix it, who only after the hour comes close to an end, ‘willfully’ agrees.


    Basil returns, carrying a load of monster drops on her back, strapped to her full bag. She flops down, setting it onto the floor. "I’m back," sighs the priestess, leaning against the railing.


    "Welcome home, Basil!" says Fresh excitedly as she stands in the kitchen, making them dinner. Though, ‘dinner’ is just her failed attempts at cooking snacks and treats for the store. She hasn’t quite figured it out yet, but takes inspiration from her bad dream the other night.


    "Those smell really good," says Basil, walking over to her, looking at the batch of colorful, but misshapen snacks on a plate next to her.


    Fresh beams, lifting a fork as she explains. "That’s because they’re made with - "L-o-v-e," she says, wagging a finger with every letter.


    "Huh? Ah, is that so…" asks Basil, leaning over and poking one with a finger before picking it up and popping it into her mouth.


    "Actually," says Jubilee from inside their room. "They’re made with some monster gunk and river-water."


    Basil coughs in the middle of swallowing, already too far gone to spit it back out and Fresh drops the fork, rubbing her back.


    "It’s fine, Basil! It’s just mushroom powder from the forest," explains Fresh. "It’s okay to eat, remember?" She grabs a bottle of water and hands it to the priestess, who takes it gratefully. "Here, drink something." Basil downs the water, clearing her throat. Jubilee comes out of the room, staring at the commotion.


    


    
      
        
          	
            + [Stat Boost] - [Mushroom Doughball]{Green}(Normal)


            + [5 DEX]

          
        

      
    


    


    Basil opens her eyes, taking a deep breath as she sets the bottle of water back down.


    


    "And? How was it?" asks Jubilee sarcastically.


    


    "Pretty… good," says Basil with a surprised nod, still clearing her throat. "Uh… I think it could use some salt." Fresh nods excitedly, grabbing the box of salt that she had gone out of her way to buy.

  


  Chapter 133: Product Development


  
    Fresh plays around with a ball of kobold fluff, trying to figure out what to make out of the material. But she can’t really think of too much, honestly. It’s soft and fluffy and warm, so it’s great for tailoring with. Maybe Jubilee can make some clothes out of it? Should they sell clothes?


    "Jubilee?" she asks. "Should we sell clothes?"


    "What? Like robes and stuff?"


    "Mm," nods Fresh as she nods back at Jubilee, who is standing next to her, just behind the counter. "What’re you doing?" she asks curiously, watching as Jubilee walks along the ‘wall’ of the solid stone staircase that leads upstairs and knocks on it.


    "Looking to see if we can't bust this up a little," says Jubilee.


    "Why?"


    "You’re gonna do your work in the basement, right?" they ask. "So I figured we could just put a shaft here that slides down," they explain, gesturing down to the floor. "That way we won’t have to carry armor and weapons down the stairs a hundred times a day, we can just chuck it into the hole and it will fall down into the basement, which we’re going to lock you down in, by the way."


    "Huh?!"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "It’s a joke, goo-brain."


    "Oh." Fresh thinks for a second, but then nods. "That’s a really good idea, Jubilee! If we make it big enough, we can slide on it too!"


    "Yeah, no, we’re not going to do that," replies Jubilee. "Or do you want to end up like chimney-guy?"


    Fresh frowns, a little disappointed and returns to her work of making new items. She sets the fluff down, still not sure about it just yet. Maybe some stuffed animals? Maybe she could enchant some stuffed animals with moonwater? She wonders what that would do? Pushing it to the side, she slides the small magical-crystal towards herself and looks at it.


    It’s a small shard, about the length of her hand from her longest finger down to her wrist. It feels almost like glass, but it’s warm to the touch. She had asked the salesman why these were nowhere else to be seen in the other cities. He had explained to her that they only worked on the mountain. Something about mystical energies or whatever, she didn’t really get it. But if you leave the mountain, the crystals lose just about all of their magic. They aren’t so expensive either, this small one in her hand was only about twenty Obols. Though, she supposes that the price is relatively cheap for her now. Back during her first days here, it would have seemed like an impossible fortune.


    Her eyes wander back and forth between the two things and she gets her idea, jumping up excitedly to run up the stairs. Basil and Shamrock are sitting outside on the balcony and Fresh waves at Basil, who turns around to look at her as she runs past the balcony door, towards the pantry. She’s glad that the two of them are getting along, even if they’re just sitting outside without saying a word to each other.


    As she opens the pantry door, the enchanted lantern flies out and heads straight towards the balcony. Grabbing some fabric rolls from the shelf, she quickly runs back downstairs and sets to work, carefully retracing the steps in her mind, as she begins to make a stuffed animal. Just like she did together with Jubilee back in the old house. Ignoring the surprised squeak from the balcony upstairs as she reaches the counter, Fresh sits there hunched over and begins fiddling with her latest project.


    Jubilee sits down next to her, writing a list for something.


    First she takes the roll of beige cloth and cuts out a few large pieces, then she starts sewing them together to make a roundish shape for a head and four similar tubes for the legs.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Tailoring{Snip}]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Tailoring{Sew}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Afterwards, she grabs the crystal, holding it tightly in her hands. It radiates a deep warmth out into her and she tries to do the same back to it. Closing her eyes, she thinks of all the warm things that she can. She isn’t sure if it does anything, but she feels better having done it. She wants the crystal to know her intentions for it, if it is even capable of such a thing. It continues to glow with a gentle, spring shade that covers her hands and glows no brighter or dimmer than before. But its continued calmness is a relaxing sight for her and it puts her mind at ease.


    Grabbing some fabric, she wraps it gently around the crystal, making the naked body of the creature. After that, she sews the head on to the front of the long-end and then the four legs beneath it. Then, grabbing a couple big pieces of kobold fluff, she attaches them to the exterior of the body, wrapping them around the crystal.


    Fresh looks at her creation, smiling a giddy smile. But it’s still missing something. Something important… "Ah!" says Fresh as she realizes, running back upstairs and then down a second later, carrying two black buttons and some thread of the same color. Carefully, she sews the eyes on one at a time, making sure that the buttons are firmly attached and then, taking the thread, she starts making a big, goofy smile on the stuffed creature’s face, underneath a black nose.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Tailoring{Sew}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Though as she works, she turns around, hiding the project from Jubilee. To cap it off, she reaches back and snatches the inkwell from Jubilee, dipping each of the bottom of the legs into it once to paint the feet black. Delighted, Fresh holds out the little stuffed sheep before herself, its glossy button eyes staring back at her, together with its wide, goofy smile. She lets out a noise, that is either a gasp or a delighted squeal or a mixture of both, as she looks at it. Remembering what the crystal-salesman had told her, she leans forward and purses her lips, blowing gently onto its face as she thinks about what she wants it to do.


    The stubby legs of the tiny, stuffed sheep, filled with kobold fluff, start moving back and forth stiffly, as it tries to walk in mid-air. Barely able to hold her giggle in, Fresh sets it down onto the counter, planting her head flat down behind it with her cheek against the wood, as she watches it march straight forward along the surface in an awkward locomotion.


    Jubilee hasn’t noticed yet, still engrossed in their work, whatever it is.


    The little sheep marches forward and Fresh smiles, unable to hide it any longer as she eagerly awaits Jubilee’s reaction.


    "What the fuck?" Jubilee looks down at the fluffy thing walking across the counter, leaning back in surprise.


    "Bleeeeeeh~!" bleats Fresh from the side, as the sheep passes Jubilee, walking over their papers as it runs straight along the counter. Jubilee turns their head, watching it walk away without a care in the world.


    "The fuck is that supposed to be?" asks Jubilee.


    "It’s a sheep!" says Fresh both excited and at the same time let-down, since Jubilee didn’t recognize it.


    The sheep, having moved at a slight right-ward angle, walks off of the counter and flops down to the ground. "AH!" Fresh jumps to her feet, looking at the thing. It simply lands on its side, its legs still moving in the same mechanical rhythm, but now finding no ground to walk on. Fresh sighs in relief, seeing that it’s okay.


    "You know - " Jubilee looks back at her as they talk, but then stops abruptly, as their eyes run along the counter. Apparently, having now seen the smear of ink from the sheep’s wet feet, they follow the trail towards its end, their eyes lowering down right before themselves, as they stare at the list which they had been writing for the last half hour. A trail of ink, of smeared, tiny footsteps runs across it, ruining the entire top half of the page. Jubilee’s head shoots back up, looking at Fresh who has already begun sneaking up the first stairs in a bid to make an early escape. The girl freezes the second their eyes reach her, like a prey animal, caught in the eyes of a hunter. "YOU DUMB-ASS!" yells Jubilee, pointing a finger at her angrily. "GET BACK HERE AND CLEAN THIS UP!"


    Fresh yelps, running up the staircase as Jubilee gives chase. "Nooo~!" Frantically, she tries to make her escape, already making a mental plan to rush to the pantry and lock herself in, until Jubilee calms down. Sprinting up the stairs as fast as she can, she nearly reaches the top, just as something grabs her ankle from behind. Fresh falls forward, catching herself at the top of the staircase. "Baaaaaaasil~!" yells Fresh, dramatically reaching for the distant balcony door.


    Basil turns around, looking through the open door from her chair to look back at her. "Yes?"


    "Jubilee is going to eat meeeeeEEEIAH-!" Fresh yelps, as something drags her back down the stairs. The last thing she sees is Basil waving an uneasy goodbye to her, not having bothered to get up from her chair outside, leaving the girl subjected to her horrible fate.


    The next day, Fresh makes several more stuffed plushies, starting with a chicken. But that project was quickly scrapped as soon as the others found out. She sighs, deciding that maybe she should just stick with sheep for now. Fresh takes extra care to let their inky feet dry first this time, before setting them to life.


    "They’re pretty cute. But what do they do?" asks Basil, looking at the sheep that Fresh is holding.


    "What do you mean? It’s a sheep," explains the girl. "What’s it supposed to do?"


    The priestess blinks. "I don’t know? Does it… does it give stats or anything like that?"


    Fresh blinks back at her in return, looking at the sheep and then back towards Basil. "Bleeeeeeh~!" bleats Fresh at the priestess, setting the sheep down and letting it walk towards her across the floor. It bumps into the Basil’s leg and then topples over, its own legs still flailing helplessly in the air. All they can do is walk straight ahead. But Fresh thinks that’s already impressive enough, even if the others didn’t seem to think so.


    Regarding the mushroom snacks, she’s also managed to figure out the trick to keeping them hard. By coating the exterior with a thick, sweet syrup and then hardening it over fire, they would get a solid, non-sticky glaze that holds the dough in place. She forms each of them into balls that are about the size of the gap between the tip of her index finger and her thumb. They come in the usual orange, green and purple variants. What’s very exciting for her is however, the fact there are also blue and red mush-mushes, which apparently live down on the other side of the mountain. So she ends up buying some of those as well, though they’re a little more expensive.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Dungeon Candy]{Green}(Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A ball of dense, hearty sweet-dough. Coated with a crystallized honey-jam lacquer.

          
        


        
          	
            Effects:


            + [5 DEX]

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.02kg

          

          	
            Color: Green

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    "That’s a terrible name," says Jubilee. "Why are you so bad at naming things?" Fresh sticks her tongue out at them and proceeds to make the rest of the batch. Each color of ball corresponds to a different raised stat and most importantly, because of the lacquer and dry dough, they have a long shelf-life.


    "See?" she asks, sliding the bowl over to her friends. "We can sell them individually for a few Obols a piece, or - !" Fresh pulls out a little sachet that she has decorated with a ribbon. "We sell little baggies like this one, that have one of each color!"


    Jubilee inspects the bag, handing it off to Basil and Shamrock. "These could work. Good job," says her friend and Fresh smiles, feeling pleased with herself. She even remembered to put a little salt in each of them, so not only do they taste better, but that also helps raise their shelf stability even more.


    "I like them too," agrees Basil, playing with one of them.


    Shamrock takes one, lifting it up to his helmet. He presses it against one of the slits. It doesn’t fit. "Ah!" says Fresh. Seeing this, she gets up to help him. "Hold on, Shamrock. I’ll get a kni -" He just presses harder, crushing the ball into the slit and breaking off the sides of it that crumble down to the table. He nods once, apparently also approving.


    "Tasty."


    


    
      
        
          	
            + [Status] : [Dungeon Candy]{Red}(Normal) + [{5} STR]
          
        

      
    


    


    "Are you ever going to take that fucking thing off?" asks Jubilee.


    "No," says Shamrock, grabbing another one and getting up.


    Fresh raises a finger, explaining to him. "The buff only works once. If you eat a different one it will replace the old buff."


    He looks down at the thing in his hand and shrugs indifferently, cramming the next one into his helmet. "Tasty," is all that he says, as he walks back towards the balcony.


    


    
      
        
          	
            + [Status] : [Dungeon Candy]{Purple}(Normal) + [{5} LOV]
          
        

      
    


    


    "So, let’s get down to brass-tacks," says Jubilee, tapping a single finger against the table.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    "We have candy and we have toy sheep, what about some equipment?"


    Fresh tilts her head. "Equipment?"


    "Yeah? Goo-brain. We’re the ‘dungeon’ item shop, remember? People who go into dungeons need weapons and armor."


    Fresh thinks, scratching her cheek for a moment. "There aren’t any goblins here, but I can make glass weapons?" she suggests. "But I’ll need a lot more glass from you then, Jubilee."


    Jubilee gets up. "Okay, let’s get to work. We’re opening soon."


    "Huh? We are?" ask Fresh and Basil at the same time. Jubilee nods, grabbing some of the candies as they head back to their room.


    "Yeah," they say plainly, waving both of them off with their hand full of candy. "Tomorrow."


    "HUH?!"

  


  Chapter 134: Back in business


  
    The mountain wind blows past Fresh’s face, pressing the loose fabric of her robe against the side of her body as the frigid breeze continues to flow down the crest of the mountain. It moves as if it were water, splashing out from an endless source. The starry night hangs over her head, yet it feels surprisingly light tonight, not in brightness, but in its perceived weight. It’s not melancholic or sad, despite her reasons for being outside right now.


    Despite that, as she looks around herself, Fresh shudders just a little as the wind encapsulates her and her alone, as she stands there by herself, surrounded by the field of yellow flowers near the edge of the mountain.


    The others are back at the house, getting things ready in her absence. In truth, she should be there too as she needs to make a lot of items tonight, including new items that she still has to think of. But this comes first.


    Breaking off from the path, Fresh walks in and through the forest, thankful for the bright light of the stars that feel so very close tonight, as they dot the sky behind the flowing loose clouds which break up the calm surface of the heavens; their cumulative presence shimmering like sunlight off of the surface of a disturbed ocean.


    Walking for a few minutes, she pushes out through the small forest atop the mountain plateau, feeling a fresh push of wind rush against her from the front now instead. The breezes push against her body, as if two motherly hands were holding her back from the cliff ahead of her, out of fear that she wouldn't see it.


    This looks like a good spot. Fresh stares out over the night-washed expanse before herself, listening to the rustle of the waving trees so far beneath them. The sound of the million billowing leaves is entirely indistinguishable from the rush of the mountain gale. All of it mixes together into a calm, serene ambiance which seems to carry out over the cliff, as it drifts away towards the unreachable horizon.


    Bending over, she sets the wrap full of bones gently down at her side and starts digging.


    "I hope you like it here," says Fresh to the pile of bones. The others had forbidden her from going outside on her own, especially into the forest where there might be monsters. So Fresh just ended up sneaking by herself while nobody was looking. They didn’t seem to understand her desire to have the man buried as quickly as possible. Even Basil, much to her surprise, said it was fine, since his spirit had moved on by now. His body was just an empty shell that held no more significance than that. Only Shamrock seemed to acknowledge her desire, but she wouldn’t be able to escape Jubilee with him in tow. She hopes he understands her leaving him behind tonight.


    Maybe it’s a cultural difference of sorts, or maybe she’s just overthinking it. But she feels that the dead man can rest easier if he knows that his body is somewhere where it can sleep quietly. And also, more to the point, she doesn’t want to sleep in a house with a dead body inside of it, let alone work in the same room as it.


    A dead body, repeats Fresh in her mind, looking at the bag of bones and realizing that it doesn’t disturb her as much as she thought it would. Sure, she doesn’t want it in the house, but she isn’t terrified or disgusted by it. By having a dead person next to her, that is. Maybe she’s become desensitized?


    Fresh shakes her head and returns to her work, making a bed for the man to sleep his final sleep inside of. Pursing her lips, she sinks her hands into the dirt, promising to make it good. The night is young and there is still so much else to do, but that’s no reason to not take this seriously.


    A few hours later, she returns back home, sweaty and covered in grime, but with a satisfied, calm smile on her face. Even as she stands outside the door and gets ready to open it, feeling prepared for the scolding that is to come in a few seconds.


    It comes about as expected, with Jubilee yelling at her for being irresponsible. Basil stands next to them, nodding in agreement like a disappointed mother. But soon enough, everything settles back down and she sets to work, making a slew of new items for their opening tomorrow with the help of Shamrock and Basil to fetch her materials from the pantry or to carry things downstairs and to start stocking the shelves. Jubilee is busy making a new ledger and thinking of appropriate prices for their items as they are created. They don’t have any marketing strategy or anything for their opening to drum up excitement, especially since they didn’t know about it themselves. Their plan is to just open the doors and to see what happens.


    A few hours pass. It is now past the middle of the night, but still a few hours before daybreak. Basil, looking just as tired as she herself feels, comes from the kitchen and sets down a cup of tea next to her.


    "Thanks, Basil," says Fresh, looking at the steaming fruit tea. Basil nods to her with a tired expression, bringing another two cups downstairs for Jubilee and Shamrock.


    Fresh looks back at the thing in her hands. A long, glass staff. It’s still missing something though. Glass weapons had the interesting attribute that they all caused monsters to bleed, but that did little to help the casters of this city. She ended up making a few swords, just for posterity’s sake, like the one she had made in the adventurers’ guild the other day. As well as some daggers that had equivalent, but slightly weaker attributes.


    But now, more interestingly, she’s finishing up their primary sellers in Jubilee’s eyes, equipment-wise. Glass staves and wands. But… she tilts her head, right now it’s just a glass stick. There’s nothing to make it ‘castery’.


    The idea comes quickly enough though. She takes one of the magical crystals from the dungeon and sets it atop the staff. In an instant, as if it knows what she wants from it, it locks into place atop the head, pressing down against the glass. There is a crackling and for a second, Fresh thinks the staff is about to shatter and holds it away from herself. But the crackling isn’t a breaking, it stems instead from the glass growing out of the head like fresh ice over a lake, during the onset of a frigid winter. Several glass prongs rise up, slowly growing around the crystal, encasing it with bars as if caging it. She beams, looking at it in excited delight. Jubilee will love this! She should enchant it too.


    Jumping up, she gets up to make some fresh moonwater. Tonight is a full-moon after all, so she makes a lot of it. Sitting by the balcony door on the inside with a pot of water, with Shamrock watching over her shoulder, having come upstairs again, she enchants the glass staff. The first of many.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Glasswork Staff](High)
          
        


        
          	
            A long staff made out of dense, prismatic glass. The enchanted crystal floating in its head shimmers with a jubilant radiance.
          
        


        
          	
            2 DMG


            +8 SPELL-DMG (PHYSICAL)


            -15% SPELL SOUL COST

          
        


        
          	
            Effect: Regenerates 1 SOUL every minute while on the mountain

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Passively collect ambient SOUL energy inside of the crystal up to a maximum of 40. Once a day, this can be depleted to restore the wielder’s SOUL equal to the amount saved.

          
        


        
          	
            Enchantment: All spells do an additional 10% HOLY DMG/HEAL

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 1.27 kg
          

          	
            Durability: (10/10) Fragile
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh lets out a tired sigh, wiping the sweat from her forehead. Despite the fact that her crafting abilities cost her nothing to use, they’re still fairly tiring to use so many of, especially since it is late at night. But she doesn’t let that exhaustion deter her as she continues to work. The next project is a wand, which she ends up making with the same process as the staff. It’s just a lot smaller.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Glasswork Wand] (High)
          
        


        
          	
            A short wand made out of dense, prismatic glass. The enchanted crystal that makes up its body shimmers with a jubilant radiance.
          
        


        
          	
            1 DMG


            +4 SPELL-DMG (PHYSICAL)


            -7.5% SPELL SOUL COST

          
        


        
          	
            Effect: Regenerates 1 SOUL every minute while on the mountain

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: By condensing magic into the fine tip of this wand, a spell can be made more impactful once a day at great durability cost

          
        


        
          	
            Use: Your next spell costs 3x SOUL and does 3x DMG/HEAL. This wand loses 9 points of DURABILITY

          
        


        
          	
            Enchantment: All spells do an additional 10% HOLY DMG/HEAL

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.17 kg
          

          	
            Durability: (10/10) Fragile
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    "Wow," says Basil, flicking one of the little glass wands around the air a few minutes later. "These are really charming!"


    Fresh nods in excited agreement. "I think they’re really going to like them! Look!" says Fresh, pointing to the window. "They make spells do a little physical damage too, so maybe we can help some of the people here out in the dungeon with that?"


    Jubilee rubs their mask, thinking. "You might actually have something here too. Good job, you’re on a roll." They look at Basil and Fresh sighs, already knowing what’s coming. "Ninety-nine Obols?"


    Basil flicks the wand around, listening to the satisfyingly sharp swishing noise that it makes as it cuts through the air. "No, that’s too cheap. Hmm… well…" she looks at the thing in her hand. "Maybe for the wands, actually. I would do double for the staves though."


    "How about we do one-hundred-ninety-nine then for the staves," suggests Jubilee. "It’s a cleaner price." Basil nods in agreement. Fresh sighs, a second time because she wants them to hear her, but decides not to get involved. She still wants to make a batch of sweet-tea, a few more candies, a few more sheep and a lot more of the glass weapons and the night is already drawing to a close. She’ll also have to make something new up for the tea, since they didn’t have the same things here as they did in the north.


    By the time the early morning rolls around, all four of them sit downstairs, exhausted. Fresh doesn’t let it bother her as much as it seems to get to her friends though, as she stares with wide, bewildered eyes at the sight downstairs. The shelves are filled with shimmering glass. Swords, daggers, staves, wands all line the walls, catching the faint light that illuminates the tunnels outside; the glow, which seeps in through the windows. Yet the translucent constructions themselves seem to emanate a soft, pastel light much like the magical crystals outside. Fresh attributes it to the moonwater enchantments, but it gives the entire storefront a soft, kind spring-washed aura that reduces the harshness of the mountain stone dramatically.


    Walking through the store, she runs her fingers along everything as she goes down the small aisles that they’ve made, towards the back corner where the mountain of sweets is laid out in an open bowl, next to a shelf filled with ready-made packets containing one of each color. Next to them are several bottles of the sweet-tea, made using roughly the same formula as in the old house, just with different fruits. At the front just near the counter, they have a bunch of the sheep who stand atop a shelf that Fresh is particularly proud of. It’s jagged and multi-triangular shaped, like the mountain and stands freely on its own at the end of the shelves, facing the front door. Sheep line its exterior, looking like they’re climbing upwards, standing on little cliffs.


    Was this project a wise investment of her rare time? She thinks so.


    But there’s one final thing left to do. Smiling giddily, she heads back to the counter where everyone else is waiting on her.


    "It really came together, didn’t it?" asks a tired Basil. "Thanks for helping me carry everything," she says, patting Shamrock on his back, much to Fresh’s surprise. He looks down at her and nods.


    "We serve the witch."


    "Huh?!" asks Basil. "No we don’t!" says the priestess. Shamrock lets out a loud huffing breath.


    "Shut up you two, I’m trying to concentrate," barks Jubilee, forming a long piece of glass. "And don’t either of you look at it and shatter it with your ugly mugs."


    As the glass block forms on the counter, everyone looks away from it, as Fresh raises her hands over it to cut it into a thin rectangle and to sand it down afterwards. Before carving in the three words into the sign.


    ‘Dungeon item shop,’ mouths Fresh as she works.


    "Should we really use the same name? Isn’t that conspicuous? What if an adventuring party comes from the north and recognizes it?" asks Basil cautiously.


    "If they did, they would have recognized us anyway. So that’s not really a huge problem," says Jubilee. "Let her have the stupid name, unless you want to listen to her crying for the next week."


    "It’s not stupid!" says Fresh, grabbing a hand-made tincture of colorful mushroom powder. She sticks her finger in it, covering it with paint as she carefully traces the engraved letters in the glass sign. "Here, you guys do some letters too!"


    "Why?" asks Jubilee.


    "Because it’s our store!" says Fresh, pushing the inkwell towards them. Not needing to be asked twice, Shamrock tries to stick his finger in but it doesn’t fit. "Ah! Wait." Fresh grabs his hand, pulling it back out and then smears some of the paint onto his fingertip. The man, almost giddily, paints in a few letters of the sign. Basil and Jubilee look at each other, somewhat unsure still, but both relent as Fresh starts pouting at the two of them. Once the last finger leaves the glass, a window appears between them all.


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~+- New Venture Founded -+~*
          
        


        
          	
            ~ THE DUNGEON ITEM SHOP ~
          
        


        
          	
            + FRESH +


            (JUBILEE)


            (BASIL)


            (SHAMROCK)

          
        

      
    


    


    Shamrock lets out a heavy breath. "The pact is -"


    "SHOVE IT!" snaps Jubilee. "No spooky fuckery in this shop, got it?!" They point at Shamrock and Fresh. Basil nods in quiet agreement.


    "But Jubileeee~"


    "No! Talk like normal people, you moonlight-bathing fucks!"


    Fresh sighs, grabbing the sign as she heads to the door. She stops, listening to a strange, but familiar sound. "Do you hear that?"


    "Hear what?" asks Basil and Fresh lifts a finger, quieting her as she listens and then recognizes the sound as that of a flurry of excited, eager voices, all on their way to the dungeon. The day is starting. Nodding with an excited smile to her tired friends, she rips open the door and holds up the sign.


    "Hello everyone!" she cries out into the crowd of people who are starting to stream towards the dungeon. "Having trouble in the dungeon without a fighter? Or do you need some new equipment or something to eat?" She holds the sign up higher into the air, smiling. "We’re open for business!"


    Half of the crowd stares at her and half of it moves on, uninterested in some hawker trying to sell them something. But the half that looks at her all lower their gaze to her feet, as they watch the small, stuffed sheep that had escaped from the shelf, run out of the door in a bid for freedom, as it runs through her legs.

  


  Chapter 135: Free Sample


  
    "Bleeeeh!" calls out an elf wearing a wide-brimmed wizard's hat, shoving a sheep into the face of his party-member.


    "Are you nine?" asks the man, draped in a heavy cloak with a high trim that rises up to his gaunt cheeks, as he stares down at the stuffed toy being held up his way. The little sheep’s legs kick idly in the air as it tries to move.


    "Look! They can walk!" says the elf wizard, setting it down on the ground. The sheep marches forward towards the counter, bumping into it and then falling over helplessly onto its side, its legs still continuing to kick. "Can we get it? Huh? Huh?" asks the elf, picking it back up excitedly. "Pleeeeease?!" they beg, clenching the sheep in front of themselves as they stare up at their annoyed party member who rolls their eyes.


    "We don’t have the money for your stupid sheep. We need to buy some gear," they explain. "If we get a wand, we can use the physical damage to make it through another two or maybe even three floors!"


    "Pleeeeease?!" asks the wizard with a cracking voice, sounding as if near to tears.


    "Gods! You’re such a giant baby!" scolds the dark-cloaked man.


    Fresh watches them from the counter, standing next to Basil. She wonders why she has such an odd sense of déjà vu as she stands there with her hands full, having stopped to watch the scene unfold. The elf lets out a throaty noise, sounding as if they’re about to start crying. "FINE!" yells the man, snatching the sheep from their hands and heading to the counter. "I swear, you’re going to drive me crazy one day. If we don’t have enough money for food this week, I’m eating your stupid sheep!" He glares back at the wizard. "And then you!" he warns, jabbing a finger into their head through the cone of their hat.


    The wizard runs after him, entirely unfazed by his threats. Fresh presumes that to signal that they know that there is no weight behind them to begin with. The elf’s eyes are clearly filled with excited delight, as they bob up and down on their feet behind the man, jumping to try and look over his shoulder as he looks away, more annoyed now than before. Fresh heads down to the basement, carrying the next load of items that they’ve been buying downstairs to the basement.


    "One…" the man’s eye twitches as he sets the sheep down onto the counter. It starts walking across to Basil, who catches it from falling. "One sheep. Please," says the dark-cloaked man, appearing to have great difficulty in forming the sentence, which is the last thing Fresh hears of the oddly familiar conversation, as she heads downstairs to sort away the items. She hasn’t made any shelves or anything like that down here just yet. But for now, she just sorts the drops into different piles. Mush-mush caps from the forest, kobold fluff and ice-drake scales seem to be the biggest things coming in so far. There is a bit of odd equipment here and there that people found in the dungeon, but she has little idea about that stuff. Jubilee assesses most of it and decides what to buy and what they don’t need.


    She comes back out of the basement a few minutes later, noticing that Basil is gone and that Shamrock has taken her place behind the counter, that he barely fits behind.


    "Two-hundred Obols!" says an extremely fluffy and thickly dressed man across from him. Shamrock shakes his head. The boy, that Fresh recognizes as the one who confronted them during their first night here, stands there too.


    "We’ll give you three-hundred, plus priority choice on drops!" he says, clenching his fists. His party, all about his age, stand behind him and silently nod. Fresh scratches her cheek, wondering why they wanted Shamrock to begin with? They seemed like kids. Did they really need to go into the dungeon at their age? She looks around, trying to figure out what it is that they’re bidding on.


    "If you want physical damage, then buy some wands, you shit-heads!" yells Jubilee. "The employees aren’t for sale!"


    "Shut up, pipsqueak!" yells the boy at Jubilee who narrows their eyes. Fresh quickly runs over, noticing that it’s time for her to intervene, before Jubilee finishes reaching into the bag of dirt on their waist.


    It takes another few minutes, as well as a group-discount on a set of glass weapons for her to talk everyone down and to get them to leave happily. Or at least happily enough. Though she has to endure a new scolding from Jubilee for giving away their merchandise again.


    She sighs, leaning over the counter once everything is resolved. "Where’s Basil?"


    "Lunch break," says Shamrock, having trouble opening the tiny change drawer with his large hands, looking up for a moment to stare at the window, at a group of three giggling adventurers standing outside. They run away with shrill shrieks and flustered faces as his eyes, buried deeply beneath his scarred, dark-cobalt helmet, move towards them.


    "They all really like you, huh?" asks Fresh, laughing and patting the giant on the back. "I’m glad that nobody here is afraid of you. Shamrock."


    "They’re probably more intimidated than afraid," says Jubilee. "But like I said, the church isn’t big here in the west. That means their dogma isn’t either. Still…" Jubilee rubs the chin of their mask. "Maybe we can use him as a mascot? Like to draw people in. It seems to be working so far." They look him up and down. "Maybe we could get you some less spooky armor? Something bright and heroic? Really sell the image."


    "That’s a great idea!" says Fresh, looking up at Shamrock. "What do you think?"


    The man shakes his head and lets out a loud breath. "I keep the faith," is all that he says ,as he finally finishes pressing the coin into the drawer. Fresh takes that as a ‘no’. Shrugging, not exactly let down, she returns to work. Another hour passes and Basil eventually returns. Fresh doesn’t make a big deal out of her absence and to her surprise, neither does Jubilee.


    "Thanks for covering for me," says the priestess to Shamrock who just nods in return.


    "Hey! Check this out!" says a voice from the back, stemming from a figure who is swinging a glass wand around. Her friend jumps away as the thing swishes through the air.


    "Watch where you’re swinging that! It’s really fragile!" yells the smaller one at the girl with the wand, who is wearing extremely puffy, gray pants and a tighter fitting top that Fresh notices is made out of small ice-dragon scales. She makes a mental note. Maybe there’s some kind of armor that she can make out of the scales?


    "But it’s pretty and look!" she says, opening the window for the wand. "It has soul-regeneration!"


    "Huh? The wand does?" asks her companion curiously, leaning in closely to read, apparently having bad eyes. "Just by holding it?"


    "Yeah! I used my points up already, but look. They’re coming back now!" she says excitedly, swishing the wand around some more and listening to the sharp sound that it makes. "We should get some! Think about the money we’d save on potions!"


    "You think?" Their friend leans over, looking at a staff. "They’re really fragile though. If you trip once, that’s it."


    "So we just won’t trip, duh!" says the girl, walking past their companion and tapping them on the head once with the wand, as they head down the aisle towards the candies. The window closes a few seconds later.


    Fresh shrugs to herself and heads upstairs for a moment to get some water from her bottle up in the kitchen and then comes back down a minute later to see Jubilee standing there with an annoyed posture, as they talk to a confused man standing across the counter.


    "So… what do they taste like?" asks the man. Fresh notices that he has a particularly sleepy demeanor to his body language and tone. It’s as if his entire body and voice were both hanging slack.


    Jubilee places their hands on their hips. "What color you got there?" they ask in a tone that Fresh recognizes as vivid sarcasm. But the man apparently doesn’t, as he lifts the red candy towards his face to look at it.


    "It’s red."


    "Then it tastes like red," says Jubilee plainly. "Five Obols each, unless you buy a bag of five for twenty," they explain.


    "But what if I don’t like the taste?"


    "But what if I gave a fuck?" Jubilee taps the counter. "Five Obols and you can find out if you want to buy a second one after that."


    "You’re very rude," says the sleepy man, sounding not too shocked or even bothered however, as his tired eyes stare at the thing in his hand. The statement sounded more matter of factly than anything signaling that he was offended.


    "You’re wasting my time. But I’ll tell you what," Jubilee leans in, pointing a finger at the man. "I'll give you a bag for free if you shov -"


    "Jubilee~!" yells Fresh, coming down the stairs, having heard enough of the conversation to realize that it wasn’t going anywhere productive. She waves to the man. "You can try that one if you want, on the house."


    "What?! You social-reject!" snaps Jubilee back up at her, swiping her hands off of their shoulders. "How many times do I have to tell yo -" Jubilee looks back over the counter. "Hey! Don’t eat that without paying for it!"


    The sleepy man takes a bite of the red candy, the hard shell crackling with a loud crunch as he bites through it, his teeth sinking into the sweet-dough filling inside. His eyes, blood-shot and tired, open in surprise as he chews and looks back at them.


    "How was it?" asks Fresh, wincing as she feels a small boot step down onto her toe-cap.


    The sleepy man looks back down at the candy in his hand and then back up towards them. "It tastes like red," he says, as his attention turns towards the stat window that had appeared.


    "I fucking told you!" snaps Jubilee. Fresh winces as they twist their heel, squishing her toes through her boot a little more. She laughs a nervous laugh.


    "If you like it, please come and buy some more!" says Fresh. The sleepy man looks at her and sets down the remaining half of the candy onto the counter, walking away without saying a word. "Ah-!"


    He leaves.


    "What was that…?" asks Fresh, feeling somewhat offended now as she looks at the half-eaten candy laying on the counter.


    "Fucking deadbeat," says Jubilee, lifting their foot off of hers and shaking their head as they turn around towards her. Fresh gets ready for another lecture as she feels Jubilee’s glare reach her. But it never comes, Jubilee just lets out a defeated sigh and shakes their head. Their tight posture loosens. Perhaps they are unwilling to scold her again a second time, or maybe they’re just wondering if there’s even a point to using the energy. "Clean that up," says Jubilee dryly, pointing to the half-eaten candy.


    "But Jubilee…" starts Fresh.


    "Shut up! You said he could have it, you clean it up!" Jubilee crosses their arms. "And no. You can’t have my gloves," barks Jubilee up at her.

  


  Chapter 136: Sleepover


  
    Fresh shuts the door as the last two people walk out. Some lovey-dovey couple who can’t stop feeding each other with the candies from the two bags that they bought, as they walk together, heading towards the right and away from the dungeon.


    "Disgusting," says Jubilee, shaking their head as the door slams shut.


    Basil lets out a long sigh, pressing her back against the wall and sliding down to the ground. "I forgot how exhausting store-work was."


    Fresh turns around, looking back at all of them. Only Shamrock doesn’t seem to be fazed by the long-work day and the lack of sleep that all of them are suffering under. In truth, she’s feeling it too, but she resolves herself not to show it. "Good job, everyone!" says Fresh excitedly as she heads back towards the counter. "We did really great today!"


    "Well. Good enough," says Jubilee, rattling the drawer full of coins. "But considering we had zero marketing, I’d say we did alright."


    Basil nods, not opening her eyes. "There’s a lot of foot-traffic here. I think the light from the crystals drew a lot of them inside too."


    "Like moths to a flame," says Jubilee as a heap of coins rattle against the counter. "Let’s finish up and go to bed. I’m tired as shit."


    "It was your idea to open today with no warning," remarks Basil. "We could have just done tomorrow. What’s the rush?"


    "It’s also my idea to pay you today, but I might think about it again if you don’t get up," says Jubilee to the priestess, who seems far less intimidated by them now than they did during her initial employment. Basil goes out of her way to open her eyes just to roll them at Jubilee, before closing them again and leaning back against the wall that she is slumped down against.


    "If you roll your eyes at me again, I’ll pop them out of your head," says Jubilee.


    Fresh laughs. "Come on guys, let’s not fight." She leans over the counter. "Basil? Shamrock? Will you help me restock the shelves, please?" She thinks for a second. "I also think we need to sweep, I heard somebody drop one of the wands. I think it broke." Basil sighs a tired sigh, grabbing hold of Shamrock’s armor to pull herself back up to her feet.


    "Of course," smiles the priestess at her and Shamrock just nods a silent nod, going upstairs to get a broom that he comes down with a moment later. As Fresh restocks the shelf with glass-wands, she watches out of the corner of her eye as the giant squeezes in-between the shelves next to her with the broom in his hands, which seemed almost comically tiny in comparison to the rest of him.


    It was a long day today, but Fresh is happy with the results, feeling an oddly familiar feeling as she runs through the shelves, lining everything up neatly as she restocks the items that Shamrock carries down from the pantry for her. Though, even her tired eyes don’t fail to notice that every time he comes down from the pantry, he seems to have a new smear of colorful crumbs on the slits of his helmet. She smiles a smug smile.


    Looking past the man, to see if Jubilee is still busy, she gestures for him to come closer as if about to whisper something to him. As he lowers himself forward, she lifts her hand and wipes the candy smears off of the helmet, hiding the evidence before Jubilee can see it and scold him. She places a finger to her lips as she winks, signaling that it’ll be their secret.


    With the three of them doing the work, it’s a quick job to finish. Especially since they don’t have that many different items yet. The worst part of it, as far as she sees it, is that she’ll have to get up early to make some extra wares, since they didn’t have enough to restock entirely. But that’s fine. She wants to make a real breakfast for them all tomorrow anyway to celebrate.


    About an hour later, the four of them meet at the counter, as Jubilee slides the ledger around and then pushes three heaps of coins their way.


    "What’s this?" asks Basil, looking at the large pile of money, that is at least four times the size of anything she had gotten before, rather suspiciously. Her tired eyes are wide and she leans in closely to look, as if suspecting that the coins weren’t real. But she never touches them.


    "It’s your money, dumb-ass," says Jubilee, shaking their head as they tap the ledger.


    Fresh looks at the spot that Jubilee is pointing at.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
             Wares 
          

          	
             Sold 
          

          	
             Sold for 
          

          	
             
          

          	
             Total 
          

          	
        


        
          	
            Candy
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            -Orange
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            5
          

          	

          	
            70
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Green
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            5
          

          	

          	
            15
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Purple
          

          	
            22
          

          	
            5
          

          	

          	
            110
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Red
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            5
          

          	

          	
            30
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Blue
          

          	
            26
          

          	
            5
          

          	

          	
            130
          

          	
        


        
          	
            Candy Sachets
          

          	
            16
          

          	
            20
          

          	

          	
            320
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sweet Tea
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            -Fruit
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            9
          

          	

          	
            171
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Herbal
          

          	
            12
          

          	
            9
          

          	

          	
            108
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Weapons
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Glass-Daggers (High)
          

          	
            2
          

          	
            99
          

          	

          	
            198
          

          	
        


        
          	
            Glass-Swords (High)
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            199
          

          	

          	
            199
          

          	
        


        
          	
            Glass-Wands (High)
          

          	
            9
          

          	
            99
          

          	

          	
            891
          

          	
        


        
          	
            Glass-Staves (High)
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            199
          

          	

          	
            597
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Misc.
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Stuffed Sheep
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            39
          

          	

          	
            234
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
             Purchases 
          

          	
             Bought 
          

          	
             Bought for 
          

          	

          	
             Total spent 
          

          	
        


        
          	
            Mushroom-Caps
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            -Orange
          

          	
            12
          

          	
            -6
          

          	

          	
            -72
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Blue
          

          	
            11
          

          	
            -7
          

          	

          	
            -77
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Green
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -9
          

          	

          	
            -45
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Purple
          

          	
            4
          

          	
            -11
          

          	

          	
            -44
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Red
          

          	
            2
          

          	
            -12
          

          	

          	
            -24
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Kobold Fluff
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            -Small
          

          	
            9
          

          	
            -9
          

          	

          	
            -81
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Medium
          

          	
            13
          

          	
            -10
          

          	

          	
            -130
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Large
          

          	
            17
          

          	
            -11
          

          	

          	
            -187
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Ice-Drake Scales
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            -Small
          

          	
            10
          

          	
            -11
          

          	

          	
            -110
          

          	
        


        
          	
            -Medium
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            -12
          

          	

          	
            -72
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Other
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Iron-ore
          

          	
            4
          

          	
            -20
          

          	

          	
            -80
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Magic Crystals
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            -Small
          

          	
            4
          

          	
            -20
          

          	

          	
            -80
          

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Savings
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            2071
          

          	
            10%
          

          	
            3%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            373
          

          	
            1698
          
        


        
          	

          	
            207
          

          	
            62
          

          	
            104
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	
             
          

          	
             
          

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
            Earned Today
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
            Fresh
          

          	
            424 Obols
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
            Jubilee
          

          	
            424 Obols
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	
             
          

          	
             
          

          	
            Basil
          

          	
            424 Obols
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
            Shamrock
          

          	
            424 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    "This much?" asks Basil, lifting a finger to touch the coins.


    Jubilee waves her off, sliding the ledger her way across the counter as they turn to be the first one to head upstairs. "Yeah. It’s our net profit split four ways."


    "Split?" asks Basil, looking around at them all.


    Jubilee stops, already most of the way up the stairs so that only the bottom of their legs are visible from where they stand. "We’re a party, aren’t we?" they say, before they vanish away up the stairs.


    Fresh smiles, lifting her hands to pat both Basil and Shamrock on the back. "Make sure to save some of it for a rainy day, guys!" In truth, she didn’t even think about the fact that Basil had ‘only’ had a two percent commission this entire time in the old store, let alone that Shamrock would probably be earning the same amount, while she and Jubilee made a killing. It would still have been a high wage, especially for a priestess. But Jubilee is right, they’re a party now. Basil and Shamrock aren’t employees, they’re her friends. The girl yawns, heading down to the basement to wash up before going to bed. She’s all dusty and sticky from working all day. The last thing she hears is Basil stammering as she talks to Shamrock, the coins clinking noisily in her hands.


    The washroom is quaint. Smaller than the one in Jubilee’s old house, but far less rickety and with fewer cob-webs. Everything is made out of stone and in the back, through a wooden sliding door, there is a constant stream of hot running water that flows through a long, horizontal stone basin, dug out of the rock. It’s almost like a tiny river, like the one outside. But this one is hot. There are two thin-meshed, metal grates on either side, where the water runs in and out from the walls. Hot-water isn’t exactly rare in the cities, as apparently every adventurers’ guild at least has it. But to have it at home apparently is a luxury as far as she has seen. At least in the north. Then again, they did live in the poor part of town. She’ll have to ask Basil if the church had any. Here in the west, it’s more common, as the hot water seems to come from the core of the mountain itself.


    Closing the door behind herself, she throws off her robe, about to toss it haphazardly to the ground. But then she stops herself, catching it on the tips of her fingers just as it begins to slide out of her grasp. Shaking her head, Fresh grabs the robe and lovingly folds it together, placing it to the side instead. It was a present after all, one that was made with a lot of effort and emotion. That should be respected, even if she is tired.


    Fresh looks down at the reflection in the water, watching as it lets out a long, exhausted yawn, as it gazes back up at her with sleepy eyes. Lowering her hand, she finishes getting undressed and lets herself sink into the water, submerging herself down beneath its warm surface for a while, as she holds her breath and closes her eyes, holding her knees in against her chest, as she just listens to the quiet rush of the stream bubbling past her suspended form. It’s so relaxing. She’s so tired.


    She just lets herself float there, beneath the water. The basin isn’t particularly deep, but it’s deep enough that she can stay underwater if she pulls her legs in. So she does exactly that for as long as she can comfortably manage, just feeling the warm water run over her body, feeling the gentle current running through her hair like a warm hand tousling it.


    She likes being in the water.


    The next day comes soon enough, though Fresh doesn’t wake up as early as she had hoped. Her body, feeling unusually heavy, presses into the bed. The desire in her mind to get up early and to be productive is overpowered by the softness of her blanket and the cushion of the mushy pillow she is squeezing. Opening her eyes for a fraction of a second, she sees Basil laying across from her over in her bed. Shamrock stands on the balcony, watching the morning light grow in the distance.


    Fresh closes her eyes again. But she doesn’t manage to fall back to sleep, despite wanting to, as the gnawing guilt that wells in her core becomes too much to ignore, as it creeps and crawls its way past her heart and reaches her waking mind. She sighs, her hand slapping against her smushed face as she rubs her tired eyes and forces herself to get up. She has to, even if she’s tired. There’s a lot of work to do before they open again and first things first, she wants to make breakfast for everyone.


    As she sits upright, she wraps the blanket, drooped over her shoulders, around her body as she wishes, now more than ever, that there was coffee here in this world. She would love one right now, even if she never really liked it to begin with.


    Fresh blinks, somewhat confused and then presses her eyes tightly closed to squeeze the new tears out that came together with the yawn, before she looks around the room. Coffee?


    "What’s coffee?" she mutters, setting her feet down onto the stones, as she gets ready for the day. It must’ve just been some left-over fragment of a dream she had had during the long night. Some shard of a memory still left over, from the deep abyss of sleep that she has only barely managed to pull herself out of. It isn’t important.


    Fresh yawns again, only covering her mouth to quiet herself after she notices Basil stirring.


    What’s important is everything right here and right now.


    Slipping on her robe, she steps over to the kitchen, waving a quiet wave to Shamrock who turns around to look at her, as she starts fumbling around with some pots and pans.


    A sound comes from behind her and at first she thinks it’s from Jubilee’s room. But then she sees that Jubilee is sitting in the pantry with the door open, as they hand-snip some bright blue fabric with a pair of large, metal scissors.


    Fresh looks down at her friend, sitting on the floor just behind the door, a dried yellow flower stuck in the fabric of their hood, just behind their ear and she waves with a smile. Jubilee nods to her and silently returns to their work, leaving Fresh to do the same.


    She takes a deep, satisfied breath of cold, morning air, as she stares at the kitchenette before herself. What an interesting dream she had. "Caw…fee…" she mutters to herself under her breath, as her fingers tap against the counter. She thinks that it’s a novel idea. Some kind of… stamina-potion? Or maybe a broth? Something quick, simple and hot to help start the mornings a little easier. Maybe… maybe something that just needed water? Any other steps would be too much work for a tired mind and would defeat the point.


    She nods to herself, carefully stepping over Jubilee’s legs as she heads into the pantry, digging around for something that could light a spark in her eyes and give her the idea that she is looking for.

  


  Chapter 137: Morning preperations


  
    "There are less of them here than I remember," says Jubilee, joining in on the conversation that Fresh is having with Basil, who has awoken and now sits on the foot of her freshly-made bed. Apparently she always does that first thing after getting up and getting dressed. Fresh does her best not to look at her own still unmade bed. So that she doesn’t draw attention to it. "Fairies are fucked. I hate the nosy, little shits."


    "There were more?" asks Fresh, looking at her friends as she stirs the pot. She realizes that they needed a table upstairs for all of them to sit together at.


    "Yeah," says Jubilee. "Used to be that you couldn’t swat a fly here without accidentally spanking someone buzzing past your face," they explain, walking past them both and heading towards the balcony. "Guess they died off. Must be about that time of the decade."


    "Huh?" Fresh taps the metal spoon against the pot, getting some of the residual gunk off of it. "They died off?"


    Basil nods, rubbing her face as she is still a bit tired, by the looks of it. "Fairies don’t live long. About four years. Six if they get really old," says the priestess. "I think the oldest one ever almost got to eight, but he couldn’t fly or do much anymore in the end." Basil leans back, feeling a cool breeze wash over her from the balcony. "Though he was part of the last hero-party. So the church took care of him."


    "Whaaat?" asks Fresh, thinking about the waitress at the adventurers’ guild. "That’s so sad, how come they die so fast?"


    "It is what it is," says Jubilee, sounding oddly dry in their voice. "Some things just live longer than others. Fairies are fucked. Elves do a bit better than humans, but not much."


    "Huh…" says Fresh, staring back down at the swirling mixture in the bubbling pot before herself.


    "There will be a new generation soon, then," says Basil, getting up and rolling her shoulders out. "Fairies are born in waves, not one at a time like humans are," she explains, adding on at the end after seeing Fresh’s confused expression.


    "Oh," answers Fresh, not sure what else to say as she lifts the pot off of the burner and then sets it down onto the side of the stove to cool off. She doesn’t really get how that whole fairy business works, but she doesn’t really feel like questioning the logistics of it right now. Looking down, she gazes at the reflection cast in the swirling, burnt, off-green liquid. Her eyes stare at its, as if waiting for the reflection to do something. But nothing happens.


    Since the new drink is supposed to be energizing, it only made sense for her to use some green-mushroom powder. But that first batch of boiled mushroom powder had a very unappealing color, so she threw it out and tried again. This time, she browned the powder in a pan first, cooking out the moisture and then leaving it in a little longer, until it was on the edge of becoming a heap of burnt, crumbling dust.


    Apparently, if left in the pan long enough, mushroom powder loses its color. The bright-green powder has now turned into a dark, woody brown that almost looks like a very soft, fine dirt. It smells like it too. At first, her first instinct was to add some orange mushroom powder, perhaps out of reflex. But the zingy zest didn’t feel right, so she instead tried her way through the different kinds of mushroom-caps.


    Orange-caps are tangy and sour like juice. Green-caps are more crisp and fresh like a thick, wet, root vegetable. The red ones are very metallic and savory. Blue mushroom-caps taste sweet, like a dewy fruit and the purple variants taste like… purple.


    Fresh had opted to mix a tiny pinch of the red and purple caps together, creating a mixture out of it that she had poured together with the burnt, green powder. Mixing it all together, she then added some boiling water, creating the concoction that she has before herself now.


    Grabbing a cup, she pours a small amount of the mixture into it and swirls it around, letting it cool a little before she holds it to her nose. She isn’t sure what she expected apart from the smell of burnt dirt, but it smells exactly like that; a bit undefinable and vague. But she leans towards it being bitter and a little like the wet smell of the ground on a rainy summer’s day. After there had been a fire.


    Closing her eyes, she takes a small sip. There is still a lot of grainy particulate in the mixture and it leaves a crumbly film on her lips as she presses the cup to her mouth. She wonders what she should call it? Assuming it wor-


    Her eyes shoot open wide and she sets the glass down onto the counter with a loud ‘clack’, hitting her chest with her other hand as she lets out a raspy, desperate cough, strained tears forming in her eyes. "-Iech!" splutters Fresh.


    


    
      
        
          	
            + [Stat Boost] - [Coughee](Normal) [+{1} Stamina-regeneration per minute]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ☠ [Coughee](Normal)☠
          
        


        
          	
            Made from a blend of roasted ingredients. This bitter drink offers a regenerative effect on both energy and mood, as well as stimulation for a tired mind.

          
        


        
          	
            +1 [STAMINA-REGENERATION] per minute

          
        


        
          	
            Minor Poison: Overconsumption for extended periods may result in [STAT-DMG]{INT, WILL}

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 330mL
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    "You good?" asks Jubilee from the balcony and Fresh nods.


    "It’s disgusting," says the girl, clearing her throat and looking at the mixture somewhat disappointed.


    "Yeah? No shit," says Jubilee, shaking their head. "That’s what happens when you mix a bunch of monster-goo together. Great job with your newest poison."


    "It wasn’t monster-goo!" argues Fresh. "It was monster-powder! And it’s not poison!"


    "It says poison right there on the menu, dumb-ass," sighs Jubilee, looking back out over the city and shaking their head.


    Shamrock walks towards her, the floor almost rattling as he walks across it towards the kitchen. "May I?" asks the man holding out his hand and Fresh nods gratefully, handing him the cup.


    "Careful, it tastes like goo," warns the girl. "And it’s ho- AH!" Shamrock leans his head back, pouring a large amount of the cup into the slits of his helmet. "Careful it’s hot!" finishes Fresh with a cry, but Shamrock doesn’t seem to care about that.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Shamrock)


            + [Stat Boost] - [Coughee](Normal) [+{1} Stamina-regeneration per minute]

          
        

      
    


    


    The man lowers his arm, holding the half-empty cup down in front of his waist, standing there for a moment without saying a word or making any noises. Not even his massive chest moves to signal that he is still breathing. Fresh blinks, looking at him and then over to Basil, trying to figure out what’s going on.


    Without saying anything, Shamrock sets the cup down onto the counter and walks away.


    "AH!" Fresh cries, reaching after him, her fingers stretching out towards his broad back. "- I… Is it that bad?"


    Shamrock stops in the middle of the room, his back still turned to her. He turns his head around, looking over his shoulder towards her. The shine of the morning sunlight, reflecting off of his rough armor, glistens, as his eyes, shining with the same jubilant intensity, lock onto her fearful gaze with a strong, unwavering, resolute stare.


    "Yes," is all that he says, as he returns to the balcony. Fresh dramatically clutches her heart and leans back against the counter. The coughee is a failure.


    "There, there," says Basil, laughing as she gets up and pats her on the shoulder. "I’m sure he’s just teasing you," reassures the priestess, leaning in closer to whisper into her ear. "I think he’s picking up a bit of Jubilee’s aura, you know?"


    Fresh looks at Basil. "…You think?"


    She nods reassuringly. "I saw it all the time when we got a new arrival in the orphanage," explains Basil, reaching over to grab the cup. "They always ended up taking after the loudest voice in the group. At least at first."


    "Huh…" says Fresh, thinking as she looks past the priestess towards the two standing on the balcony. That makes sense to her, she supposes.


    She looks back, hearing that Basil is taking a sip of what’s left in the cup. The priestess’ smile doesn’t vanish, but it does seem to stiffen rather suddenly, as if her face had been replaced with one carved out of stone. Basil silently nods and hands her back the glass.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Basil)


            + [Stat Boost] - [Coughee](Normal) [+{1} Stamina-regeneration per minute]

          
        

      
    


    


    "Well?" asks Fresh, curiously and a little worried.


    Basil clears her throat, apparently having trouble with it. "You clearly put a lot of care into it," says the priestess somewhat monotonously, quickly turning around and Fresh watches as she also walks away, rather quickly in fact, heading towards the balcony.


    ‘A lot of care’? What does that mean? She looks down at the cup in her hands and sighs as she swirls the mixture around. Shrugging, not entirely sure why, she takes another sip.


    She winces. It still tastes terrible.


    Setting her project to the side for now, deciding that it still needs a little fine-tuning, she sets to make them all breakfast instead and throws together a few things from the pantry, frying up some eggs and some thick slices of bread for them to eat. Though she takes a minute to cut one of the portions into long slices, for Shamrock, so that he can just push them through his helmet.


    After rushing to finish eating quickly, Fresh then sets to work with Jubilee, sitting outside of their room on the floor and making a heap of wares for the store. They’re going to open soon. Basil and Shamrock handle the dishes, standing next to them in the kitchenette.


    "Here, I got a bunch of these ready too," says Jubilee, pulling a fabric bag from their dresser.


    Fresh looks up, grabbing it. "That’s great, Jubilee! But we don’t have time to draw on them t- ah!" she unfolds the bag, looking at the embroidered letters sewn into the fabric itself with a thick, silver thread. "That’s really nice!" says Fresh.


    "Yeah, my tailoring leveled up to six," says Jubilee, pulling a stack of bags out of the drawer of the dresser in their room.


    "That’s really great!" exclaims Fresh excitedly, as she turns the bag around in her hands. "These always sold well! Good job, Jubilee!"


    "When do you think we’ll be able to start repairs again?" asks Jubilee, ignoring her praise.


    "Repairs?" asks Fresh, lowering the fabric rather nervously. She had been afraid of this question. "…Are you sure we should… you know?"


    Jubilee lifts a hand, gesturing for her to stop. "Just don’t throw any more monster drops into it."


    Fresh feels an arm rubbing hers and she looks down, seeing that it’s just her own hand holding her. "The new moon should be soon," explains Fresh. "I can use the spell again then."


    "Great," nods Jubilee as they get up. "We’ll handle the business side today. You focus on setting your haunted basement up and on making things."


    "It’s not haunted!" argues Fresh.


    "It’s not haunted, anymore," corrects Jubilee, wiping their hands off on themselves as they get up, before picking up a stack of bags and some glass wands to carry downstairs.


    Fresh frowns, looking back over her shoulder to the others. Shamrock is busy rubbing a plate with a particularly squeaky cloth. Basil looks over her way, appearing as if she wants to ask something, but then changes her mind at the last minute and returns to her work.


    Shrugging, Fresh gets up and goes to head downstairs too.


    The girl stops half-way there to the staircase though, as her head wanders towards the right, towards her own, still unmade bed. The only one. Even Shamrock had made his, which is a sight that Fresh somehow managed to miss seeing.


    Nodding to herself, she slaps her cheeks once to liven herself up and then grabs the sheets, getting ready to let the day start for real.

  


  Chapter 138: Down to business


  
    The store is surprisingly busy, considering that this is only their second day of being open. But word of mouth seems to spread pretty fast here in this city. Fresh isn’t sure if it makes much sense, but her theory is that it’s because of the tunnels causing voices to echo and carry. So when people left their shop, talking about the things that had gotten, they were far more easily overheard.


    Then again, that might be a bit of a reach she thinks, as she squeezes past Shamrock on her next trip to the basement. The man is busy demonstrating one of the stuffed sheep to an excited caster. As her hand touches the handle of the door, she stops, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end. She knows this feeling. This cold sensation of being watched. Fresh turns her head around and looks back over her shoulder towards the window, wondering why those adventurers standing outside of it were shooting her such nasty looks?


    She frowns, shaking her head and opening the door. Maybe they didn’t like the snacks she made? "Oh no…" mutters Fresh beneath her breath. As she returns her gaze back forward, she sees that Shamrock is looking her way too and before heading downstairs, she flashes him an approving thumbs up for his hard work. The excited caster pulls on his gauntlet, trying to get him to show her the sheep again. The third time now, as far as Fresh knows. She barely has time to close the basement door behind herself, before she hears the complaints coming from the other casters standing in line. One of which she recognizes as the wizard from the center of the drinking circle that they saw during their first night at the new adventurers’ guild.


    She sighs, leaning back against the door for a second, as the sounds of voices outside are dampened by the heavy wood of the door and the stone walls. It almost sounds like she’s underwater.


    Fresh slaps her cheeks, shaking her head once as she pushes herself off of the door and heads downstairs. There’s no time for her to have the blues because some people outside didn’t like her items. Maybe she didn’t add enough salt? Or maybe they thought the wands were flimsy and dumb? Fresh frowns. She’d just have to make these new items better then, so that the people outside the window would smile at her like she wants them too.


    That feeling, that warm, glowing sensation of joyous bewilderment she felt when entering the western adventurers’ guild with her friends, she wants everyone to feel exactly that when they come inside of their store, every time, every day.


    So, she sets to work, determined to make that happen. Convinced that that’s the solution to make these weird, sad feelings go away. Her eyes wander around the piles of monster loot and raw materials that they had been collecting downstairs for her. The first thing she does is to make herself a table and a chair, as well as some small, simple shelves. The process is quick and dirty and thanks to her crafting abilities, it is done within a few minutes flat.


    She wipes her forehead, wiping off some of the sawdust and sweat. Casting is always a mildly exhausting process, but not terribly so. Like running up a single flight of stairs. It’s not the end of the world, but do it often enough and long enough and then it adds up.


    Grabbing the table, she pushes it against the back wall, realizing that she should have just crafted it there to save herself the effort. There is a loud screeching as she barely budges it over the stones a few inches. It takes all of her strength.


    She pushes it again, moving it another few inches. Fresh realizes that she could just go up and ask for help, but she doesn’t want to do that. Everyone already has enough to do without her making their lives even harder than she already does.


    So, she pushes it again.


    Eventually, she gets the table across the room, wondering if it hadn’t taken longer to move the table than to make it? In all likelihood, it had. She takes a deep breath, looking back behind herself and then getting the chair, which she manages to carry at least.


    There’s only one last thing to do.


    Fresh looks over at the fireplace, heading towards it to light it like Jubilee had explained to her. She stands in front of it, scratching her cheek for a moment as she wonders what it is that is bothering her this time? Today is a really weird day for some reason. Something else is nagging at her, but she can’t figure out what it is. She tilts her head, hoping that perhaps looking at the fireplace from a different angle will help. It doesn’t. There’s something about it, but…


    Curiously, she looks inside of it and then, bending over, looks up it. Though she isn’t sure what she expects, if anything at all. There is little to see but a dark hole.


    Sighing, wondering what’s going on with her mind today, she sets some wood and kindling into the fireplace and lights it, using the stones just like Jubilee had shown her. It quickly catches, the small smolder quickly bursting into a flame that then rises upward, licking the cool, stone walls.


    "Hello, Mr. Fire," smiles Fresh at the fire. The fire doesn’t respond. Finally free of distractions, she gets to her work and begins wondering what new items she can make.


    Something from the ice-dragon scales seems like a good idea. They were buying them, but not using any so far. Plus armor is always good. Fresh grabs a batch of scales from the box, throwing them onto the table as she excitedly thinks about some adventurer coming into the store in the future and giddily telling her how the armor that she had made for them saved their life. Fresh smiles, spreading the scales out. How do you even make armor? She’s never made anything like this before.


    The woman from the other day had a sort of chain-mail on. It looked like a lot of small scales woven together with some thick string or cord. But… hmm… weaving a hundred or so scales together sounds like a lot of work and it feels like it would be super expensive to make and to sell. She taps her fingers onto the counter, thinking about the adventurers that she’s met. A lot of them didn’t have a lot of money. A lot of them needed a little extra nudge, to push them forward towards their goals, a helping hand, reaching down towards them to pull them up. Her eyes wander over towards the very red fire, crackling loudly in the corner like a snickering voice.


    ‘A lot of them…’ Fresh begins to repeat the thought, as she feels her mind begin to meander. She looks down, seeing that her left hand has left the table and now rubs the side of her chest, just beneath her right arm, feeling her ribs where she feels a small knick in the bone where she had been kicked once by something red.


    Maybe she didn’t do a good enough job?


    She gazes into the fire again, losing herself to its spell for a while as its flickering flames dance in the black of her eyes, filling them with a vivid light and at the same time, fill her nose with the smell of acrid, burning smoke. Her eyes sting from the heat of the flames that she stares into, the sharp pain reminding her of the feelings of that bad night. Of when they had to run away, from when they lost their home because of her carelessness.


    Because she didn’t do good enough, because her lack of efforts had let a bad-thing find them and their home.


    If she had been something of value, people wouldn’t have just left her laying there, right? She isn’t sure if she is asking herself that, or if her thoughts had turned into words for the fire to hear. But the only answer she gets is a loud thudding, as the wood in the fire collapses together. The clamour snaps her out of her daze.


    Fresh blinks, squeezing some moisture back into her eyes as she returns her focus back to her work. "No more distractions," mutters the girl, seeing that her hands were already above the dragon-scales, as well as a crystal that she doesn’t remember grabbing.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Break]
          
        

      
    


    


    As the glow leaves her fingers, the crystal shatters, falling into a heap of jagged pieces.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Grind {Coarse}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Taking the broken crystal-shards and the heap of scale powder, she scoops it into a pot and then adds a dash of moonwater. In all truth, she has no idea what she’s doing in the least. She’s just going with her gut-feelings.


    Swirling the water in the pot around, letting the mixture mix together, she sets it next to the fire, confident that this plan of hers will work, despite it just being an average fire. Though she has no idea why she thinks that.


    Holding her hands out, she focuses on using an ability she hasn’t tried out yet.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Smelt {Ingot}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Grabbing the pot, she looks inside and sees a shimmering ingot. It’s dark, almost nightshade, but has shimmering fragments in it that she supposes is crystal dust. It reminds her of a starry sky.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Crystal-Drakonium Ingot]{Ice}(High)
          
        


        
          	
            A magically imbued material, made out of ice-dragon scales. It is lightweight, very flexible and has excellent insulating properties.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 1kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh flips the pot over, flopping the bar onto the table. It lands with a surprisingly dull ‘thwup’. She had expected it to sound like metal, though she, again, has no idea why in hindsight, considering that she put no metal into it. Setting the pot down, she leans forward and pokes it.


    It’s warm, but pliant to the touch, giving way a little beneath her finger. Almost like a thick, dense and very sleek leather. Picking it up, she grabs both ends and bends it. It gives way with very little force, up to a certain point at least and then springs back once she lets go.


    She pulls on it, seeing if it's stretchy. It stretches out a tiny bit, but barely any. At least not with the force that she can apply to it.


    Fresh thinks, not disappointed with the outcome, but also not sure what to do with it either. "Weapons…?" she wonders. But apart from a whip, she has no idea what kind of weapon to make out of this floppy material. That’s apart from the fact that she doesn’t want to leave whips lying around the house that might get used against her by Jubilee. Maybe stretchy bags? No. She shakes her head, deciding not to use that idea either, so that she doesn’t steal Jubilee’s thunder. It’s important to her that everyone has something to contribute.


    She realizes on that note, that she needs to figure out something for Basil and Shamrock to make, even if both of them aren’t crafters. Do they have sub-classes? She just realizes that she’s never asked. Fresh sighs. Didn’t Basil say something once about that? "I’m such a terrible friend."


    Her plan was to make armor, but… hmm…


    She swings the thing through the air, watching it flop around. Maybe it’s no good? Maybe by mushing the scales down, the entire purpose of them is defeated? Well, one way to find out. It’s only a small bar, so she can’t make much. But…


    "AH!" Fresh realizes what she can make that will solve a lot of her problems, plus she has just enough material for one.


    Smiling, she holds her hands out over the ingot. Maybe this is a little like leather-working? She’s never done that before. But she assumes that it’s a little like tailoring. So maybe with a bit of abstraction…


    Fresh focuses.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Leatherworking {Glove}](Small)
          
        

      
    


    


    The single dark glove, meant for a left hand, flops down onto the table and Fresh beams with pride upon seeing it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Crystal-Drakonium Glove]{Ice}(High)
          
        


        
          	
            A stretchy, lightweight glove made out of Crystal-Drakonium. It smells vaguely of fire.

          
        


        
          	
            2 DEF


            -) Increases maximum SOUL by 2.5%


            -) Increases COLD damage by 2.5%


            -) Reduces PHYSICAL damage taken by 2.5%

          
        


        
          	
            +4 COLD RESISTANCE


            +1 DARK RESISTANCE

          
        


        
          	
             Quality effect: +1 HOLY RESISTANCE

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.21kg
          

          	
            Size: Small
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 139: Comfy


  
    The rest of the day passes. Fresh, after getting both Jubilee’s blessing and praise, spent the last of it making more gloves. Though now, for both hands and in different sizes. Jubilee, having appraised the item, had said that it was decently strong for just a single glove. With one on each hand, the bonuses would stack nicely. Especially if she figured out how to make more armor like it. Some chest armor or some spaulders, or just a whole outfit really. They could sell it as a set then, rather than individually.


    Given the lightweight, almost cloth-like properties of the material, it seems to be well suited for the casters here in this town, most of whom didn’t wear anything heavier than fabric. Basil makes one suggestion, to add some of the kobold fluff to the trim of the gloves. It’s cold up on the mountain after all. Fresh thinks that’s a good idea and makes sure to do that with each pair. It drives up the crafting price a little, but as always, they have such a huge profit margin that it makes next to no difference. Plus, they look a lot more comfortable and professionally made now.


    As she sets a few of them from her first batch down onto the counter in the late evening, shortly before their closing, the crowd around the front all come over, curious about these new items.


    "They’re so stretchy!" says a hooded caster, covered in trinkets and hand-crafted ornaments that dangle from his robe as he pulls on the fingers of a glove and watches it snap back into place. "What’s this material? I’ve never heard of this before."


    "It sounds expensive…" says an elf, leaning over his shoulder to look.


    "I really like that they sparkle," adds the woman next to him, staring at his hand as he slips it on, pulling the fluff attached to the back of the long glove down to past his wrist before wiggling his fingers.


    "They have pretty good stats too," says the man, still wiggling his fingers and nodding in approval. He ends up buying the pair he is wearing. Fresh doesn’t know who he is, but apparently the people here take a lot of stock in his words and actions, as they then rush the counter, picking out every last pair of gloves that she had made today. Though, most of them go out of their way to try and pay Shamrock for the gloves, rather than walking over to an annoyed Basil who stands idly by the money drawer. He lifts a hand, pointing towards the priestess.


    "Over there," is all that he says to the crowd, most of whom walk away dejectedly to pay for their items by the priestess.


    Happy at the praise she receives from all of her friends, Fresh feels a new burst of energy that washes away any melancholy that had still lingered from the morning and heads straight upstairs, throwing together some food from the pantry so that they could eat a hot dinner tonight.


    "Need any help?" asks Jubilee, to her surprise. In truth, she doesn’t. But Fresh makes up some work for Jubilee to help her with in the kitchen.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Cooking: 5]{Too many cooks}
          
        

      
    


    


    They still don’t have a table to eat at, but they simply make a circle on the floor. Jubilee sits in their room with the door open and the rest of them just outside.


    Once they finish dinner, Basil and Shamrock take care of the clean up, heading down to get some water, for which she is more than thankful. Though she would have done it herself anyways if nobody had offered. Still, maybe a bit of extra sleep will do some good to brighten her spirits a little more.


    Fresh looks down at her bed which she had made this morning, noticing that there is a lump underneath the blanket. She looks around. Jubilee is locked inside of their room as far as she knows and Basil and Shamrock are outside. Her eyes wander back down to the square disturbance beneath her thin sheets and she lifts it up, looking at the sky-blue heap of fabric. Reaching down and lifting it up, she unfolds it in her hands. The bottom ends of the thick, hand-made blanket fall down against the bed as she feels the material between her fingers, squishing it. It’s thick and fluffy on the inside, but the fabric itself is expensive and sleek. Looking closer, she stares at the stitching, noticing the imperfections. It’s hand-made, not with magic. Holding it to her face, she takes a deep smell of the material, noticing that it carries a faint scent of the yellow flowers outside of town.


    Quickly throwing her robe off while everyone is gone, she jumps into her bed and buries herself underneath the new blanket. Pressing her head underneath her pillow so that nobody can hear her cry, though this time, happily. The blanket is very heavy and warm and it presses down against her with a weight that she can’t help but feel is deeply comforting.


    That night, she dreams of a sunny spring day, in which the pristine, bright-blue sky is filled with beautiful colors and feelings, as if the entire world were awash with a floral paint.


    Waking up early, she leaps into the next day with high spirits.


    After getting ready, the first thing she does is restock their shelves with as many items as she can. The glass weapons are by far the easiest. The snacks are a little trickier, since cooking is a time intensive process, even with magic to speed it up, so she tries to juggle both tasks at the same time to her success; much to her own, as well as her friend’s surprise.


    Fresh doesn’t say anything to Jubilee about the blanket, but Jubilee doesn’t say anything to her about it either. But that’s okay, the silence. Not because she’s embarrassed to show emotionality around the others or anything like that or because Jubilee might expect something. But because it’s just what it is. Not every kindness had to be turned into a giant show, sometimes, the simple act of knowing that your friends care is enough in and of itself. You do things for other people to show that you care, not because you expect something.


    So to show that she cares, she promises herself to try extra hard today.


    Once the food and the weapons are done, she makes a few extra gloves, asking Basil to try buying as many dragon scales as she could. They’ll need them if she is going to make an entire set of armor out of the new material.


    In the short while they have left before they open, Fresh sits upstairs, tinkering with some wood that Shamrock has carried up for her from the basement as she makes a table. This time, already in its end position. Given the tight constraints of the square room that is already filling up with furniture, she has to make the table longer and rectangular and sets it against the railing of the staircase, so that one side is inaccessible. But that’s fine. It’s big enough for one person to sit on each end and long enough for two to sit on the free side. She supposes Jubilee will never use it with them, but there’s a chair for them here anyways. Maybe one day.


    Fresh nods to herself, taking a sip from her bottle of sweet-tea as she looks over to the cabinet next to Basil’s bed, seeing the weak glow coming from inside of it. Basil had locked the lantern in there, so that it didn’t follow her downstairs. Fresh feels really bad for it though. Basil said she liked it, but somehow it never ends up anywhere except locked away. Calling downstairs, she gets Basil’s permission to open her cabinet and then catches the lantern before it can fly away.


    Holding it against herself and petting it as if it were an animal, Fresh walks to the pantry and sets it inside.


    "You’ll have more room here, but you gotta leave Basil alone when she’s working, okay?"


    The lantern doesn’t respond, simply flying back towards the door as soon as she lets go of it. Fresh sighs, not sure if the lantern can even understand her. Maybe it can and it’s just ignoring her? She doesn’t know and walks out backwards, pushing the lantern back with one hand while she quickly closes the door with the other. Grabbing a sheet of paper, she makes a little sign by drawing a picture of a lantern and hangs it up onto the door.


    Finally, Fresh quickly makes her bed, taking a minute to make sure that the new blanket is straight and tucked in neatly, before she heads downstairs just as Jubilee opens the shop. Excited people run inside, flowing in like a stream and heading straight towards the counter, grabbing up the pile of gloves. Already feeling their strange gazes, Fresh scoots downstairs to her basement and sets to work, making as many new gloves as she can.


    If she’s counting right, tonight is a new moon. The next time she heads upstairs, she asks Shamrock if he can run into town and get her a cauldron. The biggest one he can find and also manage to carry. He lifts a hand, pointing at Basil and Fresh stares at him and then at her. "Ah! Uh, sure," says Fresh. "Basil! Can you go with Shamrock on some errands?" Basil agrees and as the two of them walk out, Fresh can’t help but notice that the crowd seems to go with them.


    Still. She stands behind the counter, standing next to Jubilee, now that they had next to no customers inside of the empty shop. "Just like old times, huh?"


    Jubilee looks back up to her and nods. "Just like old times."


    Fresh closes her eyes, smiling as she lazily leans forward over the counter, listening to the distant sounds coming from all around the tunnel. She pretends that the voices, that the trickling of the river-water, that the humming of the magical crystals, that it is all a single buzzing of lazy cicadas. As if it were a warm summer’s day.


    For a moment, she is sure that she can smell the indistinct, dusty odor of the old house and that same calmness and warmth that she had always felt back then, in that strange memory of an old life returns to her now.

  


  Chapter 140: Two in the dark


  
    Fresh sits out on the balcony, leaning back on the smaller chair. It is the middle of the night, the day having now come and gone. Shamrock had gotten her the cauldron, one that was significantly larger than her old one and carried it down to the basement. The crowd trailing him, following the giant man in excited fascination as he carried the thing over his shoulder, had to be stopped by Jubilee after they tried following him down into the basement. Fresh is pretty sure that the same people who left with him were the same ones who came back over an hour later. Apparently, the entire city was just fascinated with him to an unhealthy degree, as far as she sees it. She sighs, lifting her head as she stares up at the night-sky, pulling her blue blanket up higher to cover herself.


    She looks over at Shamrock, who sits on the other chair on the other side of the balcony, staring up towards the nearly vanished moon. There isn’t much of it left to see, except for a smooth crescent. The rest of the soft light of the celestial body is hidden behind the night by a darkness so deep, that not even the thousand bright stars that fill the heavens are able to illuminate it. The man says nothing, showing no signs of being bothered by the cold or by anything at all in the least, as he just continues to gaze at the moon.


    Tomorrow night would bring a new moon with it. She could make a new cauldron of rebirth then.


    Fresh turns her head back to the sky, following his eyes towards where he looks, trying to find out what mystifies him so about it. At the same time, as her attention seems to become tightly drawn to that pale moon, as if spellbound, she wonders what mystifies her about it? A quiet rustling can be heard in the background. Basil is tossing and turning as uneasily in her sleep as always.


    Fresh isn’t sure how long they sit there for, neither of them saying a word, neither of them diverting their eyes from the moon. She isn’t sure if he blinks once the entire time, let alone if she does herself.


    "Shamrock?" asks a voice, breaking the spell to Fresh’s surprise. Blinking, somewhat bothered by the sudden interruption, she looks around to see whose it was. Only a moment later, as she turns her head towards him and sees that he’s looking at her, does she realize that it was her own.


    As he looks over to her from his side of the balcony, the two of them stare at each other, waiting for her to continue. But Fresh doesn’t even know what to ask, she doesn’t even know why she’s asking anything. Beneath the heavy, warm weight of the blanket pressing down against her body, she can feel her nervous heart beat a little faster, she can feel the cool air touch her skin, which is suddenly just a little dewier than it was a few seconds ago. Feeling a trembling start in her muscles, she quickly looks away, staring back up towards the sky as she thinks of some random question to diffuse the situation. "How come people don’t like witches?"


    There is a loud clamour that comes from the distance, from the direction of the adventurers’ guild. She assumes the party there is going on non-stop as always and has hit a particular high-point by the sounds of it. Soon, the cheers and hollers die down again, leaving only the night-quiet to fill the air.


    "The night is frightening," says a heavy voice next to her. Its words carry such weight, that she feels like the balcony might give way beneath them, as she looks back over towards him, her fingers pressing into the soft, thick fabric of the blanket as if to hold on to it and to stop herself from falling. "There are monsters."


    Fresh nods, thinking she understands. So it’s just an aversion to the darker elements? A literal, societal fear of the dark? She sighs, looking back up. That’s sad, but at least she can understand that reason, even if it isn’t as dramatic as she was expecting it to be.


    "There are monsters in the day," says the man, going on to her surprise. "But they walk on two feet," explains Shamrock, who then takes a moment to breathe with a breath that is almost as loud as his words. "- Unseen." He lets out a heavy exhalation, the vapor formed from the warmth of his body rising out of the slits of his helmet like the soul of a departing essence, leaving its mortal shell as his head rises upwards. The vapor vanishes, dissipating, as if becoming a part of the star-glow which coats the world.


    "Isn’t it scary for you?" asks Fresh, looking at him somewhat worried. "I mean… people here are nice, they don’t seem to care so much about you being in the sect. But…" she fumbles with the blanket. "Back in the north. Isn’t it… wasn’t it scary?" asks the girl, not sure why she isn’t able to look at him anymore, as she lowers her gaze to her fingers which fumble with the edge of the blanket.


    Fresh pulls her legs in, sitting criss-cross on the chair as she huddles herself tighter into the fabric, noticing now how cold the night seems to have suddenly become.


    "I walk on two feet," responds Shamrock. "- Seen," he adds on to the end, saying nothing more after that.


    "But aren’t you scared?" asks Fresh.


    Shamrock doesn’t respond but lowers his gaze back down to her again.


    "Aren’t you worried? What if something bad happens?" asks Fresh, watching as the man gets up without saying anything and takes a step towards the door. "What if people come after you?" asks the girl, her anxiety having taken over now and having washed away any semblance of calm that the night might have brought with it just moments before. "What if everyone hates you because of who you are?" she asks, not entirely sure if she’s even talking about him anymore. He doesn’t do what she expected him to do. He takes another step past the door, not going inside and instead heads towards her. "What if -"


    Fresh lets out a quiet yelp as Shamrock grabs her under her arms and lifts her out of the chair, blanket and all and for a brief second, she is sure that he is going to toss her over the edge of the balcony.


    He turns around and sets her down onto the ground in the middle of the balcony. The soles of her bare feet touch the cold stones beneath them, as he lets go and turns to walk away back inside, leaving her standing there alone. A cool wind tousles her hair, the long strands tickling the back of her neck. Shamrock turns his head back to look at her, his haunted eyes gazing over his shoulder, as he stands on the precipice of their home.


    "I’d walk on two feet," is all that he says, as he enters back into the house.


    Fresh stands there, her fingers pulling so tightly against the blanket that she can feel the fabric that is wrapped around her neck begin to cut off her airway.


    Taking a deep breath to calm herself down, she lets loose and heads inside, sparing only one final glance back at the moon, which is now covered by a thick veil of clouds.


    Another cheer erupts from the adventurers’ guild off in the distance.


    The next morning comes sooner than she expects it to and Fresh groggily drags herself out of bed and gets ready for the day, despite her exhaustion. Despite her short sleep, a new idea comes to her in the night and after washing up, she excitedly heads back upstairs to the kitchen. Basil and Jubilee and Shamrock all sit at the table, making a list of sorts.


    "What’re you guys doing?" asks Fresh.


    "Talking about a plan, goo-brain," says Jubilee to Fresh as the girl walks past them, towards the kitchen. She grabs the jar with the dried coughee mixture, opening it to smell it before pulling back with a wince.


    "A plan?" asks Fresh, looking back at them with one watering eye.


    "A long-term business plan," says Basil, jumping in. "To figure out where this is all heading. Wanna join us?" asks Basil, patting the free chair next to herself.


    Fresh scratches her cheek and shakes her head, getting some very fine, thin fabric from the pantry instead. A business plan? ‘Where it’s heading’? She’s fine with just keeping her money in her inventory and living the shop life day by day. But what does she know? The others are smarter than her. Best leave it to them.


    Fresh takes a pot, covering the top with the fabric and then tying it into place with some thick string. Grabbing a spoonful of the powder, she places it on top, in the center. The cloth sags down a tiny bit, all of the crumbly, woody dust piling up in the middle. In a different pot, she boils some water and then slowly pours it over the heap of grounds, watching as the concoction slowly drips through the fabric, leaving the wet, mushy sediment behind.


    Smiling, she unties the stained cloth and sets it aside, looking at the filtered liquid inside of the pot.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ☠ [Coughee](Normal)☠
          
        


        
          	
            Made from a blend of roasted ingredients. This bitter drink offers a regenerative effect on both energy and mood, as well as stimulation for a tired mind.

          
        


        
          	
            +1 [STAMINA-REGENERATION] per minute

          
        


        
          	
            Minor Poison: Overconsumption for extended periods may result in [STAT-DMG]{INT, WILL}

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 330mL
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Inspecting it, she sees that it has the same exact values and description as the last batch. But she notices that the smell is a lot woodier and less fungal now. Grabbing a cup, she pours some inside and lifts it to her mouth, feeling the worried eyes of her friends all looking her way. Shamrock even scoots his chair back a few inches.


    "Can you not kill yourself in public?" asks Jubilee. "It’s very inconsiderate." Basil laughs a nervous laugh, apparently agreeing in a way.


    Fresh frowns at them and takes a sip defiantly.


    She lowers the glass a second later, not saying anything despite the six expectant eyes watching her. Fresh sets the glass down, abruptly running into the pantry.


    "No throwing up inside!" barks Jubilee after her. Fresh runs back out of the pantry a second later, with a bottle of milk in her hands. Double checking to make sure it isn’t dragon’s milk, she takes off the lid and pours a tiny bit inside of the cup, just enough to change the color of the drink and then, excitedly, she takes another sip.


    


    
      
        
          	
            + [Stat Boost] - [Coughee](Normal) [+{1} Stamina-regeneration per minute]
          
        

      
    


    


    "Guys!" cries Fresh with a jittering hand. "You’ve got to try this!"

  


  Chapter 141: Bitter


  
    "Will it make me strong like you?" asks an excited caster, jumping up and down in front of Shamrock.


    "No," is all that the giant says, looking down at the pointy wizard hat which bobs up down beneath his gaze. He stands just outside of the door of the store, towering behind a somewhat dinky, small stall that Fresh and Basil had put up together an hour before they opened for the day, with Jubilee’s sanction. As long as they didn’t block the road and they stayed by the house, apparently it was perfectly fine. Shamrock’s large arms hang limply at his sides, the man showing absolutely no signs of any body language whatsoever. But apparently that doesn’t bother him in the least either, as the only part of him that isn’t facing straight forward is his head, which looks down at the ring of casters standing before the stall.


    "Can it boost my magic?" asks a giddy elf from the left of the stall, pushing her way through the crowd with a glass wand in her hand.


    "No," replies Shamrock dryly, turning his head towards her.


    "Does it taste good?" asks a man from the front, raising his hand, chewing on one of the candies he had bought a minute earlier.


    Shamrock is quiet for a few seconds, staring down at the collection of labeled jars filled with a fine, ground powder that covers the stall and the shelves down at his feet. "It is acceptable," he says, his breastplate lurching as he releases a heavy breath, which seems to push the entire crowd back all at once.


    Somehow, this explanation is enough for them though. The spellbound crowd surges back towards him like the returning tide, as they begin to snatch up every glass that they can. Bickering and arguing as they get in each other’s way, trying to be the first to give him their money.


    Fresh, standing in the doorway with Basil and Jubilee next to her, lets out a sigh and purses her lips. She had hoped Shamrock would have described the new product a little more poetically, but she supposes that she should have known better. Though it seems that Jubilee’s intuition was on the mark. The crowds here are drawn to him.


    "I hope they’ll like it," says Fresh, turning around to head back inside of the otherwise empty store.


    "I’m sure they will," says Basil, patting her on the back as she walks with her.


    "Who gives a shit? As long as they keep buying it," says Jubilee, shaking their head. "I can’t believe that people are literally lining up to poison themselves."


    "It’s not poison!" argues Fresh, looking back.


    Jubilee eyes her. "The menu has a skull on it."


    Fresh frowns, crossing her arms. "It’s only bad if you drink waaay too much of it!" explains the girl. "That’s why we wrote the instructions and the warning on the back!"


    "It still surprises me every time that you can write," sighs Jubilee, waving her off.


    "It still surprises me what a jerk you are!" says Fresh, sticking out her tongue afterwards for emphasis.


    Basil walks between them, raising her hands to try and diffuse the situation this time. "Let’s not fight," says the priestess, trying to calm them both down. But this time, both Fresh and Jubilee start laughing. Not because of the absurdity, but because they both know that they’re not being serious right now.


    The day begins with a rush as the crowd, who more or less buy their entire stock of coughee out within an hour, then begins to head inside. Fresh is certain that this is just because that’s where Shamrock is, having come in after he had nothing left to sell outside.


    As the customers head inside, they quickly start picking the shelves clean. All day, there is a steady stream of patrons trickling in and out of the store, buying any and everything that they have to sell. Apart from the glass swords and daggers, that is. Only a few of those leave the store and Fresh is sure that they were more novelty purchases than anything else. Still, even if she isn’t quite the center of attention and adoration like she wants to be, for some reason that she can’t quite explain, it still fills her with a warm feeling that is more than good enough, as people walk out of the door, carrying armfuls of the things that she’s made.


    Jubilee’s tote-bags are starting to pick up now as well. Now all Fresh needs to do is figure out something for Basil and Shamrock to make.


    "Hey, Basil?" asks Fresh. Basil, standing next to her and playing around with one of the stuffed sheep, looks over her way.


    "Yes?"


    "You wanna think of something that you can make too?" asks Fresh.


    "Me?"


    "Yeah! For the store to sell!" explains Fresh. "It’s a great feeling, when people like your stuff!"


    Basil waves her off. "I’m not really… you know, handsy, when it comes to making things."


    "Don’t you have a sub-class?" asks Fresh and Basil nods.


    "My sub-class is herbalist," explains Basil. "There isn’t much for me to make."


    "So you pick flowers?" asks Jubilee. "I can do that without a sub-class."


    "It’s not just picking flowers!" argues Basil, crossing her arms, the sheep still in her hands. "There’s a lot to know," says the priestess "Which plants are good to eat or how some plants can only be picked in certain seasons or -"


    "Okay, we get it. You like plants," sighs Jubilee. "Who would have guessed with a name like that?"


    Basil frowns, shaking her head. "Most of us end up with gathering sub-classes," she explains. "It’s where we got a lot of our food during the adventuring off-season."


    "Man, they sure treat you people like shit, huh?" asks Jubilee, giving a customer his change. Basil frowns, looking away and back towards the shelves. There isn’t much for her to do right now.


    "Holy work is a calling," says the priestess.


    "It’s a calling to get fucked over," says Jubilee. Neither of them say anything else and Fresh sighs, placing a hand on Basil’s shoulder this time.


    "Baaaaasil~?" starts Fresh. "Try to think of something that you would like to make, okay?" asks the girl. "Please?" she begs, shaking the priestess’ shoulder. Basil doesn’t say anything else as she turns back to face her, but nods once to Fresh’s delight.


    She smiles and then runs past her. "Shamrock! Do you have a sub-class?" She stops. Actually, what primary class is Shamrock even to begin with? She just realizes that she’s never asked.


    He looks over to her, as does the suddenly very sour looking dark-elf on the other side of the counter. "No," is all that he says, much to Fresh’s surprise. She assumed everyone had one.


    "Oh, uh. Well, would you like to think of something to make for the store too?"


    "No," responds the man plainly.


    "Please?" asks Fresh, clenching her hands together and making her eyes as large as she can.


    "Yes," responds Shamrock immediately, nodding down to her once as well. Fresh beams at him.


    "Let me know if you need any help!" says Fresh, as she walks behind him towards the basement. "We can figure out something together then! Ah - that counts for you too Basil!" calls Fresh back, opening the basement door and heading downstairs before the glaring eyes of the dark-elf who was talking to Shamrock can finish digging through her heart.


    The girl sighs. Why are people so oddly intense up here? "Must be the mountain air," she sighs, as she heads downstairs and returns to her crafting work.


    Tomorrow, they will start accepting repairs again. So for today, she wants to keep herself busy with the next part of the armor set, the boots. They seemed like the next easiest thing to make. Her total plan is for the set to have gloves, boots, leggings of some kind and a robe. Though she isn’t quite sure how to make that last one work in any optically pleasing way, given the stretchiness and the leathery-shininess of the material.


    So boots it is, for today.


    Heading to her table, she slaps one of the rubbery crystal-drakonium ingots onto the surface and holds her hands above it, wondering if one is enough for a single boot.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Leatherworking {Boot}] (Small)
          
        

      
    


    


    The single, dark boot, meant for a left foot, flops down onto the table with a dull ‘thwup’. Fresh stares at it. "Yup, that’s a boot," says the girl, scratching her cheek. Pleased, but not too surprised at the result. They had about the same stats as the gloves.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Crystal-Drakonium Boot]{Cold}(High)
          
        


        
          	
            A stretchy, lightweight boot made out of Crystal-Drakonium. It smells vaguely of fire.
          
        


        
          	
            2 DEF


            -) Increases maximum SOUL by 1.5%


            -) Increases COLD damage by 1.5%


            -) Reduces PHYSICAL damage taken by 1.5%

          
        


        
          	
            +2 COLD RESISTANCE


            +1 DARK RESISTANCE

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Absorbs and radiates ambient magical energies

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.12KG
          

          	
            Size: Small
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Though what does surprise her, is how the boot, the sole of which lays flat on the table, starts to rise up into the air. It stops, floating up only a fraction of an inch above the surface, but it stays there.


    Curious, she presses her hand into it and pushes it back down to the table. It sinks beneath the meager force that she is adding to it, but she feels a slight push, as the boot which she presses down, tries to rise back up into the air, pressing against her hand as it tries to float.

  


  Chapter 142: Heavy stuff


  
    "Why is it floating?" asks Jubilee, grabbing the boot out of the air. With an arc of their arm, they throw it across the room and it smacks against the wall, flopping down to the ground a second later.


    "Ah!" Fresh yelps, trying to stop Jubilee, but failing to do so. "- Jubileeee~!" complains the girl.


    A moment later, the boot, laying on the floor of the empty store, rises up an inch and hovers there, the top of it hanging limply to the side.


    It is late in the evening. They have closed the store and finished restocking all of the plundered shelves.


    "Huh…" says Jubilee, scratching their head. "Is this like that freaky lantern of yours?"


    Fresh picks up the boot, dusting it off. "No, I think this is because of the crystal dust I put into it. I guess there’s some mountain-magic going on here?" she suggests, looking at the boot to see if it’s broken.


    "Looks like fuckery to me," says Jubilee, crossing their arms.


    "Does it still float if you put it on?" asks Basil curiously. "How do you walk?"


    Fresh shakes her head, slipping off her old boot and putting on the new one, standing up a second later. The boot presses flat down against the ground. "It can’t really hold any weight," says Fresh, lifting her foot and setting it down again for emphasis.


    "So it’s a waste of time, then?" sighs Jubilee. "Whatever. I guess they’ll look good on display at least."


    Fresh shrugs. "I mean… It’s hard to explain, but it feels like it’s pushing up against me, you know?" explains Fresh, gesturing with her arms. "It’s a really weird feeling," says the girl, scratching her cheek. "I guess I feel a little lighter?"


    "Maybe you left your brain in your other boot," suggests Jubilee, pointing to the old boot next to her. Jubilee ignores Fresh’s scowl and goes on. "The poison sold well though, good-job, meat-head," they finish, patting Shamrock on the side of his leg. Fresh scowls harder, as she watches her long awaited praise be given away right before her eyes. A moment later she relents however, her features softening. Shamrock did a good job too.


    Fresh smiles. "Shamrock, I know you’re probably tired, but I need your help again one last time today," says Fresh, lifting a finger. "Will you carry the cauldron for me, please?" she asks. "We need to make the water tonight so that I can start repairing things."


    "Can we watch?" asks Basil to Fresh’s and, apparently, also Jubilee’s surprise.


    "Uh, sure. But be careful around the cauldron," warns Fresh, heading towards the basement. "It’s dangerous."


    Jubilee waves them off. "Thanks, but no thanks. I’m not going to miss any sleep for that," they say, starting to walk up the stairs.


    "Okay! Good night, Jubilee!" calls Fresh up after them, wondering why her gait feels so weird. Looking down, she realizes that she still has the one, sort of, floating boot on.


    A minute later, Shamrock carries the empty cauldron upstairs onto the balcony, as Fresh marches on happily behind him. Basil waits somewhat nervously until they, and the heavy cauldron, are both clear from the staircase, before she heads up after them.


    "So… now what?" asks Basil, as Fresh quickly and with a hasty yank, grabs her grimoire out of her inventory window, closing the window as fast as possible as soon as her hand is back out. She takes a few steps to the side, so that she can double-check the instructions without the others seeing.


    


    
      
        
          	
            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.

          
        

      
    


    


    "Ah, it’s pretty easy," says Fresh, relieved. "I just need some…" she blinks, turning her head to look at the cauldron and then back at her book. Sighing, she slams it shut with one hand. "Shamroooock~?" pleads Fresh, having something new to ask of him. She clasps her hands together.


    Shamrock, having already seen where this is going, wordlessly lifts up the cauldron and heads back downstairs without a single complaint. They needed it to be full of water, after all. Fresh turns her head, looking over at Basil. "Baaasil~?" she starts, having a second wish.


    "Yes?"


    "Can you go get me the second branch from a tree, please?" asks Fresh.


    "The second branch? That’s… oddly specific."


    "Please?"


    Basil sighs and waves her off with a smile, heading down after Shamrock. "Fine, fine. I can’t say no to you."


    "Thank you!" calls Fresh down the stairs. Once the two of them are gone, she looks back into her book, flipping back to the page with the cauldron. Tilting it to the side, she watches as the wet ink on the second page runs down along the paper. Didn’t there used to be something here? Some words or some warnings or something? They’re gone now. As if the ink had melted, as if it had pulled itself entirely free from the damp paper and now pearls on the exterior of the page.


    She sighs, slamming the damp book shut again. This is too spooky for her to deal with right now, after the whole ghost incident.


    Which reminds Fresh to ask Basil to make a ghost-warding-seal for the house, which the priestess agrees to do after watching her make the cauldron.


    "Okay!" nods Fresh after the two of them have returned. "But it’s really not that exciting," says the girl, as Shamrock sets the three-quarters full cauldron down onto the balcony. "Thank you, Shamrock!" she says, walking past him. "Strong!" she says, flexing one of her arms and grabbing his with the other hand. He says nothing, simply nodding to her and then standing back next to Basil, both of them curiously watching her from a safe distance.


    Fresh shrugs and turns to the cauldron. Taking a look around to make sure that nobody else is watching. She holds her hands above the surface of the water that is shimmering in the moonless night. The surface of it is still mildly disturbed and ripples back and forth, distorting the reflections of the heavenly auras shining down from above, from the many bright, warmly colored stars in the sky.


    She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes, holding her hands above the water and focuses with all the calmness that her mind, tired after this long day, can muster.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Fresh uses: [Cauldron of Rebirth]
          
        

      
    


    


    "Ta-da!" says Fresh, turning around and opening her eyes, her arms held out to the side, as she proudly and somewhat ironically, presents the cauldron. Basil and Shamrock both don’t say anything. She sighs and lowers her arms, sparing a second to wave her fingers at them. "Told you."


    Basil breaks the silence. "So? How does it work?" asks the priestess, rubbing the back of her head.


    Fresh shrugs. "I just put items and stuff in here, use the spell and it makes them good as new!"


    "Huh…" says Basil, leaning forward. "Just like that?"


    "Just like that," says Fresh as Shamrock approaches and carefully picks up the cauldron, just as easily full as when it was empty. He makes his way down the stairs. Fresh almost wishes he’d talk a little more, just so she doesn’t feel bad because she wonders if she’s asking too much of him. "But don’t touch the water, okay? It’s super bad!" warns Fresh a moment later and Basil nods.


    After Shamrock returns, Basil shows them how to make a ghost-warding sigil. It’s fairly simple, just a few different symbols on a sheet of paper together with a single spell of hers does the trick. Apparently, once the signs were in place, any healing spell at all would add the proper energy to it. Fresh gets an idea, asking what would happen if she used one of her witch spells to charge the sigil. Though that suggestion is met with horror, as Basil quickly snatches the paper out of her hands and reprimands her with a wagging of her finger.


    Fresh can’t help but laugh an uneasy laugh, as she feels that she is being scolded like a child who was caught playing with something hot. As they get up, Fresh scoots her chair back and stands up, rubbing her tired eyes, more than ready to go to bed.


    Her lower back pops.


    The girl’s face goes pale, as she catches herself on the edge of the table, slouching over forward with a sharp gasp.


    "Are you okay?" asks Basil, looking over from in front of her bed.


    "Noooo~" cries Fresh, straightening herself back upright, trying to fight against the pain shooting up through her body. "I always get this stupid back pain," sighs the girl. "Baaaaasil~? Can you heal me?" she pleads, sure that she is about to cry.


    Basil shakes her head. "I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that. I can only restore health-points, but bodily damage like that…" she fidgets with her sleeve. "There isn’t much I can do. You’d need a druid for that, but they’re more towards the south-east."


    Fresh lets out a disappointed sigh and picking up her chair, she sets it forward and starts scooting herself over to her bed, holding herself upright with it.


    Two large, metal hands grab her sides and Fresh has an odd feeling of déjà vu, as she feels Shamrock hoist her into the air. She winces, it hurts a lot as her feet leave the ground. Apparently the giant is going to carry her to bed? How swee-


    "IAgHghg- !" shouts the girl, as his hands, locked under her arms, lift her up high into the air and shake her around like a rag-doll.


    "What are you doing?!" asks Basil from the side, clutching her hair in horror.


    A crack runs up her body. A burst of intense, burning pain filling her blood for a brief flash of a moment in which she is sure that her mind will leave the conscious plane. As her body hangs there limply in his grasp, her mismatched boots dangling in the air, one foot lifts up slightly higher than the other as the enchanted boot that she is still wearing pulls on it.


    "Adjusting," is all that Shamrock says, as he carries Fresh over to her bed and then haphazardly tosses her down into it without a care in the world. Fresh stares through tearful eyes up at the man, as he lifts his hand, staring at it for a moment as he tries to adjust his own fingers before managing to form the ‘thumbs-up’ gesture, as if he didn’t know how to make it.


    Taking a deep breath, she lifts her shaking hand and gives him a thumbs-up in return, which he acknowledges with a single nod as always, before walking away.


    "I’m sure it will be better by tomorrow," consoles Basil, sitting down on the edge of her bed.


    Fresh’s arm flops down to her side, as her body sinks into the mattress that, like all mattresses here, is far too soft for her liking.


    As she feels the weight of the priestess getting up off of her bed, Fresh’s eyes shoot open as she grabs a hold of her sleeve. "Basil!" winces Fresh. "I have a really great idea!" she says.


    


    Note for occultists - Back pain 

In German, Fresh's back pain is what is known as a 'Hexenschuss' (Witch's shot, referring to being hit by a witch's spell). Though in English, it is unromanticially called LBP (Lower Back Pain) Have I said this before? Dunno. Is it important? Not really, but I thought you should know!

  


  Chapter 143: Lightweight


  
    The night comes and goes. Fresh, much to her relief, wakes up early in the morning, having apparently slept her back pain away. The girl leaves the others to fend for themselves, regarding breakfast today, as she hurries downstairs into the basement and sets to work with her latest idea. Basil had forbidden her from doing so last night, the priestess wagging her finger at her again and telling her to go to sleep. She even tucked her in, so that was nice at least.


    Fresh pulls open the basement door and hurries down the stairs, past the washroom as she goes over to her table and looks around. Grabbing one of the rubbery crystal-drakonium ingots, she flops it down onto the surface and watches it softly jiggle back and forth like a small slime from the vibration of the impact.


    "Maybe…" she lowers her head down, pressing her chin against the table, as she eyes the ingot, trying to get a feel for how much material exactly it contains. If it’s pressed half as flat, then it would pancake out a ways further to the sides. So… she’d need a few. Way more than a glove or a boot, the crafting processes for those seemed to be somewhat more forgiving. "Maybe eight?"


    Fresh frowns, Jubilee would probably be mad at her for wasting materials like this. But maybe if she says it was an experiment, then Jubilee will believe that? It’s also technically true, since she has no idea how this will turn out. Though, it shouldn’t be too exciting in all honesty.


    Grabbing a stack of ingots from the heap, she starts laying them in a long, multi-rowed grid that takes up just about the entire surface of the tabletop. If this didn’t work, she could always just press them back into ingots, in the worst case. She needed a few more ingots than expected. Twelve in total.


    Lifting her hands above the first ones, she sets to work.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) used: [Craftsman{Flatten {50%}]
          
        

      
    


    


    The rubbery ingots that her palms are above smush down into flat rectangles, as if something were pressing down on them from above. The compressed material fills the gaps between themselves. Moving along the whole table, she repeats this process for all of them, until eventually, the surface is covered entirely by thick, rectangular shapes which are set tightly next to each other. Taking a moment, she hand-adjusts all of them, pushing them tightly together and leaving no space in between any of them.


    This part would be a little trickier, but she thinks she can manage if she stretches her arms out. Fresh holds her arms up above the table, spreading them out as wide as she can, as she tries to reach from one side of the tabletop to the other. But she doesn’t quite manage. She hopes this is good enough.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) used: [Craftsman: Leatherworking {Combine Patchwork}]
          
        

      
    


    


    The gaps between the strange, glittering material grows together like regrowing skin, fusing into one giant piece of rubber. Even though she knew this would happen, she’s still somewhat surprised at how oddly gross it looks. After a couple seconds though, the process is complete. The long, thick, rubbery mat flops back down to the table with a loud slap, having become one whole unit. Grabbing a handful of crystal-dust, she blows it off of her hand and out over the mat, closing her eyes for a moment as she thinks about her intent for it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Mattress] {Crystal Drakonium} (High)
          
        


        
          	
            A solid, very lightweight mattress with very strong insulating properties. It is firm, but pliant. The material carries with it the odd smell of fire.
          
        


        
          	
            Quality effect: After resting, all abilities that cost SOUL gain +7.5% DMG/HEAL for the same duration that was spent asleep
          
        


        
          	
             0.9 kg
          

          	
            Firm
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Then, a moment later, it rises up an inch off of the surface of the table. Fresh beams as she grabs the mat by the sides and then pulls it off onto the ground. It’s very light, to her surprise. It flops down to the stone floor and then rises up again a second later.


    Lowering herself down, she sits on the edge of the mattress and then lays down on top of it. It immediately sinks to the ground beneath the weight of her body. It’s very firm, far firmer than the down and fluff filled mattresses that she has slept on so far. While her back doesn’t pop, she does feel a satisfying sensation run up along her spine, as if she were stretching out a sore, cramped muscle. It hurts just a tiny bit, but it’s an oddly satisfying, dull pain. She closes her eyes and lays there on the floor of the basement, trying to get a feel for the mattress and for her own body.


    It pushes up against her back, but never enough to lift itself off of the ground. It’s a hard sensation for her to describe. But she likes the feeling, the pressure pushing off against the floor, pressing the mattress against herself from below. It’s like being held in a way.


    Plus it feels great for her back.


    One other thing that she notices, is that despite the stone floor of the basement being icy cold, she doesn’t notice a thing temperature-wise. The fact that the thin mattress is barely a few inches thick doesn’t seem to matter, as the material is so dense and cold resistant that it just seems to stay warm on its own. Smiling, she gets up, rolls it together and heads upstairs to show off her newest creation.


    "Hmm…" says Jubilee, poking the floating mattress with a gloved finger. "Why does all of this shit float?"


    "It’s magic, Jubilee!" explains Fresh excitedly, leaning in towards her friend. "Mountain-magic!" Jubilee rolls their eyes.


    "What’s with this effect though?" asks Basil from the side, somewhat taken aback as she stares at the window.


    "Yeah, pretty good. Five-hundred?" asks Jubilee and Fresh gasps, realizing that it’s starting all over again. Basil thinks, her hand on her chin.


    "Six," says Shamrock from just next to them.


    "Not you too!" yells Fresh at the giant, her eyes wide and distraught.


    Shamrock looks over at her worried features and then nods understandingly, as if knowing her plight, before turning back to Jubilee. "Five-ninety-nine."


    "That’s not what I meant!" yells Fresh.


    Basil nods in agreement. "It’s very strong, you know? If word spreads…"


    "Yup," says Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips as they shake their head. "This place will be fuckery-city within a month."


    Fresh looks back and forth between them. "What’s up, guys?" she asks. "Do you think people will like it that much?" She frowns, scratching her cheek. "It wasn’t really meant to be something for sale…"


    Jubilee looks at her. "Will people like a levitating, lightweight mattress that never gets cold or wet or worn through and gives you a significant stat boost for free?" asks Jubilee, shaking their head. "In a town full of adventurers and soldiers?" They think for a second, or at least pretend to do so. "Naaah. I can’t see it happening."


    "No, I don’t think so either," says Basil, also shaking her head ‘no’.


    Shamrock joins in also, also shaking his head. "Unlikely."


    "Oh," says Fresh, somewhat surprised, as she looks back at the mattress. "Well, that’s good then," she says. "I was worried this was going to become a whole thing." She looks back up and around the room, at the three pairs of eyes staring her way. Jubilee sighs a tired sigh, Basil says nothing but continues to smile and Shamrock just lets out a heavy breath.


    Jubilee claps their hands together once. "Okay, Shamrock. You grab her arms. Basil, you grab her legs."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, not liking where this is going.


    "Which one of these candies raises intellect again? It was the blue ones, right?" asks Jubilee, sifting through a bowl on the table.


    "I think it was the blue ones," says Basil, nodding. "Wouldn’t that double her stat?"


    "You think she’d die?" asks Jubilee, looking over their shoulder for a moment. "Like… she’ll explode or something?" They shrug indifferently. "Eh, it’ll be fine."


    Basil chimes in. "Maybe the purple ones. I think wisdom might be better than intellect in this case."


    "Red," says Shamrock from the side. The others look at him as he flexes his arm. "Strong."


    "Shut up, meat-head. Get over here and ho- GET BACK HERE!" yells Jubilee at Fresh, who has already slipped past Basil and Shamrock and is running down the stairs, grabbing a sheep from the ‘mountain shelf’ during her escape. She locks herself in the basement to get back to work, having gotten away for now. Fresh sighs, leaning back against the door for a moment, before heading back to the table.


    "Having friends can be very stressful, right Mr. Sheep?" she asks the sheep in her hands, setting it down onto the flat surface. The sheep doesn’t respond, simply kicking its legs as it proceeds to walk against the wall at the back of the table and then flops helplessly over onto its side. She frowns, realizing that Mr. Sheep has a hard life too.


    Picking him up, she looks at his floppy legs and then gets her next idea.


    Beaming, she hums as she sets to work. Today is going to be a great day, she can feel it. Grabbing another ingot, she takes her knife and cuts a thin, horizontal slice of it off. It takes a little wiggling, but the blade cuts cleanly through pretty quickly. Holding Mr. Sheep, she begins the operation, hoping that it won’t hurt him too much.


    Fresh waves the knife at him once with a playful smile. "This is going to sting a bit, so close your eyes and count to ten!"


    It’s for his own good though thinks Fresh, as she sets to work, pressing the knife into his body.


    


    Note for occultists - Sheep 

Sheep are pretty popular in a lot of mythology, particularly Abrahamic religious mythology. In fact, the use of sheep in religious symbolism and rituals has been a longstanding tradition, given that sheep and ram skulls have been found in ancient proto-religious sites dating all the way back to 8000(!)BC in southern Anatolia (Turkey)

 (Note, rams are just male sheep)

 In fact, sheep were also used for religious purposes by our very favorite friends, the ancient Mesopotamians. The goddess ‘Ishtar’, who we have spoken about once before in brief, was often depicted with sheep/ram features. Similar designs can be found in the neighboring Babylonians with the god Ea-Oannes (A water god of wisdom) and the old Phoenician god Baal-Hamon, who may possibly be related to the entity known in Semetic religions as ‘Baal’. In ancient Egypt of course, there were also several deities with sheep characteristics, most notably Amun in the form of a fertility god, though that last one isn’t relevant for this story. Don’t even think about getting any funny ideas. If you are one for zodiacs, Aries, the ram, is the first sign of the ancient Greek zodiac and is of course, the coolest one. You might not agree, but that’s just because you aren’t an Aries. Sorry, better luck next time.

 *Climbs up on a rock*

 Anyways. Sheep were regularly sacrificed for religious practices among most of these ancient religions, but that also includes modern religions. Remember that most of our Abrahamic religions seem to find their roots in these ancient cultures. In the biblical story of Abraham, when he was asked to sacrifice his son, a sheep was offered in his place. In Islamic tradition, Eid is still celebrated as an annual festival in which sheep are sacrificed in remembrance of this event as well and the meat is distributed to the poor and the hungry. In Judaism, sheep were once sacrificed as what is called a ‘Korban’. As you can see, there is a strong root connection between all of these religions and sheep. Though the poor sheep seem to always get the short end of the stick. That last sentence is of course, what is relevant for this story.

 On a more fun note, sheep are pretty smart. Almost as smart as pigs. They can recognize faces and voices and remember them for years. But not only that, they can also read facial characteristics. There has also been a bit of anecdotal evidence that they have strong problem-solving abilities, though this has yet to be ‘laboratory tested’

  


  Chapter 144: Distant thoughts


  
    Jubilee knocks the sheep over, throwing it off of the counter with a single hand.


    "JUBILEE~!" yells Fresh, looking over the counter down at the sheep which flops onto the floor, landing on its side. The sliver of crystal-drakonium, implanted into its back along its spine, floats upwards, pressing the inside of the fabric up into the air. The sheep lifts up, its feet finding its balance as it keeps on walking straight ahead, having survived the fall. Fresh sighs in relief, watching the sheep walk away towards the mountain-shelf that she had already restocked with the ‘reworked’ sheep plushies.


    "What? It’s called product-testing," says Jubilee, shrugging. "Not bad though. Looks like a cheap fix."


    Fresh watches as the sheep runs into someone’s leg and flops over again. It gets up again on its own, as the caster, wearing a very fluffy robe, almost akin to the sheep’s fluff, looks down at it. The little sheep turns inadvertently to the side and walks down the aisle, not out of any conscious movement, but just by sheer happenstance.


    "Hey! Hey!" says the fluffy-robed caster, running up the counter and pointing at the sheep as it runs through a group of surprised adventurers looking at wands. "How did you make it do that?"


    Fresh scratches her cheek, looking at Jubilee for a moment before turning back to the caster. "Uh… magic?" suggests Fresh, lifting a finger to explain with a smile.


    "Huuuh?" asks the caster, looking at the sheep and then back to them. "If I get five of them, can I get a discount?"


    "The fuck?" asks Jubilee. "Uh, sure," they say, rubbing the back of their head. "Get five and we’ll give you ten percent off and a bag," they say, shrugging indifferently.


    "Great!" says the caster, grabbing a handful of the sheep and running back to the counter.


    Fresh beams in prideful delight, seeing this many sheep find a home at once and so suddenly. She clasps her hands by her face, smiling brightly. "Do you have a lot of friends and family to give presents to?" asks the girl curiously, wondering if her sheep would be received by excited children or by giddy adventurers who have managed to remain unfazed by the cruelties of this world.


    "Huh?" asks the caster, giving Jubilee their coins. "Ah, no, no," they reply, waving to her with a laugh, as if seeing the misunderstanding. "I want to let them run ahead of me in the dungeon. So that they’ll trigger any traps for me."


    Fresh stops smiling. "Huh?!"


    Jubilee gives them their change back and hands them the sheep packed into a free bag. "Here you go, enjoy!" they say with a particularly chipper tone.


    "Thanks!" replies the fluffy-robed caster. "You guys make great stuff, keep up the good work!" they say, waving with a free hand at the two as they run out of the store, turning towards the dungeon.


    "Jubileeeee~" cries Fresh, her shaking hand reaching after the sheep that leave the sanctuary of their home, heading towards a dark fate that she is unable to protect them from. A little leg kicks tragically out of the top of the bag, as if one of the sheep was trying to reach back towards her.


    "What? It’s a great idea," says Jubilee with a nod as their hand rubs their chin. "We should market them as trap-checkers and say it was our idea all along." They look up over the counter at a dark-elf who walks by. "Hey! You! Long-ears!" calls Jubilee suddenly.


    "Huh? What? Me?" asks the man.


    "Yeah you," says Jubilee. "That staff of yours looks pretty fucked. Want us to repair it?"


    The man looks down at his wooden staff that is covered in trinkets and feathers. It has a long crack running along the sides that is covered by a dirty, tightly wound fabric that holds the wooden rod together in one piece. "The material is very rare, I don’t know if you can."


    Jubilee taps their finger onto the counter. "Looks like wood to me."


    "It’s rare-wood," says the dark-elf, plainly. Jubilee rolls their eyes before looking up at Fresh. "Can we fix rare-wood?" Hearing this, Basil hurries over and looks at the staff.


    "Uh…" stammers Fresh, having no idea what that is. "Yes!" she says, seeing the twitch in Jubilee’s eye. She holds her hands out, looking at the staff for a moment. "We can have it fixed by tomorrow morning, if you’d like," says the girl, looking back up at the man.


    "That quickly?" asks the caster, fumbling with the patchy beard on his face.


    "That quickly," repeats Fresh with a convincing smile.


    "Mm… I wanted to go into the dungeon today," he thinks.


    "Well then come back tonight," suggests Jubilee. "Or take a glass staff as a loan until then. But don’t break it or you’re paying for it." The man looks behind himself to the weapons on the shelf and then back down at his wooden staff. He nods and hands it over to Fresh.


    "Alright, sounds good to me. But please be careful, rare-wood is hard to come by around here."


    "Don’t I know it?" says Jubilee, knocking on their mask twice.


    "Ah! You’ve been?" asks the dark-elf.


    "Yeah, but it’s been a while. Can’t say that I miss it though. Fucking snobs," says Jubilee. The man laughs, waving with a hand as he grabs a staff from the shelf.


    "It certainly takes some adjusting to get used to," says the elf, heading to the door. "I’ll be back tomorrow morning then."


    "You better be, or we’re selling it," calls Jubilee after him.


    Fresh looks down at the staff and then at Jubilee and Basil, not quite sure what just happened. Shrugging to herself, she heads to the basement to carry the staff down to safety, as it is apparently expensive. The two of them scoot past Shamrock, who is busy explaining the different flavors of candy to a human caster, covered in an odd robe. Fresh only realizes after a moment that it is actually several thin robes layered over each other. Fresh is sure that the customer had asked Shamrock the same questions at least six different times now though. Not that she minds. Seeing the previous social-outcast, Shamrock, socializing like this makes her happy in a way that she can’t really explain.


    "So what flavor is this one?" asks the caster.


    "Red," says Shamrock, looking at the red candy she holds towards him.


    "Do you like red ones?" asks the caster.


    "It is acceptable."


    "What about this one? It’s blue? What does it taste like?"


    "It tastes like blue," says Shamrock. She laughs, somehow finding this answer acceptable as well. Fresh feels like butting in and explaining that the blue ones actually tasted sweet like berries. But she feels like she’ll just get another sour look for her efforts.


    Heading downstairs instead, she goes towards the table with Basil in tow. "So what’s rare-wood, Basil? Do you know?" she asks, setting the staff down next to the cauldron and fumbling with it.


    "It’s from the center," says Basil, touching the wood too with a single finger, as if afraid to touch something that is apparently very expensive.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh. "The center?"


    "Sure," says the priestess. "In the center, between the four cities. It’s where the noble-grove is."


    "Huh?" repeats Fresh, looking back at the wood.


    "The noble houses. They live in a city of their own in the middle, between the other four cities," explains Basil. "Rare-wood only grows there, in the giant-tree dungeon."


    "Oh." Fresh scratches her cheek. "Is it nice? The city?"


    "Not for people like us," says Basil with a sigh and a smile, patting her on the back. "People like us aren’t welcome there. That’s why rare-wood is so hard to find."


    "Huh…" says Fresh, looking down at the staff. She shrugs. "Oh well. Come on, Basil. Let’s get back upstairs. I’ll take care of all the repairs later."


    "Can I help you?" asks Basil as they walk away.


    "Uh… there isn’t much to help with honestly," replies Fresh.


    "Can I watch?" asks Basil.


    Fresh scratches her cheek and looks at the priestess, nodding with a smile. "I’d like that!" says the girl, always happy to spend more time with her friends. "If you aren’t too tired after work!"


    The two of them head back upstairs. Fresh, having nothing else to help with down in the storefront, goes upstairs and changes out her mattress for the new one, sliding the old one into the pantry. Maybe one of the others wanted it to double-stack theirs, no sense in throwing it out. It isn’t even that old.


    It’s a bit of a hassle, fitting the bed-sheet around the levitating mattress, but she manages eventually.


    Fresh stands there, with the balcony door open, feeling the breeze run past her face as it makes its way down the staircase and out the open front door. As she stands there alone, listening to the exciting sounds of the lively city around her, her mind wanders to the sound of distant waters, as she stares at the floating mattress before herself. With a wandering thought, she wonders how much crystal-drakonium it would take to lift a person?


    She shakes her head. That’s silly.


    Smiling to herself, she heads to the kitchen to cook up some more snacks for the shelves. She isn’t really sure where she gets the idea from, but she as she stares at a bottle of sweet-tea on the counter, she can’t help but wonder if they couldn’t sell a lot more of it, a lot faster, if they offered it both hot and cold, instead of just room temperature?


    Maybe there’s a way to do that?


    Grabbing some materials from the pantry, she sets to work, happy that another new idea has come to her so effortlessly, as if by magic.

  


  Chapter 145: Cold storage


  
    Fresh fiddles with the thin railing beneath the sliding door that she is making, trying to get it to work just like the sliding doors that adorn most of the buildings here in this city. Though, her design for the sliding door is a little different. The doors here that she has seen so far were a wooden frame with a wooden grid inside, the gaps of the grid are usually filled with square sheets of dense fabric. She however, is just making a single, rectangular door-frame and fills the whole thing with one, large, single sheet of glass.


    It isn’t a pane of Jubilee’s glass though. Fresh had gone into town and paid a lot of money to not only get these sheets of cut, polished glass, but to have them delivered straight away to the shop. For this idea to work, she needed glass that was transparent. The matte glass simply wouldn’t do in this case. She had explained as much to Jubilee, but that didn’t stop them from grumbling at her and the delivery-men, who, to her relief, weren’t spooky, living mannequins.


    - As far as she could tell.


    The shelved, open-faced cabinet, lined on the inside with crystal-drakonium padding for insulation, which she had already made, lays on its back on the floor. Fresh grabs the edge of the framed glass window and carefully lifts it upright, surprised that she is able to do so. "Strong," mutters Fresh, doing her best impression of Shamrock, as she slides the glass onto the open surface and then nudges it into place. With a little more fumbling around, it clicks down into the groove on the bottom of the cabinet. Crawling around to the top of it, she grabs a second detached railing, fixed onto a thin wooden board and holds it against the top of the construction, popping it into the top of the window.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Carpentry {Join Wood}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Bits of the left and right ends of the little board fall off as the glow dissipates, leaving a jigsaw pattern and a matching pair of holes on top of the cabinet. Dabbing some glue into the holes, she presses the top railing into place, making sure that it sits snugly and firm.


    Fresh smiles, looking at the shelved cabinet with the large, sliding, glass door with a smug satisfaction painted on her expression. Though, there is one problem left. But it’s a quick fix.


    Running into the pantry, she grabs a small iron chain from a bucket full of them and checks the length of the chain to find the right spot on the cabinet, before attaching it to the inside, against the ‘ceiling’ which is a dense, wooden grid with a hollow compartment above it. The other end, she attaches to the top of the inside of the door-frame.


    Now, with the chain, the door can only slide so far and can’t jump out of the railing.


    There is only one other thing left to do. The cooling and heating mechanisms. Though, this is going to be the cold one. Heating is easier, she can just place it with its back against the chimney pipe and with some metal rods and a little trickery, so that it didn’t start a fire, everything would work out fine.


    Cooling, though? Sure, it’s cold outside. She could just make an air-shaft from the outside to the back of the cabinet, but she doesn’t like that idea. What if a rat crawls in? Fresh shudders.


    Bending down, she sifts through the heap of crystals, trying to find one that feels right. Picking one up, she asks it - "Do you like water, Mr. Crystal?" The crystal doesn’t respond and she sets it back down. "I guess not." Fresh frowns, picking up another one. Now, she knows that the crystals can’t talk or are even capable of understanding her. But she still looks for one that ‘feels’ right, that feels like it would be compatible with water. Does that make any logical sense? Not really, but she sticks to her principles.


    "What about you?" she asks again, picking up the fifth crystal. "Do you like water?"


    The crystal doesn’t respond, as expected. But as Fresh tilts her head, staring at the prismatic sliver held in her hand, she sees the light of the evening sun shining in through the balcony door pushing its way through the slender body in her grasp, setting it alight with a strong, refractive glow. She can only interpret this as a good omen. Fresh beams, nodding at the crystal. "I look forward to working with you!" she says, smiling at the crystal, as she sets it to the side and cleans the others up.


    "Stop talking to the crystals, dumb-ass!" yells Jubilee up from downstairs, already knowing what her plan is. Fresh sticks her tongue out at the ground, aiming it towards the spot she thinks Jubilee is standing at.


    Getting up, Fresh then closes the balcony door, shutting out the light of the sun. Grabbing a lidded pot filled with moonwater, she takes the chosen crystal and nods to it, before pursing her lips and blowing against it once, softly, to impart her intentions onto it.


    "If you don’t like it anymore, let me know and I’ll get you out, okay?" says Fresh, setting the crystal into the pot of moonwater. She watches, as it glows with a vibrant, prismatic shine, which seems to intensify as it sinks into the water. So far so good.


    Heading into the pantry, Fresh takes a deep breath and does something she doesn’t want to do. Grab a pair of the black, insectoid eyes from the snowmen monsters in the dungeon. The girl smiles a second smug, victorious smile however, as she slips on a crystal-drakonium glove that she had extra placed in here for just this kind of occasion. Then, with her gloved hand, she touches the gross things. They’re oddly hard, for eyes. Almost like they have a crunchy shell around them. She tries not to think about it or to squeeze them too much as she heads back to the glowing pot of water. One thing that is useful though and is exactly why she needs them, is that they seem to have just the slightest chill to their exterior. A magical cooling effect.


    Fresh grinds them up into a fine dust, sprinkling it into the water.
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    At first, nothing happens, the black eyeball dust simply floating on top of the water. She had expected this though. Place her hands against the exterior of the pot, she closes her eyes and focuses on putting her energy into it. Despite her closed eyes, she can see the purple tinge shine through her eye-lids, stemming from the magic in her hands.


    Then, the water begins to move. The crystal pulsates a little, fading in and out like a chest moving with constant, deep breaths. The water looks like it’s bubbling at first. Like a pot of boiling water on the stove. But there is a difference. The bubbles seem to form on the surface and push their way down to the bottom of the pot, as if it were boiling in reverse. Slowly, as the crystal finds its rhythm, this process speeds up. The black-dust begins to swirl with the water, being pulled down into the center around the crystal, before then being pushed to the sides of the pot by the stream and then rising back up along the edges, creating a constant cycle.


    Fresh smiles, placing the lid onto the pot again and she waits a minute, leaving her hand on the exterior of its metal body as she feels the process continue, just beneath her fingers with a slight vibration. The metal of the pot slowly becomes colder and colder with every minute. This was a great idea! The snowman eyes would last about two or three days for each pair to keep the pot running. As for the crystal, well, it will probably last longer than she will, as long as it stays on the mountain.


    A pair of heavy footsteps comes upstairs. Fresh looks over to Shamrock. "Hi, Shamrock! What’s up?" asks the girl.


    "Closing," replies Shamrock.


    "Great!" says Fresh excitedly, smiling at him with her warmest smile. "I need your help again, please. When the customers are gone," says Fresh, scratching her cheek. "If you have the time," she says, adding on to the end. Shamrock nods to her, looking at the heavy cabinet that lays on the floor, as if he already knows exactly what is needed of him. The same thing as always. Fresh laughs, seeing his chest heave. "Sorry that I always ask you to do hard, boring things like this, Shamrock," apologizes Fresh. She thinks for a second. "I’ll cook dinner tonight to make up for it, okay?"


    "Yes," replies Shamrock with an unusually quick nod.


    After the customers are all gone a little later, Shamrock carries the large cabinet downstairs and Fresh honestly isn’t quite sure how he did it. She was sure that she and Basil would at least have to help keep the unwieldy thing steady on the stairs, but apparently not.


    Fresh removes some of the shelves on the back wall with Basil’s help, next to the candies and then she has Shamrock place the new cabinet there in the gap, pressing it against the wall.


    "So? Cold drinks?" asks Jubilee, sounding somewhat unsure.


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, making the final adjustments.


    "Do people even want cold drinks up on the mountain? Can’t they just leave their drinks outside?" asks Basil.


    "You guys don’t get it!" says Fresh with a laugh, waving them off. "After a long day of adventuring, a nice, cool drink is very refreshing!" she explains. "It’ll be just what everyone wants!"


    "How would you know that, you slacker?" asks Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    Fresh turns her head away with a ‘hmpf’, pulling open the small compartment at the top of the cabinet, above the sliding door. Lifting the pot, she carefully sets it onto the dense wooden lattice and then slides the compartment back shut.


    "That’s it?" asks Basil.


    "That’s it!" replies Fresh excitedly, pulling on the sliding glass door to open it as a demonstration. "Ta-da!"


    "Huh…" says Basil, sticking a hand inside. "Yeah, it really is a little cooler, at least up here beneath the pot," admits the priestess.


    "Don’t worry! By tomorrow, the whole cabinet will be really cold!" exclaims Fresh. "Especially if we put some bottles into it now!" she says, as she starts to do exactly that, removing some of the sweet-tea from the nearby shelf. "See? The cold air sinks from the top and it’ll make everything else cold inside too!" Fresh stops, holding onto the bottle in her hands as she looks back at her friends.


    "Interesting…" says Jubilee, thinking. "I guess we can’t sell these, though, right?"


    "What? The cabinet?" she asks. Jubilee nods. "No, they need moonwater and stuff to keep running. So we can’t really sell them…" explains Fresh.


    "Too bad. Man, these would have been great during summer."


    "Yeah," sighs Fresh. She doesn’t want to admit that while, sure, it would have been very refreshing, that she somehow holds the past summer heatwave as a very fond, nostalgic memory. Despite it only being a few weeks ago. It feels like it is already a year’s old memory. It feels like a distant, foggy, half-forgotten dream.


    "Oh well," sighs Jubilee. "Couple more months and it’ll be autumn."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh with a smile, as she stocks the cooling shelf with different bottles. She wonders if autumn is nice here too?

  


  Chapter 146: Customer Feedback


  
    A yellow-robed adventurer stands outside of the door of the store, her group forming a half circle on one side of it, as she holds the bottle of pre-brewed coughee in both of her hands. "Aaaah~ it’s so warm," says the human, as she holds the bottle snugly against her face.


    "I don’t know about the taste," replies the bearded wizard standing across from her, swirling the bottle in his hands around a little. A tiny draft of steam rises up from it, flowing out into the cool tunnel. "It tastes a little bit like sour dirt?"


    "That’s because you got the dark one," says a hooded man next to him. He points to the label on the bottom of the bottle that says ‘bitter’.


    "Huh? You got a bitter one too," he asks, puzzled.


    "Mine’s cold though," he shrugs. "It’s different."


    "That doesn’t make any sense," laughs the yellow-robed caster at the hooded man who has an icy bottle of black coughee in his hands. He looks at it and shrugs. "It tastes better cold."


    Fresh smiles as she listens in on the conversation. The weight of her tired eyes is made lighter by the happy feeling that she feels in her chest, after hearing them talk about the thing that she made. It was worth it, staying up a few hours longer to make the second cabinet for the hot drinks. As planned, it’s heated by the chimney pipe and some metal rods. The crystal-drakonium really does an excellent job at insulating the heat. The cabinet isn’t hot like an oven, but it gets hot enough that it makes the bottles too hot to hold comfortably with just your bare hands. So she had to put up a warning sign on the cabinet.


    But it seems to have been working well so far. In fact, it seems to have attracted a lot of attention, as people started looking at the new cabinets and playing with the sliding glass doors. So much so, that Jubilee had to start yelling at them to stop letting all of the cold and hot air out. The sweet-teas, which had only been moving fairly slowly these past few days, mostly as a novelty, had already sold twice as many units as usual and it isn’t even midday yet. There doesn’t seem to be a clear consensus on what is more popular in general, the hot or the cold drinks, to her surprise. She was sure that the hot drinks would sell a lot more up here on the frigid mountain. As far as she can tell however, it just seems to come down to everyone’s individual preferences. Same as with the sweetness of the coughee.


    Fresh had gotten up early after staying up late to brew a large, new batch of it, which she had filled into bottles with varying amounts of milk. Half of them went into the cold section, half into the hot section. The heated cabinet fills the storefront with a deeply warm fragrance. The smells of the hot herbal and fruit teas, mixing in with the more baseline, bitter-note of the coughee. The combined aroma gives the entire store a strong, but welcoming and very comforting smell. The scent overpowers the old scent that seemed to linger in the forgotten building. That odd tinge of dust and wet rock, neither having left together with the ghost, both being overwritten by the new, beckoning odor that seems to draw more than one person in, judging by their wiggling noses as they step through the door and look around.


    "Don’t drink any before bed," says Basil, handing a customer their bag with a jar of the dried coughee powder. "It’ll keep you up all night."


    "That’s perfect!" says the customer, too young to be an adventurer in Fresh’s eyes. She is wearing, to Fresh’s extreme delight, a flower-crown lined with many different yellow flowers from outside of the city. Though age seems to have little meaning here in that regard, those who needed to earn money went into the dungeon one way or the other apparently. "I’m getting my class in a few days, so I still need to study a lot!"


    "Oh, congratulations!" says Basil, handing her the bag and her change. "What class are you taking?"


    "My family runs the forge down on the second plaza," she explains. "But I don’t really have the body for it. So I’m going to become an enchanter instead!" says the girl excitedly. "But I need to pass the exam first, or I won’t get accepted into the academy," she sighs.


    "Do your best, okay?" says Basil. "That’s an excellent class choice!"


    The girl nods, grabbing her bag and leaves.


    Fresh scratches her cheek, walking over to Basil. "Isn’t enchanting a sub-class?"


    Basil shakes her head. "You can take any class as a primary class."


    "But how do you fight in the dungeon, then?" asks Fresh.


    "You don’t," shrugs Basil, leaning over the counter towards her as she explains. "People with primary crafting classes only ever craft. Enchanters, well… they enchant things that other people make." The priestess nods. "If her family already runs a forge, that’s a great choice. She can accentuate their already existing work."


    "But why not just take it as a sub-class?" asks Fresh, scratching the back of her head.


    "Not everyone wants to be an adventurer, goo-brain," throws Jubilee in from the side.


    Fresh looks back and forth between the two of them. She had never even considered that. Why wouldn’t someone want to be a dungeon-crawling adventurer? Though, after a moment of reflection, she supposes that it does make sense. It’s a dirty, dangerous job and there isn’t much glory in it. Now that she thinks about it, she doesn’t think she’s ever even seen someone who is very high-level, apart from Shamrock. Which means that either it takes a long time, longer than any human has to live. Or that simply nobody ever lived long enough for that to happen to begin with.


    "Anyways," says Basil. "Having a primary crafting class has its merits. Sub-crafters can’t make items of a higher quality than ‘excellent’," she says. Seeing Fresh’s confused expression, she adds on. "That’s what comes after ‘high-quality’."


    "Oh," says Fresh, tapping her chin. "So does anything come after that?"


    "Yes, there are two more levels, but only primary-class crafters have access to them."


    Fresh sighs, not really excited to hear this news. Sure, it means that there is still progress for her to make with her craftsman-sub-class. But it also means that there is a cap approaching that she can’t do anything about. A limitation. A boundary that she can’t cross. That bugs her a lot, even if it’s still a far away problem.


    "They’re floating!" shouts an excited, raspy voice. Fresh turns around and looks at the customer. She can’t tell if they’re a boy or a girl. The person, wearing a hood with two lumps beneath it, points at the crystal-drakonium boots on the shelves.


    "Yeah," says someone next to them. "I wonder how you walk in them? The stats are really good though for this price."


    "Wouldn’t you just fly?" They press down on the boot, it sinks to the shelf. "Ah, no, look," they say, still sounding fascinated however, as they let go and the boot rises back up into the air. "Weird. Why does it do that?"


    "I bet it’s the crystals," says the strange customer, pointing at the glitter in the leathery material. "They probably have some screwball enchanter here," they say, laughing.


    Fresh frowns, puffing out her cheek, as she heads down to the basement and closes the door tightly behind herself. She returns to her work, trying to come up with new items for the shop. Things have been going very well so far. She thinks that she likes the west a lot. Despite everything, people here seem to be… well, she isn’t sure if ‘kinder’ is the right word. But there’s certainly an openness here to the customers. That polished veneer of a polite society, enforced by the church in the north, simply didn’t exist here. People were open and loud and honest and liked eating and drinking and celebrating just as brashly.


    Grabbing a small log, she tosses it into the fire, feeding it a little, before placing her hands on the table and looking around, trying to come up with something new. She still needs to think of some more crystal-drakonium armor. ‘Celebrating…’, the word from a moment ago returns to the forefront of her mind for some reason. She wonders if the others would go with her to the adventurers’ guild to celebrate? Though she doesn’t even know what. Maybe they could go to just have a fun night once, all together.


    She likes the quiet life together with them, but maybe getting a drink or two and joining in on the never-ending party could be a lot of fun? Isn’t she here to try out new things and to live a new life, after all?


    Fresh looks around the basement that she has retreated down into, noticing rather abruptly that she is all alone. Somehow, that bothers her much more than usual right now. She sighs, lifting her hands from the table and goes back upstairs, seeing if there is any store-work that she can help out with.

  


  Chapter 147: Moonshine


  
    "Should I be doing anything?" asks Fresh, listening to the water rushing past her ears.


    The voice of the fountain yawns loudly. The direction that the sound comes from is indistinct and she feels like it’s resounding in both of her ears at the same time, as if there were two voices talking to her from either side at once. "No, no. Just keep doing what you’re doing," it says. "Don’t forget to scrub behind your ears."


    "Huh? What?" Fresh floats around, her shapeless gestalt drifting through the black-water and slowly turning upside down as she stares around herself. "But what are we doing?" asks Fresh, ignoring the odd comment. "Selling equipment? Why are you helping me with all of this? What do you want?"


    She spins around in a circle, as if a whirlpool were forming beneath her, twisting her around and around in a spiral. "It’s a manager’s job to lead their employees," explains the fountain, as she feels herself being pulled down into the deeper darkness, far below the surface of the water. "It’s an employee’s job to hush and to do what they’re told. Don’t forget to breathe."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, as the voice grows distant and quiet, as she is swallowed into the deepest reaches of the black ocean.


    "Don’t forget to breathe," it repeats, somewhat annoyed.


    Fresh opens her eyes, feeling an intense pain in her chest, which feels like it’s on fire. Her hand shoots out of the surface of the bath, grasping onto the stone edge of the basin, as she pulls her head out of the water, gasping for air and spitting out some bathwater at the same time. Her wet hair sticks to the front of her face.


    Blinking a few times, she rests her head sideways on the edge of the bath and lets out a long, tired sigh. It’s about time to go to bed.


    She gets out and dries off, before getting dressed. Fresh smiles an exhausted smile to herself, looking forward to rolling up inside of her heavy, blue-blanket and to finally getting some good sleep tonight.


    She opens the washroom door and stops, wondering why it’s so bright in the basement? The fire is lit. Looking across the room, she sees Basil hunched over the work-table. Hearing her, the priestess looks up at her with an expression that Fresh can’t exactly decipher.


    "Hey Basil," yawns Fresh, covering her mouth. "You making something?"


    "Me? I’m uh…" Basil scatters some stuff around the table with a swipe of her arm. "I’m just messing around with some ideas. For the shop," says the priestess, covering her mouth and then yawning too a second later, having been infected.


    Despite being exhausted, a wave of excitement comes to the girl upon hearing this. Fresh, clenching her fists quickly jogs down the stairs. "Really? Let me see!" she asks giddily, happy that Basil was working on something too for the store.


    "Ah, no!" Basil lifts her hands, gesturing for her to stop. "Please don’t look," she asks. "It’s not ready yet."


    Fresh frowns, but stops where she is. "Are you sure? Can I help you with anything?"


    Basil shakes her head, her hands still in the air. "No, no. Thank you." She turns to look over her shoulder back at the table. "Go to sleep, okay?"


    Fresh starts puffing out her cheek, but then lets the air leave her mouth as she deflates and nods in acceptance, turning around to go back to the stairs. "Okaaay~" she says with a somewhat droll tone. "But let me know if I can help, alright? You can just wake me up!" says Fresh, looking back at Basil who still blocks her sight of the table.


    "I will, thank you. Good night," says Basil with a tired smile.


    "Good night, Basil!" says Fresh, heading up the basement stairs. Basil doesn’t move from the spot.


    Shrugging to herself, Fresh walks behind the counter and then heads up the next staircase. She looks over the empty aisles of the shop, as she rises up the second staircase, heading to the upstairs floor. Something catches her attention, something that stands out above the high shelves of the store. A giant, dark-cobalt metal helmet sticks out above the top row, in the back, in the corner in front of the snack shelf.


    She does her best to hold her laugh in and quietly sneaks up to the sleeping area, making a mental note to make a few extra candies tomorrow morning. Fresh smiles, wondering what’s up with everyone tonight? It isn’t like them to miss a night’s sleep like this. Heading up the stairs, she wraps her arms around herself as she notices how drafty it is. The balcony is open, Jubilee sits outside, laid back on Shamrock’s giant chair with their hands folded behind their head and their legs kicked up and crossed.


    "Hey Jubilee," says Fresh, stepping out onto the balcony and holding herself. "You’re awake too?"


    Jubilee turns their head to look at her, before leisurely staring back at the night sky. "Can’t sleep. Dunno."


    "Hmm?" Fresh looks around and grabs her blue blanket from the bed before heading back out onto the balcony, sitting down in the small chair and covering herself. "Everyone’s still up and being weird tonight," remarks Fresh.


    "Must be the moonlight," says Jubilee. "It’s pretty bright tonight."


    "Huh?" Fresh looks up at the moon. It looks like a perfectly normal, crescent moon to her.


    "You know how it is. The moon makes people weird," says Jubilee.


    "Does it?" asks Fresh, leaning back and staring at the sky curiously.


    "Sure," says Jubilee. "Humans, elves, fairies, the whole bunch are influenced by the night-sky. They don’t even know it, the poor schmucks." Jubilee waves a hand at her. "No offense."


    Fresh stares over at Jubilee, the obvious question on the tip of her tongue. But she presses it back down and looks back towards the perfectly normal moon. "But the moon is like it always is, Jubilee."


    "Must be the stars then," explains Jubilee, looking at the night-sky. The tone of their voice suggests that they hold this explanation to be just as plausible as the last one.


    "Do you like looking at stars?" asks Fresh, lifting her hand out of her blanket to scratch her cheek, remembering the telescope in the old house. The one she had discovered during her exploration of the place. The memory returns, bringing with it a fresh pang of guilt at her betrayal of her friend’s trust. She pulls a strand of still damp hair out of her face.


    Jubilee doesn’t say anything. A distant cry erupts, as a fireball flies into the air, rising to the sky, from just outside of the adventurers’ guild.


    "Better that than the other way around," replies Jubilee. Fresh tilts her head, not sure if she gets what they mean with that. Jubilee is being weird tonight too, apparently. The girl takes in a deep breath of the night air, thinking about her ‘dream’ from a little while ago.


    "Hey, Jubilee?"


    "Yeah?" replies Jubilee, looking over to her, their hands still behind their head.


    "What are we doing?"


    "We’re sitting on a balcony."


    "No, I mean, what are we doing? With the shop?"


    "What do you mean?"


    "We’re working so hard, but where is it going?" asks Fresh, an uncertainty growing on her face. "We’re making new things, to sell to people to earn money, but…" Fresh looks back to the sky. "What’s after that? Do we just… buy things? Why? What for? What’s the big goal? Why does the thieves’ guild want to help us do whatever it is we’re doing?"


    Jubilee sighs. "Are you asking me what the meaning of life is?" They shake their head. "Moon’s fucking with you too, huh?" they imply, laughing quietly to themselves as they turn back to the sky. Fresh scowls, pursing her lips in silence. "What else is there to do?" asks Jubilee.


    "Huh?"


    "What else is there to do?" repeats Jubilee dryly, as they stare up at the night sky. "We’re adventurers, aren’t we?"


    "Sure, but…?"


    "We’re on an adventure, goo-brain," states Jubilee. "Enjoy it while it lasts," they say. Another fireball explodes in the air in the distance and Fresh watches as the wave of orange light born of flames washes over Jubilee’s mask, bathing it in a infernal glow for just the briefest second. Jubilee had avoided her question. "They all end eventually."


    "And then?" asks Fresh.


    Jubilee looks over to her and shrugs, turning back to watch the fireballs flying into the air, likely cast by some drunken reveler. "Ask me when we get there."


    Fresh doesn’t really know what to say to that, but has no need to say anything, as she yawns loudly again instead, unable to stop herself from doing so. The two of them sit there, watching as the distant sky erupts into a series of explosions, as other casters now join in, filling the air with an assortment of vibrant spells.


    There is a loud screeching of wood being dragged over stones.


    Jubilee turns to look at Fresh, staring warily into her eyes. Fresh, half-standing with her hands clenched around the bottom of her chair, maintains unblinking eye-contact, while scooting closer to Jubilee. She noisily drags it the last few feet, until they’re next to each other.


    "Really?" asks Jubilee with an audible, forced sigh.


    Fresh doesn’t say anything, sitting back down on her chair. She grabs half of the blanket and throws it over Jubilee. She can hear Jubilee take in a sharp breath, probably getting ready to lecture her on personal space or something.


    But no words ever come.


    Jubilee leans back on their chair and Fresh does the same, as the two of them sit there for a while and watch the sky fill up with lights.


    "Moon sure is bright tonight," says Fresh, sparing a second to look at the perfectly normal moon.


    "Yup," agrees Jubilee.

  


  Chapter 148: Banter


  
    Fresh stares at the little, yellow flower that is planted in the center of a small, hand-made pot. Its petals are a little saggy and hang downward with a slight droop. "It’s really cute, Basil!" she says excitedly.


    "It’s just a dumb flower and an ugly pot," says Jubilee, staring at it. Fresh nudges them.


    Basil frowns, rubbing her tired eyes. "It’s not about the flower or the pot," she explains, as she pulls out a tiny sachet from her pocket. Opening it, she pulls out a small, crude, chalky stick that is hardly thicker or longer than a broken piece of a twig. It looks hand pressed and lumpy, with a pale, yellow color. Tiny bits of glitter are stuck inside of it. "It’s about this," says the priestess, excitedly.


    "What is it?" asks Fresh, looking at the tiny, yellow stick that Basil hands over to her.
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    The tired looking priestess counts off her fingers. "First I made some dough out of some dried flower petals, some dirt, a ground up crystal and a tiny, tiny bit of water," explains Basil. "Then I rolled them into these sticks and let them harden over the fire."


    "That’s a nice idea, Basil!" says Fresh happily.


    "So you made fancy dirt?" asks Jubilee, rolling their eyes. "I’m sure the adventurers will love that. They’re real gardening types."


    "Don’t be mean, Jubilee!" scolds Fresh. "I think it’s a great idea."


    "I’m not surprised," sighs Jubilee, looking at the somewhat droopy and sad looking flower. Fresh presses the stick softly into the dirt next to the stem, trying not to damage any of the roots, as she pushes it down with a single finger.


    "Like this?" she asks.


    "Yes," answers Basil, grabbing a glass of water from the side and pouring a little of it over the stick. "If you add some water, it’ll slowly start coming apart again over the next few days, but not too much."


    "Aww," says Fresh. "It’s cute!" She watches, as the droopy leaves of the plant lift up a tiny bit, as if the little thing were straightening its posture, having just a little bit more energy.


    "Nourishing," says Shamrock, standing by the side and watching with crossed arms.


    "Don’t eat the plant-food, meat-head," says Jubilee, not bothering to look up at him as they watch the plant straighten itself upright.


    Basil goes on. "The important part is the crystal powder," she explains. "The magical residue really helps perk them up right away."


    "So you want to sell these?" asks Jubilee. "What about the side-effects? You need to up the quality to at least normal to lose those."


    "Well, we could," says Basil. "Maybe a few on the side? But actually I wanted to do something else with them."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, looking at the little flower and then back to Basil.


    "There’s still a lot of room down in the basement. Is it okay if I use the empty half?" asks the priestess.


    Fresh scratches her cheek and nods. "That’s fine! I only need the table corner anyways." She looks around. "So what do you want to make then, if this isn’t your final idea?"


    "I want to grow a lot of different plants!" says the priestess, sounding oddly energetic all of a sudden, despite the heavy bags under her eyes. "There are a lot of interesting plants here on the mountain and I think I can make a lot of useful blends with their dried powders."


    "So you want to make tea?" asks Jubilee, poking the head of the flower once. Fresh swipes their hand away.


    "Tea, herbal medicine, maybe some perfumes?" suggests Basil, thinking about it.


    Jubilee and Fresh look at each other and nod in agreement. "That’s a great idea, Basil!" says Fresh. "But how will the plants grow in the basement? Don’t they still need sunlight?"


    "I actually have an idea about that, but uh…" She looks at Shamrock. "I need the day off and can you help me today, please?"


    He nods once.


    "Fine with me," says Jubilee, looking at the two of them. "About time you slackers started pulling your weight." Jubilee nods to Fresh. "Guess we’re running the store today."


    "Mm!" says Fresh excitedly, looking forward to doing that. "Let us know if you need any help, okay?" she says to Basil and Shamrock.


    They split ways for now. Basil and Shamrock take their money with them, as they head into town to buy materials. Fresh and Jubilee get the rest of the shop set up, as they’re opening in an hour.


    "Hey," snaps Jubilee back at her from between the shelves, pointing at the candy shelf. "You forgot to refill this, goo-brain."


    Fresh yelps, quickly running upstairs to make a fresh batch of the candies before they open, she had forgotten to do it last night.


    After they open the shop, Fresh and Jubilee stand behind the counter, watching as the first people begin to walk inside. Rather than heading to the shelves, a caster, who Fresh recognizes as one of their usual customers, heads to the counter with a curious smile on her face. Fresh looks at her and she waves a friendly wave with a warm smile. The caster quickly loses their happy expression and turns the other way, walking towards Jubilee instead.


    "Hey, where’s the big guy?" asks the caster.


    "What?" Jubilee sighs. "He’s in town today." The caster sighs and turns around, leaving straight away without buying anything or saying anything else. Overhearing this conversation, another two or three people turn to leave as well. "Fucking degenerates," mutters Jubilee, tapping their fingers against the counter in agitation.


    "They sure do like Shamrock," sighs Fresh, rubbing her arm, not sure why she had gotten such a mean look first thing in the morning.


    "What can I say? Opposites attract," says Jubilee, shaking their head.


    "But don’t birds of a feather flock together?" asks Fresh, lifting a finger and feeling particularly proud of that saying as she utters it. Though she isn’t quite sure where she drew it from?


    Jubilee looks up at her. "What? The only birds flocking here are the ones nesting in your empty head," says her friend. "Don’t you get it, dumb-ass?"


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Get what?"


    Jubilee stares at her for a moment, clearly deciding on what to say next. They sigh and wave her off, shaking their head. "You know what? Never mind. It’s fine. Don’t you worry your empty, little head about it."


    "Uh… okay," says Fresh, still having no idea what was happening.


    A droopy, slouching man walks inside. Fresh and Jubilee stare at the tired man, the one who had been here on the first day of their opening. Both of them watch as he shambles his way through the aisles, shuffling like a zombie.


    A moment later, he comes back around the bend, a bottle of cold coughee in his hands as he heads to the counter. "Hey," he says listlessly, holding the bottle up.


    "Fuck off," replies Jubilee straight away.


    "Jubilee!" hisses Fresh, nudging her friend.


    "You’re so rude," says the tired man, sounding exhausted, but not offended. He points to the bottle in his hands. "What does this taste like?"


    Jubilee sighs, tapping their fingers against the counter again. "It tastes like it looks," they explain. "Brown."


    He looks at the dewy bottle in his hands, full of the tanned liquid, diluted with a little milk. "Is it good?"


    "It’s even better if you pay for it," says Jubilee. "And for the candy from last time."


    "That was free," he says, pointing to Fresh. "She said so."


    Jubilee’s eye twitches. "Pay for the fucking thing. Then shove it up your ass and do a cart-wheel into the dungeon, you goon!"


    "Jubilee~!"


    The tired man lets out a long, exhausted, emotionless sigh. But then, to Fresh’s surprise, he starts laughing. "You’re funny," he says, reaching into his pocket before putting a silver coin onto the counter. "You want to get a drink sometime?"


    "I’d rather drown in the river," replies Jubilee, taking the coin and throwing it into the drawer, not bothering to give the tired man any change. He laughs, turning to walk away as he opens the bottle and takes a sip.


    His tired eyes open wide and he looks down at it, surprised, before looking back at the two of them. "It tastes like brown."


    "I fucking told you it would!" yells Jubilee, pointing at him. The tired man laughs to himself and walks out of the door, taking another sip.


    Fresh stares in confusion. "Jubilee? What was that?"


    Jubilee lets out a tired sigh. "Don’t you worry your empty, little head about it," they say again, closing the change drawer with a loud rattle. Fresh blinks, shrugging once to herself.


    A minute later, Shamrock and Basil return. Shamrock, carrying a giant crystal on his shoulders and Basil with a bag full of materials and wooden planks. A small crowd runs in after them.

  


  Chapter 149: Quiet morning


  
    "You sure you don’t want any help, Basil?" asks Fresh. The day has come to an end and Basil is still downstairs in the basement. A bucket of nails sits beside her. The priestess sits on the stone floor, a piece of wood laid out in front of herself and a hammer in her hand. Wiping her forehead on her rolled up sleeve, she smiles and shakes her head.


    "No, thank you. I really want to do this myself," replies Basil.


    Fresh nods, having expected that answer after seeing the determined look in the priestess’ eyes. Smiling, she sets down a bottle of herbal tea and a plate of sandwiches that she had brought downstairs with her. "Alright, but try to get some sleep too, okay?"


    Basil nods to her. "Yes, I will. Thank you. Good night."


    "Good night, Basil!" calls Fresh as she turns to head back up the basement stairs, sparing a moment to look at the giant crystal suspended between two fastened, wooden beams that she had seen Shamrock carrying down earlier. Scratching her cheek, she shrugs and heads upstairs to go to sleep.


    The rest of the night passes. Fresh wakes up once in the middle of the night and she sees that Basil’s bed is still empty and undisturbed. Rolling over, she falls back asleep however, her mind being too tired to want to do anything else.


    Fresh wakes up in the morning, feeling the cool, refreshing draft of the open balcony wash over her bed. Opening her heavy eyes, she turns her head and stares at Shamrock who stands on the balcony, bathing in the morning sunlight. Two small boots walk past her bed, a small hand hitting her leg.


    "Hey, it’s time to get up. Come on," says Jubilee. Fresh yawns and sits upright. The girl rubs her eyes and gets out of bed, getting ready for the day. As part of her morning ritual, she makes four cups ready and sets them onto the table. One with coughee for herself and three with tea for the others, all of whom didn’t like the former so much. Feeling in a particularly good mood today, for no real discernible reason, Fresh cooks up a hearty breakfast and sets the table too.


    By the time she is done however, only herself and Shamrock sit at the table. Basil still hasn’t come up from the basement and Jubilee is in town, running some errands apparently. Of course they had only mentioned that after she had already started cooking their portion of the food. Fresh sighs, taking a big sip of her coughee, as she looks over the fully garnished table towards Shamrock who sits there quietly.


    "Are you hungry? Dig in," says Fresh. "I don’t think the others are coming today."


    The man doesn’t need to be told twice, stacking his plate full of eggs, bread and jam-coated slices of thick bread. Fresh watches in a half-dazed, morning awe as he devours everything that lands on his plate. His portion is gone in two minutes and then he moves on to Jubilee’s. Fresh blinks, sipping from her cup as she nibbles on the single piece of toast with an egg on it that she has.


    She appreciates that the man is always so honest. He’s not afraid to tell her when he doesn’t like something, but more importantly, he’s not afraid to show when he does. She blinks, watching as the second plate slowly starts to empty itself.


    "Ah!" Fresh realizes that she has to save some of the food for Basil and gets her plate ready before that is eaten too. "I’ll bring this down to Basil, okay? Take your time, I’ll clean up once I come back up," she tells him.


    "Unacceptable," says Shamrock, lifting a hand and stopping her. Fresh blinks, staring at his arm that is barring her from passing and then looks over to his head. A bit of egg clings to the slit of his metal visor. She frowns and grabs a napkin from the table with her free hand, wiping it off. "I will do it," says Shamrock.


    Fresh smiles, nodding to him and setting the napkin down. "Thanks, Shamrock. You’re the best!" she says happily. The man lifts his hand, letting her pass by as his chest lurches with an excited exhalation. "I serve."


    "Alright!" calls Fresh as she walks down the stairs. "But don’t serve too much, okay?" she says, heading down to the basement. Opening the door, she peeks down the stairs. "Basil?"


    "Down here," calls a tired voice. Fresh goes down into the basement.


    "Good morning, Basil!" calls the girl. "I brought you breakfast!" She stops, reaching the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes wander to the row of wooden boxes that have been set up, but her vision gets caught on the still full plate and bottle that she had set down for the priestess last night.


    "Ah, sorry!" says Basil, seeing her sour look and the fresh plate of food in her hands. "I got caught up in my work." As if to make a point out of it, Basil grabs one of the old sandwiches and takes a bite.


    Fresh sighs, walking over to look at the things that Basil had built. They look like two shelves, each with three long, wooden boxes filled with dirt, set at a slight inward angle so they all face inward towards the giant, suspended crystal in between both of them. Both shelves are just a bit less tall than Basil is.


    "Woah, that’s really nice, Basil!" says Fresh, looking at the boxes. In truth, the construction looks a little wobbly and dangerous. Jubilee might say as much and call it an inevitable death-trap, but she isn’t going to.


    "Thank you," says Basil, taking another bite of the sandwich with her dirt covered hands. "I just need to plant the seeds."


    "So what does it do?" asks Fresh.


    "It’s a planter-box. Well, it’s six planter boxes," explains Basil, tapping into the dirt filling one of the long boxes. "In each one of these I want to plant a few different kinds of easy-growing plants. When I harvest them, I want to dry them out near the fire," she explains, nodding sideways to the fireplace.


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, understanding. "So what’s the crystal for? That’s a big one," she says, looking up at her distorted reflection in the crystal that hangs above the shelves from some heavy chains.


    Basil sets her sandwich down and wipes her mouth, covering her mouth for a moment as she swallows. "That’s where they get their light from. Watch." She turns around, lifting her hands to the crystal.
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    A wave of soft white-magic flows out of the priestess’ hands, flowing towards the crystal which seems to draw it into itself. It pulsates with a stronger and stronger resonation, increasing in frequency and intensity like a steadily faster racing heartbeat. The chains, holding it aloft, grow slack as it slowly rises into the air, glowing brightly in all directions with a warm, bright, multi-colored aura that shines down around them.


    "The magic that the crystals draw out of the mountain is really potent," explains Basil. "By adding a little white-magic to it, I think it’ll be really great for the plants," explains the tired priestess.


    "That’s really great, Basil!" says Fresh excitedly, looking at the mostly finished project. "I think your plants are going to love it!"


    Basil nods. "I hope so," she says. Grabbing the bottle of tea and taking a long drink from it. Fresh pats her on the back. "If you want to rest today, I’ll cover for you."


    Basil shakes her head, lowering the bottle. "Thank you, that’s very kind. But I’ll manage." She closes the lid on the bottle. "After all, there was no rush and if I hadn’t been so eager to finish this tonight, I wouldn’t be tired now. It’s my own fault."


    Fresh scratches her cheek, looking at the priestess. Everyone is being so responsible today.


    Happy, she shrugs and lets Basil return to her work. She heads back upstairs, leaving the plate of breakfast down with her. Opening the door, she pops up behind the counter.


    "Hey, Jubilee," she says, seeing Jubilee writing in the ledger, having come back from their errands. "How did it go?"


    "All good," they reply dryly. "Just tweaking the numbers a little."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh. "Are you hungry? Should I get you something to eat?"


    "No thanks," they say, waving her off. Fresh nods and heads further upstairs. Sparing a glance at the table, she sees that it’s already cleared, wiped off and freshly set. Shamrock stands in the kitchenette, taking care of the rest of the work. She beams, glad to have such hard-working friends.


    Not sure what else to do, since nobody needs her help today, she heads out onto the balcony, staring out over the bustling town that has also been long since awake and by the looks of things, is now busy at work.


    Several stalls and vendors are being built up all along the streets. Craftsmen and workers bustle in all directions, swarming between the many adventurers, as they work to set up what looks suspiciously like a festival of some kind. At least she thinks so, judging by the bright ornaments and banners being hung around the area.


    A festival? Fresh can hardly contain her excitement. This is just the kind of thing that she wanted to do together with everyone!

  


  Chapter 150: The fair


  
    It is the evening of the next day and a soft dusk-glow covers the side of the mountain, the rays of ending daylight shimmering with a particular luminosity, as they reach between the gaps of the many wooden stalls that are set up on either side of the four of them. Despite that warm-tinged glow, it is becoming colder and colder as the night approaches. Fresh pulls on the cuffs of her robe, adjusting them a little higher so that the fluff on the ends of them forms a tighter seal. She grabs her friend’s hands again.


    "Look! Look!" calls Fresh excitedly, dragging Basil and Shamrock behind her. Jubilee had refused to hold her hand. She drags the two of them over to a stall that is filled with dozens of colorful, apparently handmade wooden toys and trinkets.


    "Yes, they’re very ni -iEH!" Basil is unable to finish her sentence as Fresh drags the two of them away after just a second, already running to the next stall. Shamrock isn’t so much being dragged like the priestess is, but he seems to be playing along, following the two of them as they move through the crowd. Fresh stops, looking at a stall filled with candy and roasted nuts, covered in sweet-glazes and deeply fragrant seasonings.


    "It smells so good!" says Fresh excitedly. "You guys want some?" she asks, turning around to the out of breath Basil and Shamrock, the latter of whom is already nodding in eager agreement.


    "Slow down, goo-brain," says Jubilee, catching up at an extremely leisurely pace. "You’re gonna end up running off of the mountain."


    Fresh slides a few coins across the counter to the mustached man behind it. "I’d like some of these, please!" she says, pointing to a row of red candied-nuts. The man nods and scoops out a bag, taking the coins before handing it over to her.


    "Enjoy!" he says with a smile.
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    "Thank you!" replies Fresh, taking the little paper cone-shaped bag and turning around towards her friends, offering them some.


    Basil blinks before staring at the bag for a second. "Ah, I think those are -" Fresh, not listening, pops the first one into her mouth. Shamrock, having grabbed some, almost crushing them beneath his large fingers, does the same. "…spicy," finishes Basil, looking at the two of them with a little worry visible on her face. Fresh and Shamrock both freeze, as if the cool mountain breeze pushing through the hustling crowds all around them had frozen both of them solid.


    "Wait for it," says Jubilee with an annoyed sigh from the side, as they stare at the two of them, together with Basil.


    Fresh, a single tear forming in her eye, does her best not to start crying. She quickly shoves the bag of candied red nuts into Basil’s hands. Feeling her face become hot and red, she turns away, seeing a stall down the path that seemed to be selling drinks. Grabbing the still frozen Shamrock’s hand, she quickly runs down towards it. It’s a party-leader’s duty to take care of their party, after all.


    The giant man’s armor shakes as if a single violent shudder were running through him. "Be strong! Shamrooock~!" cries Fresh, running through the perplexed gazes of the crowd around them as she drags him towards safety.


    It turns out that the festival taking place is meant to celebrate the birth of a new generation of fairies. As it is apparently quite the spectacle, there is a massive assortment of foods and drinks and exotic goods in general. Traveling merchants come from far away to sell their wares here. Apparently, that also includes merchants from the east, where spicy food is a lot more common.


    While this is being explained to her by Basil, as she is trying to get her mind off of the pain, Fresh continues downing the bottle of juice that she had bought. Shamrock, still not having said a single word this entire time, is busy drinking his second one.


    "Don’t just eat random things, you animal," says Jubilee, shaking their head.


    Fresh lowers her bottle, water still running down her face. "But it looked really good!" she argues, rubbing her eyes on her sleeve. "Are you alright, Shamrock?" she asks, worried about the man.


    He looks down towards her, not saying anything for a moment, his armor still rattling a little. She supposes he doesn’t like spicy food either, having more of a sweet-tooth apparently. Perhaps seeing the worry in her face, he simply nods. "Yes."


    Fresh sighs in relief, taking another sip of her juice before looking around the fair. "So what do you guys want to do?" she asks, trying to restore the mood. She lifts her fingers, counting off. "I want to eat a lot of weird food! And I want to try some weird drinks! And I want to play some weird games!"


    "I want to go to bed," says Jubilee, bored.


    "Jubileee~! Please have fun with us tonight!" cries Fresh, leaning forward.


    "Do you have to cry about it?" asks Jubilee. "Fine," they say, shaking their head a second later.


    "I’m not crying! It’s still from the spice," replies Fresh, sniffling, but happy that Jubilee has agreed to stay.


    Jubilee sighs. "There’s good stuff to buy at these places sometimes. Guess I’ll see if I can’t find something more useful than you three."


    Basil chimes in. "I’d like to see the wave spawn," she says excitedly. "To see new life coming into this world is really a blessing," says the priestess.


    Fresh stares at her for a moment. "Huh? Is that already tonight?"


    "Yeah?" says Jubilee dryly. "That’s why there’s a celebration, goo-brain. It should be right around midnight. The fair will probably last for two or three days."


    "Snacks," says Shamrock. "Sweet snacks," he adds, making a point of it and Fresh nods in quiet agreement.


    "Do you think we can meet a fairy?" asks Fresh, looking around the fair at all of the humans, elves and dark-elves who she sees wandering around the area. She wonders if the waitress from the adventurers’ guild is here too.


    "I don’t think you’ll be able to avoid it," says Jubilee with some annoyance. "By tomorrow, this place will be full of a swarm of the energetic, little fucks." They place their hands on their hips. "Anyways, you already met one, remember?"


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Do you think she’s around the fair too? I bet it must be weird for her."


    Jubilee stares at her for a second and then looks up towards Basil who returns the same expression back down to them, one that Fresh is unable to decipher. Jubilee loosens their posture. "Yeah, I’m sure she’s around here somewhere," they say. "Come on, let’s get going. There’s a lot to see."


    "Mm!" Fresh jumps up excitedly, feeling a bit better now.


    For the next few hours, which seem to pass unusually quick, the four of them run around the fair together. Fresh and Shamrock spend far more money than is perhaps responsible on an assortment of foods, as they try their way through just about everything that they find. Sweet candied-fruits and nuts, greasy fried meats and breads in all manner of combinations and hot puddings and cakes are available everywhere and there seem to be more kinds than they can manage to eat, but not for lack of trying. That of course is before they fill the other half of their stomachs with the many arrangements of odd drinks and cold teas. At least Fresh does, Shamrock never quite seems to run out of space for more. Basil only ever nibbles on something now and then and mostly at Fresh’s behest.


    Jubilee makes a point of stopping at a stall full of equipment and laughs, nudging her in the side. Fresh looks over at the table adorned with all manner of strange looking weapons. Mostly staves and wands, but a few daggers and an odd shield or two as well. But her eyes follow Jubilee’s, as she sees what they were trying to show her. In the back of the stall, set in the middle of a table is one of their very own enchanted lanterns, from the northern city with a proud starting price of one-thousand Obols. As well as a large sign above it, saying ‘Enchanted lantern, made by the horrible (ugly) witch of the north.’


    There are a few glowing potions lined up neatly in shelves as well, each bottle is five to six times the price that they had sold them for. The glowing objects apparently have drawn in a large crowd, as a bidding war starts for the lantern.


    Basil has to drag her away before she can start yelling at the vendor, not so much because of the sign, but because of her growing anger as she listens in horror, as the price of the single enchanted lantern, which she had made for a few loose coins, shoots up another few hundred Obols by the time she’s out of ear-shot.


    "It’s so rude!" she argues.


    "I know," replies Basil, patting her on the back.


    "Shame we can’t start making those again without getting beheaded," says Jubilee quietly. "Ah, fuck em."


    Shamrock is busy shooing away a crowd that has started to gather around him. Several of the casters who hound him, now clearly drunk and openly reveling, fight over each other to make their intentions for the giant explicitly clear. But Fresh never quite gets a word of it, as Basil rather abruptly drags her away towards the lookout point at the end of the market-place, while Jubilee stays behind, promising to ‘take care of’ the situation.


    "City life sure is interesting," laughs Basil awkwardly, heading towards the railing on the edge of the mountain. The spot overlooks the large forest below and as it grows darker and darker as the night falls, the giant moon hanging above in the night-sky illuminates the world below the mountain. The moonlight bathes everything in a soft, white shine and as the trees rustle and billow in the distant world which they themselves have risen above, the swaying beneath them looks almost like stirring water. As if the peak they were atop were a single island in the middle of an endless, churning ocean.


    "Mm!" agrees Fresh, happy to have escaped the crowds for a moment. But it doesn’t last. Jubilee and Shamrock make their approach as well, now free of onlookers. The rest of the space quickly fills too however, as others make their way towards the railing. "It looks like it’s going to start soon," says Fresh excitedly, listening to the people talk all around them.


    All four of them stand on the edge of the mountain, looking down over the forest for the next while, as something deep down below them all seems to shimmer, as soft lights begin to twinkle between the trees.

  


  Chapter 151: Fairies


  
    A gentle bell rings from somewhere higher up on the mountain.


    Vivid moonlight shines out over the forest beneath them all, covering the entire world in a wash of pale, haunting light that seems to illuminate not only every crack and crevice in the rock-face beneath their feet, but also every wrinkle, scar, fold, wound and crease in the faces of every single person present there. The night-glow gives credence to the fact that here, atop this mountain, thousands of moments happened every single day. Moments of violence and loss, moments of adventure and joy, moments of pride and glee. Hundreds of eyes stare out towards the forest below, rippling in the soft winds. Yet all of them, despite all of these moments that they have experienced, are filled with nothing but wonder, as the first baubles begin to rise out of the trees.


    "Jubilee! Look!" says Fresh in an excited, but quiet voice, tugging on Jubilee’s arm.


    "Yeah, yeah," says Jubilee, pushing her hand off. "I see it."


    Lights, bright, shining orbs fly out of the woods, rising into the air as if a mass of departing spirits were releasing themselves from the ground. The many spirits float so lightly and so effortlessly into the air, that Fresh is sure that they will all be blown away by the next gust of wind. The first dozen rise, shimmering in all varieties of colors that are unnatural to the night. Bright, fiery reds. Luxurious, hallow tones of golds and yellows. Vivid, venomous greens and bright, summer-sky blues.


    Bewildered murmurs and excited whispers run through the spellbound crowd, as they gaze down at the spectacle unfolding beneath them.


    "They’re so pretty!" says an excited caster.


    "Do you think this wave will like it here?"


    "I hope so," replies a man in leather. "The last bunch was a bit surly."


    After the first dozen glowing baubles, rise a dozen more into the air, followed by a further dozen more. Soon a hundred of the shining orbs fill the world above the woodland, then a hundred more after them. The forest is alight, illuminated as if a rainbow had been flattened out and laid out over the treetops, the multi-colored light drooping down into the darkness deeper below, like the sagging fabric of a burial cloth, draped over a dead body.


    Fresh bobs on her feet excitedly, grabbing and yanking on Basil’s sleeve. She doesn’t really say anything, apart from letting out an excited, sort-of, but not quite, squeak as she points to a collection of fairy-lights that are circling around each other. The fairy-ring spins around itself as they fly into a tighter and tighter pattern and the tighter the ring grows, the higher they rise into the air. Below them, another ring forms, then another, then another, all of them layering beneath each other as they rise into the air one after another, constructing what appears to be a giant column that pushes itself up into the sky. The formation of the rings shifts, as each ring breaks in its middle segment, the fairies there flying lower as they reach into the ones below them, joining all of the rings together into one winding spiral that climbs upwards, like a serpent swimming to the surface from the bottom of a dark, endless ocean.


    The sounds of delighted voices and excited gasps fill the air, as everyone watches the spectacle unfold. The lights draw closer and closer as they pick up speed, pushing through the mountain winds with little difficulty as they fly, as they rise higher and higher towards the onlookers who beset the mountain.


    She hears a long, heavy breath exhaled from just next to her. For a second she thinks it's Shamrock breathing loudly in excitement, but she notices that the agitated sigh, which had come from next to her, stems from Jubilee. She watches in some confusion as Jubilee seems to be practicing their usual breathing exercise which they do when they want to calm themselves down. Usually because she herself had done something wrong.


    "What’s the matter, Jubilee?" asks Fresh. "Are you tired?"


    Jubilee finishes their breathing and looks up at her, their eyes steeled as if ready for a fight. "I’m just preparing myself mentally."


    "For what?" asks Fresh, scratching her cheek.


    "Fairies," is all that Jubilee says, as they turn back to watch the spiral of lights coming now to reach the outlook, having flown up the entire mountain in a matter of minutes. The string of small bodies comes into clear sight, as they not only move closer towards the curious crowd, but also as the colorful lights surrounding them slowly fade away. "I hate fairies."


    Fresh blinks, looking back towards the approaching cloud of buzzing, small bodies that heads their way. Each of them is roughly the size of the span between the tip of her longest finger and her palm.


    She hears a chirping in the air, it’s almost like a swarm of singing crickets. It’s shrill and out of sync with the rest of the noises. Just a jumble of squeaks and peeps. As they fly closer and the sound grows louder, she realizes that it isn’t anything like that at all. They’re voices. Dozens, hundreds of tiny voices all talking at the same time over each other. The adventurers around them wave excitedly, calling out and greeting the arriving fairies. The swarm reaches them, hundreds of fairies flying off in all directions into the crowd, with ecstatic, wildly curious looks on their faces that are adorned with equally bright and wide eyes.


    "Hey! Look!" calls a fairy next to Shamrock. "Hey!" it says, poking him. "Why are you so big?!"


    "Food," says Shamrock to the fairy that seems to lose its mind over this revelation, clutching its face in excitement, as it proceeds to start to want to pester him. Though it flies off a few seconds later, before even finishing asking its own second question, as it sees something else that has caught its attention.


    "Wooooooah!" A fairy darts past Jubilee. "What’s with this mask? Are you ugly?" It zips around left and right. Another five fairies fly down around them. "Hey! Why are you so small?!"


    "Hey?! Are you a fairy too?!"


    Jubilee lets out a long, tired sigh, simply ignoring them and staring into the distant darkness.


    Fresh watches in awe as the fairies dart like energetic children all around the market, looking at literally everything there is to see with incredible bewilderment to their faces and voices. Every rock, face and piece of cloth is an instant object of fascination. At least for a few seconds, before their focus shifts to something or someone else.


    "Hey!" asks a fairy, stopping in front of Fresh. "What’s your name?" it asks excitedly, its fingers clutching its hair as if about to tear it out.


    Fresh smiles at it. "My name is -"


    It flies off, darting straight towards someone else. Fresh stares at it, before looking down at the squeaky voices next to her. A large ring of fairies has built itself around Jubilee, all of them hold their hands and seem to be dancing in a tight circle around them. "Fairy queen! Fairy queen! Fairy queen!" chant the fairies, as they spin around Jubilee. Fresh can see that Jubilee is doing their best to stay calm, though she can’t help but laugh as she sees their fists clench in agitation, the leather of their gloves creaking with an audible groan. She looks back at Basil whose hair is being lifted up into the air by a few of them. "Hey! What’s with your hair?!"


    "It’s so soft!" says another one, crawling out from inside of it. Basil doesn’t really seem to know what to do, simply laughing nervously at the creatures and not moving.


    "Hey! Hey! Why do you smell like the forest?!"


    "Hey -!"


    The next hour is spent like this. The fairies, containing a seemingly inexhaustible contingent of energy, bolt in all directions. Pestering anyone and anything that they can manage to encounter. Apparently, a lot of them aren’t even aware that they can’t talk to objects and they spend a while trying to speak to the rocks on the ground and the wares adorning the stalls, before eventually noticing that only the people ever respond to their questions and nagging. Fresh is particularly happy, in contrast to Jubilee, when a group of the fairies start playing around in the fluff of her robe.


    By the time the morning sun rises and the festival comes to an end for the day, the fairies still haven’t managed to exhaust themselves, unlike most of the people who now begin to drag their drunken selves and companions back into darkened rooms, so that they can sleep off the liquor.


    The four of them decide to keep the shop closed for today. There isn’t going to be any foot-traffic after this night, plus all four of them are exhausted too.


    The fairies seem to spread themselves out around town simply by the nature of their exploration. Soon, there are fairies perched on every other roof and several of them are inside of the tunnels as well, having taken a particular liking to the space.


    They fly around the groups trying to retreat into their beds, pelting them with giddy questions. Fairies press their faces against darkened windows, staring inside at the inhabitants on the other ends.


    By the time Fresh gets upstairs, throwing her boots and robe off and falling into bed, she can still hear the tiny voices squeaking in her ears, even if the doors and windows are all tightly shut.

  


  Chapter 152: Unusually quiet


  
    Fresh lays in bed, her entire body is wrapped up inside of her blue blanket, which she has cocooned herself into. The smell of yellow flowers is still present in the soft fabric. The new mattress is much harder than her old one and it holds her body temperature extremely well, without feeling sticky while doing so. Her head lays pressed beneath her pillow, rather than on top of it. Though she had poked her finger out of the side, lifting a little bit of the pillow up, in order to make a small channel for air. It is much later during the night now, many hours after they had gone to sleep.


    The room is still dark and she can see Basil and Shamrock out of the tiny hole. Both are still asleep. Basil, the violent sleeper that she is, has kicked her blanket off, apparently. Shamrock lays there, limp as a dead man, as always.


    There isn’t any particular reason that she has woken up. She just has and in reaction to that, Fresh closes her eyes, opting to fall back to sleep.


    However, she doesn’t manage to last longer than two seconds before her eyes shoot open again. The girl, as heartbreaking as it feels for her, breaks free from her warm, soft hiding place and gets out of bed. Creeping through the darkness a few steps forward, she picks up Basil’s blanket and shakes it out quietly, before heading over and covering the priestess with it. Though, that is easier said than done as Basil’s hand flies past her face. Once covered however, Basil seems to calm down, at least for now, as the weight of the blanket seems to keep her settled.


    Looking over further towards the balcony, Fresh stares at Shamrock, seeing that he isn’t covered as well. What’s with everyone? It’s like they want to get eaten by monsters in the dark. Everyone knows that blankets keep you safe from them. Fresh isn’t surprised that Shamrock ignores that sage wisdom, but Basil doing so does surprise her a little bit. It seems like something a priestess should know, simply due to the nature of their work. What were they teaching them, back at the church?


    Though… she scratches her head. Covering Shamrock seems like an impossible task, not because of his size, but because he’s laying on his blanket. Fresh frowns, looking over her shoulder to Jubilee’s room. She isn’t sure how to picture the scene exactly, given her friend’s vague nature. But she’s going to assume that they have a blanket at least.


    In order to quiet her mind, Fresh grabs her old blanket from her thin wardrobe and walks over to the man, throwing it over him. Satisfied, she goes back to her bed and crawls inside, pushing down the floating mattress as she tries to achieve that same sensation of comfort and warmth she had felt just a minute ago. But it just doesn’t feel the same now.


    Despite that, she falls back to sleep.


    The next day begins, all of them having slept in late. Jubilee put up a sign downstairs, saying they’re closed for the day. All four of them sit at the table, having just had a lazy breakfast just before.


    Basil yawns, covering her mouth with her hand, a cup of steaming tea set down before herself. Shamrock says nothing, but nods in agreement, as he takes a drink from his third glass of milk. Even Jubilee is at the table, leaned back on their chair with their hands behind their head.


    "So…" starts Fresh, looking around at them. "A day off, huh?"


    "Yup," says Jubilee.


    "Mhm," nods Basil, taking a loud sip from her mug.


    Shamrock just nods again, emptying his glass and setting it back down.


    Nothing happens. They all just sit there quietly together. But Fresh doesn’t mind. It’s nice too. Smiling, she takes a sip of her coughee and thinks about what to do today. "You guys wanna do anything?" she asks.


    "Nope," says Jubilee. "Going outside is a death sentence."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    Jubilee shakes their head. "Fairies."


    "What about them?" she asks.


    "They’re magic," replies Jubilee plainly. Fresh looks at the others who just sit there in quiet contemplation.


    "So?" asks Fresh, scratching her cheek, having not understood.


    "You saw them last night, right?" asks Jubilee. "The hyper fucks."


    "Mm," nods Fresh.


    "Well, what do you think will happen once they find out that they’re all casters?" asks Jubilee, lifting a finger to point it at her. "I’ll tell you what’s gonna happen - " They narrow their eyes, as if looking in disgust. "Fuckery." Their finger taps loudly against the table once. "Those little shits are going to be blasting fireballs and lightning in all directions, come the afternoon. I’m not going out there."


    Basil nods in agreement. "Adolescence can be a dangerous time for everyone involved."


    "But Jubilee~" starts Fresh, taking a sip of her coffee, before continuing. "As the fairy-queen, shouldn’t you be there for them?"


    The priestess next to her starts laughing, but Jubilee seems less amused with her joke. "I could kill you right here, right now and nobody could stop me."


    "But you won’t!" says Fresh, lifting a finger as she gets up and drinks the last of her breakfast. "Because we’re friends!"


    "For now," replies Jubilee, very dryly.


    "Forever~" says Fresh, leaning in towards Jubilee only to meet a small hand that pushes her face back away.


    "Go be creepy down in the basement, where you belong, goo-brain."


    Fresh doesn’t think that this is a half-bad idea. This could be her chance to catch up on the mattresses she has never made for the store. Plus she still needs to make the armor pieces and maybe some other stuff.


    She goes downstairs to do exactly that. Grabbing a sweet-tea from the cold shelf on the way, she then heads down into the basement and sets to work.


    The mattresses are easy enough to make, if not a little resource intensive. But Jubilee has been buying plenty of stuff. So much so, that they actually needed to raise their savings percentage by a lot, so that they would stay afloat financially. But nobody really seemed to mind too much, apart from a short pained look that came from Basil.


    After making a stack of them, she dusts her hands off and sets to work, making an assortment of gloves and boots in all different sizes.


    Later, after finishing those, she finds herself turning around as she looks over at Basil’s construction in quiet pride for a moment. Now, she only has to wait and see what Shamrock can come up with. She hopes that the two of them will enjoy the same feelings that she does, when people buy her items. That’s all she wants for them. Though maybe Basil will share some of her plants with her? When they’re done growing, of course. She hopes so, but she isn’t going to ask.


    Jubilee had forbidden her from making any items from the old shop, that included the magical-talismans. But that doesn’t mean she can’t use the same ideas in a different way. Iron-bars are a little more expensive up here, since there aren’t any goblins who can sometimes drop them, but being a low-level metal, they’re still cheap enough.


    Fresh stops at that odd thought. ‘Low-level metal’.


    She wonders what high-level material is like? So far, literally everything she has ever touched or made has been low-level, much like all of the people she has interacted with, more or less. Somehow, both high-level resources and persons were scarce everywhere.


    That’s fine though, she’ll just make the best things that she can out of what she has. What else is there to do?


    Grabbing the iron-bar, surprised at how light it feels in her arms these days, she slides it across the table towards herself and cuts it into segments that are each about a thumb-tip in width.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Cut] x12
          
        

      
    


    


    - And then cuts those in half as well, though this time, through the middle.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Cut]
          
        

      
    


    


    Twenty-four small iron strips lay before her, clattering down loudly onto the table. Nodding in satisfaction, she sets to work. Grabbing an ingot of crystal-drakonium, she cuts out a tiny sphere of the bouncy material and sets it to the side.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Extract Material {Sphere}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh then takes a strip of iron and focuses on the idea in her mind. She’s pleased with this one, she’s sure that people will like it. Plus if it works, they’re ridiculously cheap to manufacture.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Jeweler {Ring}]
          
        

      
    


    


    A small iron ring falls to the table. Grabbing it, she smiles and rubs it against her robe. It is rather plain looking, missing any embellishments or engravings, save for a tiny hole at the top that is empty of stones. But that’s fine, they are for adventurers after all, so they don’t need to be too fancy. Taking the rubbery sphere, she presses it against the small hole at the top.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Jeweler {Set Stone}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Her hands glow, the magic of the spell dissipating a moment later. It’s an odd thing, simple and plain. Yet there is a deep satisfaction in her when she looks at it, as if a voice in her subconscious were pleased and lets her know it, rising over the sound of trickling water.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Iron Ring]{Crystal-Drakonium}(High)
          
        


        
          	
            A small iron banded ring studded with a midnight tinged piece of crystal-drakonium. It smells like fire.
          
        


        
          	
            While wearing


            + Jump height increased by 20%

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Reduces all worn equipment’s weight by 15%

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.04 kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 153: Bad


  
    It’s just as chaotic outside as Jubilee had said it would be. The festival, still in full swing, seems to have embraced this anarchy rather than being disturbed by it however. The merchants were all apparently prepared for this to happen and had come with an arrangement of protection wards and sigils to stop their tents and stalls from burning down. Though the streets themselves are practically a war-zone, as the fairies, eager and naive as they are, begin to discover their own innate, magical abilities.


    So much so that the town-guard seems to be out in numbers, to Fresh’s surprise. The robed and hooded figures run around, chasing after particularly troublesome fairies with nets in order to put them in confinement until they settle down. Though, the bigger surprise for her is actually seeing them at all. Somehow the guards in the cities only ever showed up when they were needed. On one hand, this makes sense to her, on the other, she doesn’t really get where they stay all day, when they’re not needed. Another great mystery of life.


    But none of that is important. What’s important is this.


    Fresh stands down in the basement, the rings laid out before herself in a small, hand-made jewelry stand that she had crafted. Then, after getting the design down right, she had made a second one and gifted it to Basil for her own personal wardrobe.


    The priestess, Jubilee and Shamrock now stand down here behind her, waiting for her to show them her latest idea. She had beckoned them all down here to do it.


    "So?" asks Jubilee impatiently, crossing their arms. Fresh looks back at them and holds out a sheep towards them all.


    "Sheep," she says, explaining the obvious.


    "Yeah? What about it?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh gestures for them to wait and grabs a ring from the table. "Ring," says Fresh plainly, holding the sheep in one hand and the ring in the other. Basil and Jubilee look at each other and shrug in confusion, though she still has Shamrock’s undivided attention. Fresh slips the ring around one of the sheep’s legs and holds it out towards her friends. She lets go, dropping her hands to the side of her body.


    But the sheep stays in place, floating in the air where she left it. She gestures towards it. "Magic sheep."


    "I’d be impressed, if I wasn’t so very disappointed," says Jubilee in an emotionless tone.


    "That’s really cute!" says Basil, smiling. "But what does it do?"


    "It floats," explains Fresh, holding her hands out before herself, to frame the floating sheep that is slowly starting to drift over at a tilted angle.


    "Yes," nods Basil. "But… why does it float?"


    Fresh blinks. "Because of the crystal-drakonium and the ring."


    "No, I mean… for what purpose?" explains the priestess. "Why does it float? What does the floating achieve?"


    Fresh stares at her for a moment, then down to the sheep and then back to Basil. "It beats walking?" To her surprise, Basil doesn’t laugh at this. But she can hear Jubilee catch their laugh in their throat, shortly before it can leave their mouth.


    "Hmm…" Fresh thinks, feeling a little disappointed in her friend’s lack of enthusiasm. She thinks it’s super neat. "Maybe we can tie them to strings and people can carry them behind themselves?"


    Jubilee lifts a finger. "But why?"


    "Uh…" Fresh looks around for an answer, her eyes landing on Shamrock who stands behind the other two. But the best that he can offer is a shrug. Her eyes continue wandering, until they eventually land on the cauldron of rebirth. "Ah!" She grabs the sheep, setting it onto the table and then grabs a bottle of moonwater from the side. Popping it open, she pours some over the sheep, soaking some of its body.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Enchanted-Sheep]{Holy}(High)
          
        


        
          	
            This fluffy enchanted-sheep protects its shepherd while in their presence. A magical aura radiates from its squishy body over a distance of 8m
          
        


        
          	
            (Owner) While inside:


              +1 to ALL resistances


              Absorbs 1 negative STATUS-EFFECT per day

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Prevents bad dreams

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: ???
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    "Ta-da!" she says, lifting the sheep back up. Giving it a small push, she watches as it floats lazily towards Jubilee, spinning as it flies through the air with its wide, goofy smile and button eyes glistening in the light of the fire. It bops against Jubilee’s mask and starts slowly floating back the other way.


    "Well. Fuck," sighs Jubilee, looking at the item window.


    "For something you don’t have to carry, these are strong bonuses," mentions Basil, sounding somewhat worried, oddly enough. "What’s with the bad dream thing?"


    Fresh shrugs. "Dunno. Moonwater stuff."


    "Huh…" mutters Basil, perplexed. "Is it possible to get these bonuses on something less… goofy?" she asks, looking at the sheep that hovers past her face, upside down.


    "Huh?! The sheep is the most important part!" argues Fresh. "It wouldn’t work if it wasn’t a sheep."


    "What do you mean?" asks Basil.


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "A lot of the things I make get their magic from my intent for them." She points to the sheep. "I bet if I had made a mush-mush, it wouldn’t have had the bad dream ability."


    "Please don’t make those anymore," laughs Basil, somewhat nervously.


    "Wait," asks Jubilee. "So what happens if you put a ring around one of the mattresses?" Basil’s, very nervous, laughing stops rather abruptly.


    "Huh? Jubileee~" laughs Fresh. "The rings are too small for that!"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "I meant if you made a bigger one, dumb-ass."


    "Uh…" Fresh taps her chin. "I guess it would float? The ring bonus seems to be just enough to get them into the air. So if I make a big one, like an iron band, it would… float more? Maybe… hmm…"


    "Would it hold a person?" asks Jubilee, getting to the point. Basil, already pale, tenses up at this question.


    "What?"


    "If it floated, would it hold a person up in the air?"


    Fresh thinks for a second, staring up towards the ceiling. "Maybe? I bet I could make it do that!" When she looks down, excited about this new possibility, she sees that Jubilee and Basil are exchanging, what she assumes, are nervous looks. Without saying anything, the two of them nod to each other and then look back at her. Whatever exchange they were having, Shamrock seems to have no part in it.


    "We can sell the sheep. But you listen to me, goo-brain," says Jubilee, pointing at her.


    "What? Is there something wr-" starts Fresh.


    Jubilee interrupts her. "No, stop. You need to listen to what I’m about to say."


    "I will," says Fresh, nodding, leaning down to hear what Jubilee has to say, since it’s apparently important. To her surprise, Jubilee grabs the sides of her face.


    "No. You need to LISTEN," warns Jubilee in a tone that she hasn’t heard from them since their early days together. "Never -" Jubilee’s eyes grow a little larger. "NEVER," they say louder and clearer. "- Tell anyone about this. NEVER make anything bigger than a ring for someone’s finger with these properties."


    "Huh? What’s wrong, Jubilee?"


    "Promise."


    Fresh, confused, tries to argue. "But -"


    "Promise!" repeats Jubilee, stopping her and narrowing their eyes which carry a very serious expression.


    Fresh purses her lips, her face still being squished together. Her eyes wander up towards Basil who stands there with an equally grim look. Not really understanding what’s going on, she nods to her friends. Did she do something wrong? Were they mad at her? Did she mess up? Maybe the sheep was a bad idea after all?


    She nods, looking down to the ground. "Okay, I promise…"


    Basil sighs in relief. Jubilee lets go of her and she stands back upright, rubbing her arm. "Why? Don’t you guys like the sheep?"


    "The sheep are good," says Shamrock. She looks up at him, seeing that he has caught the sheep out of the air and now holds the fluffy thing in his hands.


    Basil walks over to her, patting her on her shoulder and then dabbing Fresh’s wet eyes once with a sleeve of her robe. "It’s dangerous," she explains. "Flight magic."


    "Huh? Why? Because people fall?" asks Fresh.


    "No, dumb-ass. There are only a few classes here that get anything like levitation or flight," explains Jubilee. "And they’re all in the center. Fucking fantasy-land over there." They shake their head. "I hate that place."


    Basil nods. "Scholars and some wind-caster classes can do things like that. But the abilities themselves are old secrets that the powerful families keep under lock and key. By any means necessary."


    "The nobles, you mean?" asks Fresh.


    "Listen. We’ve pissed off a lot of people so far," says Jubilee. "Merchants, adventurers, the church," they list. "But all of them are fucking level-one slimes compared to the nobles. If word of anything like this reaches them, we’re fucked."


    "Are they that bad?"


    "You don’t get it," says Jubilee. "Those people are demons," they say, swiping a hand through the air. "If one of them even smells a whiff of this fuckery, there won’t be a single head left on a warm body by this time next month, up here on the mountain."


    "Assuming there’s a mountain left to begin with," agrees Basil with a solemn nod.


    Fresh’s terrified eyes wander over to Shamrock, who looks back at her worried face. Perhaps seeing that she is having a small crisis, Shamrock lifts the sheep up and holds it out towards her.


    "Bleh~" is all that he says.

  


  Chapter 154: Troublesome


  
    Fresh and Basil are still down together in the basement. Jubilee and Shamrock have both gone back upstairs, Shamrock having taken the floating sheep up with him.


    Fresh looks at the little sprouts popping out of the dirt in one of Basil’s planters. Five of the six of them seem to be growing well. The last one however, doesn’t seem to be showing any signs of progress just yet. "They’re so cute, Basil!" says Fresh excitedly, as she lowers her face down to peer at the little sprouts which almost seem to be reaching and stretching themselves outward, as they rise towards the large crystal that is suspended above them.


    "Thank you," says Basil. "They’re growing really fast. Actually, this is the second batch."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh. "What do you mean? Aren’t these the first ones?"


    Basil shakes her head, pulling a basket out of the corner that is filled with an assortment of small, plucked herbs. "I think the magic of the crystal makes them grow really fast," explains Basil. "It only took a few nights for the seeds to sprout and turn into juveniles."


    "Oh… so they weren’t fully grown yet?" asks Fresh, taking one of the small, leafy herbs out of the basket.


    "No, they’re still young. But these plants in particular are best harvested when they are smaller. That’s why I chose them," explains Basil, plucking a leaf from the one in Fresh’s hand. She holds it up to her mouth. "Here, try it." smiles the priestess and Fresh obliges, letting herself be fed. Chewing on the small leaf, she’s surprised at just how fragrant it is. It tastes very strongly like… green. Like forest. Like crisp water with a strong hint of floral grass to it. "They get bitter and less aromatic when they’re older."


    "Mm!" says Fresh, swallowing the leaf. "It’s really good!"


    "Thank you," says Basil, shaking the basket once to mix up the contents. "My plan now is to dry these out by the fire and then grind them into a few different blends and salves."


    "I’m really glad, Basil!" says Fresh giddily, happy to see how excited the priestess’ expression is. "Maybe if you get some wax, you can make some scented candles out of them?"


    Basil thinks for a moment. "That’s a good idea. But I don’t know how to make a candle."


    "I don’t either, but it can’t be hard," thinks Fresh. "Or maybe a flower garland? We could make a head-piece out of them and enchant it?" suggests the girl, tapping her chin.


    "Uh… maybe just the salves and the tea’s for now," replies Basil, somewhat uneasily.


    "Huh? Oh," says Fresh, looking at Basil’s expression. She relents. "Sure thing, Basil. Sorry, I wasn’t trying to steal your project." She frowns. "I’ll leave you to it," says Fresh, going back to her table and tinkering awkwardly around with a few crystals and some of the rubbery ingots. Somehow she keeps being troublesome today.


    Not knowing what else to do, she sets to work, making a batch of the flying sheep. They were also troublesome however. By the time she finishes making the twelfth one, all of the others that she had set on the table have already departed, all of them floating randomly around the basement in all directions. One particularly unlucky specimen even heads straight towards the roaring fireplace and is only caught at the last second by a particularly horrified Fresh.


    Basil stands up on a small step-ladder that Fresh had quickly made for her. The priestess is busy scooting around the basement, hanging the herbs from her basket up onto the rafters to dry. In an odd flashback that Fresh can’t really explain, she can’t help but think about Donata the alchemist’s basement, as she stares at the dangling herbs for a time that she loses track of.


    After breaking out of her trance, Fresh grabs her flock of sheep, bundling them all up in her arms and carries them upstairs with her to the storefront. They’re still closed today. Jubilee had said it wasn’t worth opening until the festival was over on the day after tomorrow. Judging by the occasional glances that Fresh had spared out of the window, that seemed to be true. Though she is planning on going to the festival again tonight. It’s worth seeing while it’s still here and in truth, she hopes that her friends will go with her so that they can spend more time together. She had a lot of fun the other night.


    Fresh sets most of the sheep down onto the counter. She’ll sort them into the shelves later. For now, she takes three and heads upstairs with them. She assumes that Shamrock already has one, so she’ll put one of the others on each of the remaining beds. She doesn’t know if her friends have bad dreams, but there doesn’t seem to be a harm to offering them these. Reaching the top of the stairs, Fresh looks around.


    Jubilee is sitting at the table, reading a book. Shamrock stands behind them in the kitchen and seems to be making something, which doesn’t quite smell like anything yet.


    Sparing a quick glance over to his bed, she sees that the sheep that he had taken upstairs isn’t there, however. For a horrified moment, she for some reason thinks that he’s cooking it. But as her gaze shoots past the beds in worry, back towards the giant, she sees the sheep sitting on Basil’s bed, next to the head-rest.


    Perhaps Shamrock had noticed her flailing as well, though, in truth, it was impossible not to notice. Unable to stop herself from smiling at this kind gesture, she sets one down on his bed as well, walking past Jubilee as she heads into their room. "I’m going into your room, Jubilee."


    "Why?"


    "Sheep," says Fresh, opening the door and throwing the floating creature inside and then closing it again a second later, as Jubilee watches her carefully. "What’re you reading?"


    "Book," says Jubilee plainly, turning back to the book in their hands.


    Fresh scratches her cheek, shrugging and turning towards Shamrock. "Hey, Shamrock! What’re you making?" she asks curiously, leaning past his side as she looks at the mixture inside of the pot. A firm hand presses itself against her stomach and softly pushes her back and away.


    "Secret," is all that Shamrock says, nodding to her once before returning to his work.


    Fresh sighs, waving the two of them off as she places a sheep down onto her own bed and heads towards the balcony, where she wouldn’t be in the way or cause trouble. Cautiously sliding the door open, she peeks outside just in time to see the eruption blasting through the air just down the street, as some very energetic spells collide with each other. The explosion shoots out in all directions in an instant. She quickly slides the door back shut, feeling the shockwave press against it from the other side, rattling the building for a second.


    "How come nobody minds if fairies fly?" she asks, looking over towards the other two, continuing their somewhat grim conversation from this morning.


    Jubilee looks up from their book, staring at her for a moment before looking back down to the page. "Because they can’t leave the mountain alive."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    "Fairies can’t leave the mountain," repeats Jubilee, flipping a page. "They die if they get too far away from the magic that comes from it."


    "Oh no!" cries Fresh. "That’s really sad…"


    "It is what it is. But that’s one of the reasons most of them end up getting pretty surly when they get older," explains Jubilee. "If they get older," they add on, correcting themselves.


    "One of the reasons?"


    Jubilee doesn't look up at her, but their eyes seem to drift away from the book for a moment. Shamrock looks up from his pot and stares over towards the two of them. He shakes his head, looking at Jubilee who nods in turn. Fresh doesn’t like how many unspoken agreements are being made today. She feels rather left out, honestly.


    "Don’t worry about it, okay?" says Jubilee, focusing back on their book. "Life is hard for everyone."


    Fresh opts to sigh loudly, so that her protest is audible, but she leaves it at that and the others do the same, apparently not impressed.


    "Do you guys want to go to the fair tonight?" asks Fresh, trying to drum up some excitement.


    "No," says Jubilee straight away. "I’d rather get some sleep."


    Shamrock shakes his head too. "No," is all that he says, staring straight ahead of himself, his eyes digging into the wall as if he were reliving a traumatic experience.


    Fresh frowns. "I wanna do something though."


    "I’d offer you a book, but I don’t think you could sit through more than two pages," says Jubilee, not looking up. "Go craft something, or go bother Basil."


    "I already did!" argues Fresh, flopping down onto the chair again.


    "Dungeon?" asks Shamrock.


    "Will you go with me?!" asks Fresh excitedly, jumping up from the chair before she can even finish drooping over it.


    Shamrock looks back down and keeps stirring his pot. "No."


    Fresh flops back down again and lets her body fall limply onto the table as she lets out a loud, long groan. Today is just one of those days, apparently.

  


  Chapter 155: Singled out


  
    Fresh wanders through the fair alone. It is late in the evening, just on the cusp of night. The sun has set, however the moon has yet to make itself clearly visible. Though, this might be due to the looming clouds which obscure the sky. The streets are full of people. The fairies, having calmed down a little, or perhaps having just tired themselves out after roughhousing all day, now no longer cause a ruckus. At least for the time being.


    The others, Jubilee, Basil and Shamrock, had all decided to stay at home. All of them are either too tired or simply not interested in going to the festival tonight. It is a little disappointing for her, honestly. But she respects her friend’s wishes on the matter, despite feeling a little blue about having to go all on her own.


    The streets are full and busy, almost as busy as on the first night of the fair. The many stalls, open-faced and lined with goods, are packed with large groups of adventurers and even just every-day-normal people, who peruse the wares and hold excited conversations about the many oddities, curious items and even the other people that are there to be found. Others sit around on tightly packed benches, stuffed into full-bodied groups of revelers who spend the night eating and drinking loudly and forming circles to play rambunctious drinking games.


    The festival is filled with color and life. There is a palpable aura of the incredible energy from the people that only such a rare celebration can draw out of them. Though, here on the mountain, where there is the somewhat wilder adventurers’ guild, this is perhaps not as surprising as it would have been in the northern city.


    Still, she’s glad to be here. This city, these people, they all seemed to be very kind and fond of celebrating and they were very honest about that. The people here aren’t so reserved like they were back in the north. They just felt easier to be around, because they were more open with their intentions. They wanted to eat and drink and to use her sheep to trigger highly destructive traps in the dungeon and they have no problem saying any of that. There isn’t a lie being lived here, there isn’t any polite facade being painted over the true expressions on their faces. She appreciates that a lot.


    Even if she doesn’t appreciate their abuse of her darling sheep or the mean looks she gets once in a while. Though, maybe it’s better that they just look at her meanly right from the start, so that she doesn’t get any wrong ideas about them again, like she had done back in the north.


    Fresh wanders through the festival by herself, looking for something to do, for something to buy, for something to eat. But somehow, all of these things seem to be… unenticing. The concept of playing a game by herself and having nobody to show her stupid, garbage prize to, the concept of buying some greasy fried goo on a stick and having nobody to laugh with about just how terrible it is, the concept of looking at strange, exotic items and having nobody to chat to about how odd or interesting they are, it all feels…


    - pointless.


    Sure, the food would still taste good and sure, the games would probably be fun enough and sure, the items would still be as useful or as valuable as they ought to be, even if she had to do all of those things alone. But somehow, it just doesn’t seem to be worth the effort. What good is an adventure if you have to take it by yourself? Wasn’t the whole point that you’d have others around you? Others to share your experiences and your joys and your sadnesses with?


    Fresh looks around at the lively world around herself, towards a full table on the side that three, far more than just drunk, old men in robes have climbed onto. They clutch each other’s shoulders, dancing like idiots in their hazy stupor. She notices that she’s kind of jealous of them. But she doesn’t know why.


    The girl, who stands alone in the middle of the street looks to the right, where two people who she assumes are a couple, console each other as they both vomit into the bushes. It’s disgusting and she feels kind of bad for them, but at the same time, she’s also oddly jealous, if not a little nauseated herself.


    She sighs, walking down the street as she tries to pinpoint what exactly it is that’s bothering her. As she tries to figure out what exactly is making her feel… gooey.


    "Hey! Hey!" says an excited, squeaky voice from next to her that Fresh recognizes as a fairy. Happy that someone is talking to her, she turns her head to look towards it.


    But she just sees that it isn’t talking to her at all. The fairy, still excited and energetic, is darting around a caster with a wide brimmed hat, asking if it can sit down on top of it and be carried around the fair on their head.


    Fresh sighs and keeps on walking, she wishes a fairy would ask her to carry it around the fair. Even on her head. Walking, disassociated with the festival taking place all around her, Fresh keeps going down the road until she eventually reaches the lookout point where they had watched the fairies arrive from. It is mostly empty now, save for one or two groups of people who hang around there, perhaps also having sought an escape from the party. But none of them are alone.


    Heading to one of the empty spots, Fresh leans her arms against the railing and takes in a deep breath of the cool air of the night that has now arrived. She closes her eyes for a moment, just feeling the damp breeze on her face. She doesn't really know what she expects to see when she opens them again to look out over the dark forest below the mountain, but when she opens her eyes, she sees… nothing.


    It’s just a forest that seems to go on forever and ever. There are no lights above her head, nor below it. There are no brilliant features to distinguish either the forest or the sky from the darkness of the night. It’s just all endless black-water all around the mountain, for as far as the eye can see. It is simply emptiness, nothingness, a dark ocean that spans from where she stands towards the horizon and then far beyond that.


    She stands alone atop a pinprick that sticks out of the void, surrounded by the sounds of happiness and celebration, sounds that she simply isn’t a part of. She simply doesn’t belong to any of it. It’s like standing in a forest by yourself and listening to the joyous birdsong coming from the creatures that are so small and free while you are trapped beneath the oppressive shadows of the forest’s crown.


    Separating itself from the chaos of the fair is a woman’s voice. "Hey, isn’t that - ?" she starts to ask, her words being drowned out as she lowers her tone to one that can’t be overheard. Fresh blinks, looking over her shoulder at the group of casters. She recognizes them from the store, they seem to be there a lot. But they also seem to be part of the group of customers who is only ever drawn there because of Shamrock.


    Fresh isn’t sure what it is that they’re saying, but she sees one of them point towards her without lifting their hand above their waist and the others start laughing. Only one of them shoots her a glare before they start walking away, heading down into the fair, the others don’t bother looking at her at all, as they continue laughing about something, seemingly at her expense. Though, she isn’t sure what it is that she did.


    However, she knows this sensation. This sense of being outcast, of being rejected not just by others, but by the world as a whole. Not for lack of trying, she just doesn’t belong. Like an extra piece of a puzzle, she’s unnecessary to the whole that is present here. She can’t remember from where exactly this memory stems, this familiar feeling that is buried somewhere deep, deep inside of her core where it has always been. This set of gnarled roots that twist and wind around her organs, squeezing her insides so much so that it feels like her soul is being flattened by this intangible pressure. It’s… exhausting.


    Fresh looks back out over the void beyond the mountain, realizing how tired she is all of a sudden. It must be later at night than she thought it was. Covering her mouth, she yawns, feeling the breeze wash through her hair as if it were running water. She should probably get back home and go to bed. Maybe the others were right, maybe the fair is stupid. Maybe she’s stupid for wanting to go and be a part of something she doesn’t belong to.


    "I know the feeling," says a voice from next to her, the voice of someone who she didn’t hear approach, let alone stop two feet away from her. Fresh flinches with a surprised jolt, stopping herself before she makes more of a fool out of herself, as she looks to her side and stares at the cloaked, hooded man who stares out over the darkness of the world. A single, simple jewel is embedded in the fabric on the front of his hood.


    "Hey, I know you," says Fresh, looking at him in surprise, at the man with the snake bite on his ankle who she had ‘met’ during their escape from the north. A moment later however, her expression shifts to one of deep suspicion and she takes another step back as she really realizes who he is. The man doesn’t budge, simply continuing to look wherever it is that he’s looking. "What are you doing here?"


    "Enjoying the fair," replies the man from the thieves’ guild, coyly. His voice is oddly smooth and carries with it something akin to a hiss. "It’s not good to be alone when you’re weak," he states, the stone embedded in the fabric of his hood glimmering, as it catches a faint ray of moonlight that escapes from a heavy cloud. "They say that the devil will only come to tempt you when you’re at your lowest."


    "What do you want?" asks Fresh, ready to turn around and to make a quick exit. Something about the man feels wrong. His face never seems to become entirely visible, no matter how much she stares at it, even if he only has a fabric hood on. His posture never seems to fit right to the images of similar poses that she has in her mind, there is always something off about the way he stands and holds himself. A shoulder too low, an elbow turned the wrong way. No matter what pose the man assumes as he shifts upright, there is something… inhuman, about it.


    A series of cheers erupts from the fair as a magic show begins, the sky illuminating with fire and lightning, stemming from the drunk crowd who set it alight.


    "My name is Patala," says the man from the thieves’ guild. "I have come to offer you a temptation."

  


  Chapter 156: Seeing red


  
    The night-winds blow, the shapeless presence pushing its way down the mountain, creeping and crawling along the rocks as it falls, crashing down into the darkness beneath them all, carrying with it both strands of her hair, as well as the sounds of the voices from all around them. The winds also carry with them the voice of the man, pushing the sound of it into the dark abyss, as if hiding his presence from anyone else, from everyone else, as if to ensure that no ears heard his words save for hers.


    The festival rages on behind them, growing louder and more energetic by the second. The sounds of celebrating people, of loud cheering, of chaotic spells, of reverent singing, of the clinking of mugs and the spilling of alcohol, of the stumbling and the laughing and the fighting of the festival-goers, all of them seem to become louder and louder rather abruptly. Loud enough to obscure their conversation, loud enough to obscure the trickling of the running river just on the other side of the stalls. As if some spell had come over the entire mountain-town, energizing every last person who is outside in this hour close to midnight, filling them with unnatural fervor.


    Fresh knows that she shouldn’t talk to the man, despite Jubilee never having explicitly warned her not to, like they had done with Shamrock. It’s more than just some gut-feeling or her intuition, it’s simply a fact of life that her mind holds to be self-evident, much like her need to breathe, her need to blink. Much like that, the man is clearly someone who shouldn’t be spoken to, who shouldn’t be listened to.


    Fresh turns and she walks away, not saying anything, not engaging with the man from the thieves’ guild. She is sure this would otherwise result in nothing but trouble. She causes enough of that already, without anyone else’s help.


    "Is it what you expected it to be?" asks Patala, as Fresh walks away. "Your new life?"


    She stops, the hairs on her neck standing on end, as the hissing of his words reaches her ears which are filled with the sounds of festivity. Her new life? Does he know about…


    Fresh blinks, suddenly remembering something that she had forgotten. No, it wasn’t forgotten. It was simply… painted over, covered in a smear of wet, thick, black ink.


    - Her old life. She had a life before this one. It wasn’t even that long ago. A few months ago at best. Her eyes wander down towards her hands which are at her side, seeing the pale, thin skin become illuminated for a moment by the odd purple light of a haunting spell that explodes high up in the sky, like a firework. She doesn’t turn herself around, but she does look over her shoulder towards the stranger. "Some adventure, right?" he asks, almost laughing.


    "What do you want?" asks Fresh, feeling both extremely confused and also highly suspicious. Her mind is racing as she remembers and at the same time, it tries to grasp how he could know her secret.


    "I want to talk."


    "I don’t want to talk to you, sorry to be rude," replies Fresh, turning her head to keep walking away. It’s time to go home. She wants to take a bath and go to bed.


    "Who else are you going to talk to then?" asks the man coyly. But when she turns around this time, he isn’t there anymore where he was a moment ago. Looking forward towards the side, she sees the man standing there now with his arms crossed, leaned back against the side of a stone wall. She didn’t notice him moving there, let alone so quickly.


    "My friends," replies Fresh defiantly, feeling strangely annoyed by his presence. No, not annoyed. Offended. Something about him simply being here, about his talking to her, something about it makes her mad and she doesn’t really know why it does. But she feels that her temper is oddly short all of a sudden, despite it never being so. Maybe because it’s late. Maybe because she’s tired. Maybe because she was having a bout of loneliness. Maybe because of the memories returning to her.


    "Your friends?" asks Patala, gesturing around them, but not moving from his spot in the shadows. No light from any spell, any streetlight, or any crystal ever seems to manage to reach him. "I don’t see any friends."


    "I’m going to tell Jubilee if you don’t leave me alone," threatens Fresh.


    The man laughs and lifts the fingers from one of his still crossed hands, waving to her listlessly. "Well. Okay, then. Good night," says Patala dryly, turning his head to look back out over the look-out.


    Fresh blinks, surprised that he let it drop so easily. Turning for the third time to go back home, she starts walking towards the festival, half-expecting the man to appear in the next shadow before her. But he never does. He simply stands exactly where she left him, not moving, not looking her way, not saying a word. He’s doing exactly what she told him to do and for some reason, that’s annoying her too. Somehow even more so than if he had kept pursuing the topic.


    How does he know about her old life? More importantly, how did she forget about her old life?


    Fresh clenches her fists, hating herself a little more than usual. Knowing that she shouldn’t speak with the, more than shady, character, the girl turns around again. "What do you want?" she asks for the second time.


    But Patala is no longer there.


    Fresh stares at the darkness for a moment, before walking back alone through the loud fair. By the time she gets home, she is more than exhausted. She is barely able to keep her eyes open as she shuffles quietly past Shamrock’s and Basil’s beds. Throwing off her robe and boots, she flops down onto her soft blanket, her eyes still open for a second as she stares down at the little thing that fell out of her pocket onto the floor.


    Reaching down from her bed, she grabs the small slip of paper and squints her eyes, trying to read it in the darkness.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Ask for a glass of serpent's blood


            Drown the fish

          
        

      
    


    


    
The slip of paper falls apart a second later, charring into ash, as if she had held it over a fire.


    Fresh doesn’t sleep well that night, but she sleeps nonetheless. Her mind feels oddly itchy while she sleeps, like regrowing skin covering a small burn wound. When the next morning comes, she doesn’t tell the others about her encounter, though she does consider it.


    She isn’t sure why she doesn’t exactly. Maybe because she doesn’t want to get yelled at by Jubilee, or maybe because she doesn’t want to get lectured by Basil. Or maybe she just doesn’t want to, because she doesn’t want to. Fresh doesn’t know. Instead, she sits quietly at the table, sipping her coughee while the others scrounge their own breakfast together today.


    Today is the day that her new mattresses go on sale and despite having been very excited about it, somehow her mood feels very… neutral about everything right now. She just feels very tired and cranky, no matter how long she closes her eyes, no matter how many cups of the coughee she drinks, somehow, she always feels like she could use a long, deep nap in a quiet, dark place.


    Sparing a moment as they open for the first day since the festival, she watches as the crowds swarm in. Most of them look destroyed in body and soul, their faces and eyes red and tired, yet somehow, they still manage to keep smiles painted on them. A few curious, excited fairies even fly inside along with them. Half of the crowd heads towards the shelves, the red-eyed customers making a beeline for the hot and cold coughee, while the other half heads towards Shamrock. This makes her angry too.


    A few of them stop to look at the mattresses and they seem really excited about them, despite their proud price of almost six-hundred Obols. But somehow, their excited words don’t reach her. Somehow, the venomous glances of the casters she had seen last night making fun of her, don’t reach her. Feeling oddly tense in spirit today, Fresh heads down to the basement without saying anything to the others, letting them handle it.


    She wants to make something. To do something. Something to get her mind back into shape. She’s still agitated and a little angry and she still doesn’t know why. Sparing a glance at Basil’s planters, one of which is still not growing, she heads to her table and grabs everything that she can reach, not even sure what it is that she’s making. Though, she’s sure that her friends will yell at her for it.


    But there is an idea floating around in her mind, a bad idea, the idea that she isn’t sure if it is even hers. It is too strong for her to ignore, since it being present in her head makes her angry. It’s like the mind-numbing roaring of a cascading waterfall.


    Grabbing the largest crystal that she has, she takes a knife and begins engraving the ghost-warding sigils into it, sparing a glance over towards the fireplace for a moment as something about it bugs her. Something about it is making her angry too. It is making that gnawing voice in the back of her head buzz, like there’s something else that she forgot, something else that she’s missing, despite it being right there, right in front of her face.


    But she just doesn’t know what it is.


    Frustrated, Fresh sets the knife to the crystal and begins engraving it.

  


  Chapter 157: Morning recovery


  
    Feeling an odd catharsis, Fresh sits outside on the balcony, staring out over the city. It is early in the morning. She didn’t get much sleep again, only a few hours’ worth. But despite that, despite the chill that she feels from inside of her body, caused by the lack of rest, despite the slight burning of her red eyes, despite the shaky tiredness of her frame, she smiles a satisfied smile as she takes a long sip of her hot coughee and stares out over the city.


    After finishing her odd project last night, in her strange bout of dubious inspiration, Fresh did what any reasonable person would do.


    She hid it.


    Though, again, she isn’t really sure why. Well, no, that’s not true. She knows why. But her reasoning to avoid thinking about that is to just come up with other reasons for why she might have hid it. Maybe so she doesn’t get yelled at or scolded. Maybe so that Basil doesn’t get mad at her for using the holy sigils to make something that is so rife with, as Jubilee would call it, ‘fuckery’. Down in the washroom, there is a loose brick down at the standing area of the washing basin, where the previous owner apparently did some repairs. She removed it and hid the warped-crystal behind there, under the water, for when she needs it.


    Fresh takes another sip of her coughee as she thinks about that last thought.


    When she needs it? Why would she ever need it? Why would she ever need to make something like that, let alone use it? It seems pretty grim, even for her. Especially after she used her witch-magic to power it up. The crystals really do seem to be particularly magically powerful. Dangerously so. Horribly so.


    It’s probably the most dangerous thing that she’s ever made. Maybe that’s why she did it in secret, maybe that’s why she hid it. Because she knows that the others wouldn’t approve. Hell, she is sure that even she herself doesn’t approve. But somehow, now that it is done, she is nonetheless deeply satisfied, rather than aghast. Somehow, the trickling of the river just down the way seems oddly loud and pleasant today, as if the waters were praising her for her hard-work. Like a hand on the top of her head, telling her how proud it is.


    Though, she isn’t quite sure why she didn’t just hide it in her inventory? Maybe she wants it to be found. Or maybe she’s just scared of her inventory. She isn’t sure.


    Last night was a weird night for a lot of reasons and Fresh can’t really explain it. She can’t really explain what got a hold of her. Maybe it was the loneliness, maybe it was the revelations of her old memories, maybe it was the man from the thieves’ guild, maybe it was any of a thousand looming things, floating just above her head like disembodied specters. Or maybe it was all of them.


    "Good morning," says Basil, walking up behind her and rubbing her back. The priestess, with her own mug in hand, stands next to Fresh and stares out over the city. "Did you have fun last night?"


    "No," says Fresh honestly, taking another long sip as she looks down, watching as they dismantle the fairgrounds. "I had a really bad time actually," she says, thinking about the question that the man from the thieves’ guild had asked her, about how her adventure has been so far.


    "Ah…"


    "Is it all like this, Basil?" asks Fresh, looking out over the busy street.


    "Like what?" asks the priestess.


    "Terrible," replies Fresh. "Are the people all terrible everywhere? Are all of the cities terrible? Are all of the places and the things that are supposed to be fun, terrible?"


    To her surprise, Basil places her hand on top of hers on the railing. "That’s not like you at all. You must have really had a bad night, huh?" asks the priestess, letting go and then looking back out over the city together with her. "It is."


    Fresh blinks, not having expected such a brief and to the point answer from Basil.


    "Every city is filled with horrible, terrible things," she says. "Every heart is filled with horrible, terrible things," she adds on after that. "That’s why I became a priestess. To push back against that." She takes a sip of her tea and points downward. "Look."


    Fresh stares down, watching as a group of fairies fly in a circle, having the time of their lives by the sound of it, as they chase after one of her enchanted-sheep which is trying to make a daring escape.


    "You had a bad night last night, but look at them," smiles Basil back up at her, before turning to watch the playing fairies. "Because of your hard work, they’re having a great time today. The world is a little bit lighter today, because you put in the effort."


    Fresh stares down at the reflection in her mug. The eyeless thing, which floats in the brackish water, gazes back up towards her just as the priestess finishes her explanation. "That’s all any of us can and should do."


    Feeling a bit lighter in her shoulders, Fresh lets out an oddly relieved sigh and finishes the rest of her breakfast in one gulp, if only to get rid of the judgmental gaze of her reflection. "Thank you, Basil," beams Fresh. "That makes me feel a lot better!"


    "Mhm," nods Basil to her as they both head back inside.


    "Get out of the way, meat-head," snaps Jubilee at Shamrock. Both of them are in the kitchen, trying to work around each other.


    "No," replies Shamrock, stirring a pot, while Jubilee is trying to get to the stove to finish making breakfast.


    "You better not be eating the products!" snaps Jubilee, pointing up at him. Shamrock stops stirring for a moment, looking down at them and then over to the pot.


    "I am not," he says, his breastplate lurching with a heavy breath. "I am melting them."


    "That’s even worse!" yells Jubilee. Shamrock shrugs indifferently, lifting the pot up and walking past them, over to the table to set it down to cool off. Curious now, Fresh looks over and sees what appears to be a mass of sparkling black-goo. It looks like melted crystal-drakonium.


    …Melted?


    Fresh blinks, looking at it. Isn’t this supposed to be heat resistant? If it melts, that’s really bad. "How did you melt this, Shamrock?" she asks, becoming worried about the heated cabinet downstairs.


    "Slime acid," replies the man, coming out of the pantry with a half-sphere bowl.


    "The fuck did you get slime acid?" asks Jubilee suspiciously.


    "Market," replies Shamrock without much emotion, setting the bowl down next to the pot and gesturing for them to stay back. Fresh imagines that melted crystal-drakonium, especially while boiling hot, would be very bad to get burned by. The man pours the bowl half full, before getting a glass of cold water and diluting the mixture. With what looks like a small twig, he stirs the thing until it starts becoming somewhat thicker again.


    "What do you think it is?" asks Basil.


    "Some kind of… mixed material?" guesses Fresh.


    "Looks like random bullshit to me," says Jubilee from across the table.


    Shamrock ignores all of them, continuing his work.


    Because of the water, the mixture, while still dark colored, becomes translucent and filled with the suspended glitter of the powdered dragon scales. Shamrock goes back to the pantry, all of their eyes now curiously following him. Even Jubilee, who has given up on breakfast for now, watches with intrigue. He returns a second later, his hand full of a small bit of red mushroom-powder that he throws into the mixture and keeps stirring. Soon, the hardening jelly becomes a translucent, shimmering, dark-red color.


    Grabbing the bowl, he holds it flat against the table and shakes it a little, letting the contents settle. A minute later, it is completely solidified again and hard to the touch. The crystal-drakonium is now a lot softer and extremely jiggly and carries with it an exciting red color that is filled with sparkling dust, which seems to catch every ray of light. Even more so than before.


    Nodding once to himself, seemingly satisfied as he pokes the mixture, Shamrock grabs the half-sphere bowl and slams it upside down onto the table. The others look at each other in confusion and then back towards it, as he lifts it up.


    The red, jiggly-wiggly blob slides free from the container as he lifts it upwards. The gooey mass staying down on the table, wobbling from side to side as a solidified, gelatinous whole.


    "It’s so wobbly…" says Fresh in delight, lifting a finger to poke it, while leaning over to stare at it. Shamrock stops her, walking away and coming back a second later with two snowman eyes and some ink.


    "I didn’t expect anything and I’m still disappointed," sighs Jubilee.


    "It’s very… bouncy?" asks Basil, also still confused.


    The giant sets the eyes into it, next to each other and then, dipping his finger into the inkwell, draws a large smile beneath them. Nodding again in satisfaction, he gives a thumbs up to Fresh, who now realizes what he has made and is unable to contain her excited squeal as she rushes to poke it and to watch its dumb-smile jiggle around.


    "Slime," is all that Shamrock says, as the little toy slime wiggles excitedly on the table next to him, its smile only the second brightest in the room.


    


    Note for occultists - Patala 

In Hindu mythology ‘Patala’ is a term that is used as a name for the underworld. Though, it’s a little more complicated than that. Sort of similar to Dante’s inferno, where there are multiple layers of hell, in Hindu mythology, in the Bhagavata Purana, there are multiple layers of existence. Seven, to be exact. Each of these seven layers is called a ‘Patala’. Each of these layers of the underworld is ruled by either demons or Nagas. (Nagas = Snake people) 

 The following seven layers are all Patalas. 

 (1)Atala
 (2)Vitala
 (3)Sutala
 (4)Talatala
 (5)Magatala
 (6)Rasatala
 (7)Patala ← This Patala, the deepest one, is literally called ‘Patala’ though it sometimes called ‘Nagaloka’ instead 

 Patala (#7, not the whole group) is run by the Nagas, snake people, who hide their faces with hoods that are adorned with decorative jewels. It is said that the light of of their jewels are the only source of light in their dark realm. 

 Interestingly enough, in Tibetan Buddhism, Patalas also exist, but these are considered underground paradises rather than ‘the underworld’ as we classically know it. Patala in buddhism is also the source of alchemy and of all magical sciences. Quizzically, for ‘vidyādhara’ (Demi-god air spirits who are attendants to the god Shiva) It is said to be a road to have intercourse with female-non-humans. No really. The air-demi-gods go to the underground to -

   >touch fluffy tail 

 More importantly for us though, since we run a clean show here, is that Patala is considered the source of all flowing waters.

  


  Chapter 158: Groceries


  
    "It’s so cute!" says an excited caster, poking the wiggling slime that is sitting down on the counter again. The group around them all lets out a delighted squeal, as the little slime starts to wobble up and down, its goofy smile and large eyes shaking around.


    Shamrock lifts a hand, giving them a thumbs-up. Apparently, he has been practicing, as this gesture seems to come to him naturally now. A few of them fall back over-dramatically, having to be caught by their eye-rolling party-members, standing just behind them.


    Fresh sighs, standing between the empty shelves and restocking the glass-wands. Nobody has ever swooned when she gave them a thumbs up. They had sold quite a few wands already, first thing in the day, so the shelf needs to be refilled already.


    "He’s so mysterious and strong!" says an excited voice from the other aisle. "And he has such a soft side! Look at that little slime he made!"


    "But isn’t he… you know? Look at his armor," says a hushed voice, sounding somewhat worried.


    "Huuuh?" asks the first voice, lowering her tone. "He’s just a little lost!" she explains. "He’s probably traumatized by being ordered around by that crone who runs this store. I’d start believing in witches too."


    Fresh purses her lips, having a feeling that she knows who they’re talking about.


    "Would you be saying that if he wasn’t giant and as strong as a minotaur?" asks her party-member in a skeptical tone.


    "Huh?! What are you implying, you jerk?!"


    Fresh blinks, looking around, listening to the woman’s detailed explanation of how she is convinced that she could convert Shamrock to a holy life, though her party-member seems highly questioning of both her claims and her motivations. The woman is convinced however, that Shamrock is simply a lost soul in need of guidance and that she is the right one to offer it.


    Stacking the last wand back in the shelf, Fresh heads back out and away, before they come around the bend and run into her. She walks past the still entirely full sheep-shelf, standing for a second to adjust one of the sheep, patting its head while she turns it an inch to the side, to have a better view of the store from its high perch. At least the sheep is smiling at her.


    "Hey, goo-brain," says Jubilee from behind the counter.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, turning over to face them somewhat listlessly.


    "Run into town and go buy some stuff if you have nothing better to do, will you?" asks Jubilee, sliding a piece of paper across the counter. "Here, I made a list."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, happy about having something else to do, other than to sit in here and listen to herself be insulted, just because people are jealous that she gets to be friends with Shamrock. She grabs the list, looking over the fairly standard collection of items. "Eggs? Fabric?" She reads, those are just the first two items. There are a lot of things on the list, but there is nothing here that is important or that they don’t already have a little of at home still. "We have all of this stuff already, Jubilee," remarks Fresh quizzically.


    "Just go and get it, okay?" asks Jubilee, tapping their fingers against the counter.


    Fresh shrugs and nods. "Okay!" she says, heading behind the counter and then upstairs to get her bag and some money. Grabbing a bottle of herbal-tea from the cold shelf on her way out, Fresh steps out of the shop and sighs a long sigh of relief at the very moment that she exits their home. Somehow, there has been a pressure building inside of the store all morning, apparently one that only she feels and by leaving, it all seems to fall off of her shoulders, all at once.


    Opening her bottle of tea, she takes a long drink out of it, letting out a second relieved breath after. Screwing it tightly back shut, she puts the bottle into her bag and starts walking down the tunnel, out towards the plaza. But suddenly, Fresh stops, spontaneously deciding to take the longer way today, simply for the sake of it. Turning around again, Fresh goes the other way down the tunnel, bending off to the right and stopping outside of the clockwork shop that she had looked at together with Basil that one time.


    There are a lot of cute things here, all of them powered by the magical-crystals. Wooden toys that march from side to side across the floor of the show-window. Ornate clocks hang on the wall, ticking loudly as their decorative pendulums swing left and right. Fresh can’t help but smile, as she sees a little bird pop out of the top of one, as the new hour strikes.


    The little chicken pops in and out of the hole and each time it appears, there is a pushing of air through a soft whistle that goes


    ‘Ooh Ooooh~’
‘Ooh Ooooh~’


    "Ooh Ooooh~" mutters Fresh to herself, her face pressed against the glass, as she stares at the chicken. Seeing it makes her feel better somehow. "Thanks chicken," she nods to the chicken. The chicken retreats back into its hole and doesn’t return. Her eyes continue wandering, as she stares at everything else inside of the store. She watches as the shopkeeper inside, behind their counter, is busy tinkering with something, while their assistant is running around, corralling a bunch of excited children and fairies who can hardly contain their joy at the many wondrous creations.


    She’s jealous again. Why can’t their store be like this? Maybe she needs to make nicer things…? Yeah, that’s it! She hasn’t been making nice enough things. Wares like these things here. That’s why people are being so rude lately. She isn’t adding any value to their lives. That has to be it. After all, what has she made? Some boots. A mattress. A sheep. Some drinks. Some junk food. It’s no wonder people are mean to her, thinks Fresh. But things like this? Wondrous things? Things that make your eyes sparkle and your heart skip just a single beat? She has made nothing like that. She hasn’t made anything that could offer such strong feelings of joy, has she?


    Fresh pulls back from the window, nodding to the reflection with clenched, determined fists that she sees looking back her way. Hurrying, she leaves the window and paces down the tunnel, away from the dungeon, determined to find something to light that spark in her eye, determined to find some idea, some material, something that will light the spark in their hearts. So that they’ll like her too. She isn’t going to come back until she does. Even if she has to stay outside all day and all night holding a bunch of eggs and fabric.


    Hurrying to the plaza outside, Fresh starts working her way through the list and with every stop that she makes, she takes an extra long time to look at every little thing that each vendor has. She doesn’t just look at the fabric that she needs for Jubilee, she looks at every piece of fabric that they have on display. When she gets the eggs, she doesn’t just look at the normal chicken’s eggs, she looks at the eggs from other birds, at the monster eggs. One of the vendors even has an anqa egg, which they claim is ready to hatch any day now, only Fifteen-thousand Obols.


    Fresh has to try very hard to restrain herself there, walking away from the vendor while carefully setting the small wooden-box of straw-packed chicken eggs into her bag.


    The next stop on her list. Milk.


    She stands in front of the vendor, looking around at the many bottles of mostly, but not all, white liquids. Some of them really do have an exotic off-color. Apparently, for particularly brave souls, there is even minotaur’s milk. One-hundred Obols per bottle. Peering around, Fresh looks at the many odd types, before her eyes reach the vendor who is standing there, scribbling onto a piece of paper.


    "Excuse me," says Fresh. He lifts his head towards her. "Do you have dragon’s milk?" she asks curiously.


    The man stares at her for a moment as if sizing her up. "Ice dragon or mountain dragon?" he asks a second later.


    "It’s real?!" shouts Fresh, her hands planting themselves onto the counter as she leans in forward.


    Yes. Apparently, it is real. The man pulls out a heavy trunk from beneath the counter and lifts up two bottles, standing well back so that nobody could snatch them out his grasp as he, in detail, explains the logistics of how it is extracted and processed, much to Fresh’s delight, as she envisions a man with a straw-hat, sitting with a wooden pail next to a dragon in a hay-covered stall and milking it. In her mind at least, the dragon moos.


    Which is apparently exactly how it is made, minus the mooing. According to him, there is actually a large farm even further west of the mountain, where an oddball shaman, who became a monster-farmer, does exactly that.


    "Five-hundred Obols for the small bottle," he finishes.


    "I’ll take it!" says Fresh without hesitation, slapping her coins readily onto the counter.


    Proudly, she sets the little bottle of ice dragon’s milk into the side pocket of her bag as she walks away, not regretting a single thing about this purchase.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) bought: [Dragon's Milk]{Ice}(High)


            for


            [{500} Obols]

          
        

      
    


    


    With a crystal clear conscience and heart, Fresh continues on her personal adventure to find out what she could make to win everybody over. To prove to them that she is someone who they could all be friends with.

  


  Chapter 159: The new idea


  
    Fresh stands outside of the adventurers’ guild and stares up at the building. She’s surprised that she can’t hear the loud voices coming from inside of it from out here. Somehow, the building seems almost airtight, not letting a single squeak or murmur escape out into the world. As if the structure itself were keeping all of their words, all of their secrets, for itself.


    The door slides open and a small group of people walk out of it, all three of them, clearly drunk, holding on to each other, as they make their way down through the city.


    Fresh isn’t too sure why she has stopped here. It’s a little out of the way, in all honesty, considering that everything she still needs to buy is to be found on the other side of the city, closer to the store.


    The water of the river trickles on quietly behind her, the sound not filling her head with any strange ideas or inclinations, rather, it just fills her ears with noise. She turns away, looking away from the structure for a moment as she instead stares down at the reflection in the stream, which shimmers in the light of the early morning sunshine. It looks up at her, looking just as perplexed as she herself does down at it, as if neither of them knew what the other wanted from them.


    The day is beautiful and surprisingly lively. Yet Fresh, with her old memories, in a sense returned to her, feels… out of place.


    It isn’t so much that old anxiety or glumness that has caught her today, rather, there is a sensation, a feeling that she can’t quite put her finger on. Something that makes her suspicious, but she doesn’t even know about what.


    Why did she forget her old life? These past few weeks, she has been running her life as if it were automated. She has been running from point ‘A’ to point ‘B’ doing this and that simply for the sake of doing this and that. For progress on the store. For progress in their purses. For progress in their home. For progress in all manner of crafting and skills and level-ups and for progress in the dungeon and for progress in exploring the city and for progress in meeting new people.


    But progress isn’t what it is that she’s missing. There is something else. There is something wrong. There is something…


    - Unfulfilled.


    Fresh turns away from the river, heading into the adventurers’ guild. As soon as she steps into the door, her senses explode, becoming overwhelmed with noise and smells and sights. The party is as wild and chaotic as ever. She jumps back a step, as two casters, locked in a tussle, roll past the door and tear at each other’s hair, as they drunkenly fight over something stupid.


    Laughing quietly to herself with a nervous smile, she side-steps the anarchy, moving out of the way just in time, as a full mug flies past where she was about to go and slams into the wall by the door.


    "Settle down!" yells a shrill voice, flying past her towards the fight. Fresh, heading towards the room in the back of the upstairs area, spares a second to watch as the young fairy, wearing a waitress’ apron hovers over the two combatants. Her hands glow with a bright magic and then a second later, the two of them are pushed apart, as the wooden boards of the floor come apart and curl themselves upwards, pushing the two of them away from each other’s throats.


    The rest of a group of fairies, who all apparently work here now, come to help as well. They seem to have integrated pretty fast. Fresh can’t help but scratch her cheek, as she realizes that they found sensible employment much faster than she had. She wasn’t even new-born either when she arrived here. She was just dumb.


    Fresh looks away from the fight and pulls the iron-key out of her pocket, scooting past the full, bustling tables as she heads into their room inside of the adventurers’ guild, where none of them have stepped foot since their buying the suspiciously cheap and convenient house.


    The world is suddenly quiet, as she slips through the blue fog.


    Fresh stands there, alone in the room, her full bag on her back. In truth, she knows she could go to the barkeeper and do what the note from the thieves’ guild had instructed her to do. But that’s not what she came here to do.


    Though actually, the truth is that she doesn’t even know what it is that she came here to do. Somehow, coming to the empty room, to the quiet room where she was separated from everyone and everything, from her friends, from the party, from the trickling water of the river, felt like the right thing to do. It’s what old Fresh wants her to do.


    "Just dumb, huh…" she repeats to herself, dropping her bag and sliding down against the wall, so that she can think in peace for a moment. And as she sits there, the more and more she realizes what she has been doing.


    In this new life, she has been pushing forward so hard and with such determination that she has forgotten one critical thing. That she is still herself. It doesn’t matter how far she runs, how heavy her bag is, how hard she pushes; if she doesn’t fix the girl in her reflection, her adventure would never begin like she wants it to.


    The reflection…


    Fresh narrows her eyes, thinking about reflections, thinking about mirrors, thinking about the person she connects first and foremost with those things, after herself.


    Jubilee.


    Her best friend. Fresh knows that she trusts Jubilee more than anyone, she trusts Jubilee with her life. But Jubilee has a secret. Jubilee has many secrets.


    The mask. The thieves’ guild. The mirror. The old house. The telescope. Their initial obsession with helping her, despite her being a stranger. Plus something else, something she hasn’t quite come to understand yet, something about the new house…


    She could get answers from the cloaked stranger, from Patala. But then again… is it her business to begin with?


    No.


    It isn’t.


    Jubilee could be a six-headed, fire-breathing werewolf and it would be none of Fresh’s business. They were friends. Mask or no mask, secrets or no secrets. She has betrayed that trust once and she regrets it to this day. She won’t do it again.


    The same applies to Basil. The same applies to Shamrock. Fresh realizes now what her problem is.


    She has become too obsessed with progress.


    She has been working, she hasn’t been having an adventure. The reflection. She hasn’t been paying attention to her reflection. To the girl in the mirror. To the witch in the mirror. To herself.


    Fresh looks up at the matte windows that show nothing, seeing no reflection, as she realizes what her next idea is. Grabbing her bag, she hoists it up and runs out of the room, runs out of the adventurers’ guild, jumping over the broken floorboards as she hurries back home, not sparing a single glance back towards the barkeeper or the washroom, no matter how loudly the river whispers.


    "I’m home!" says Fresh loudly, jumping behind the counter with unusual energy.


    "You took your tim- agh!" snarls Jubilee, as Fresh grabs their hand and drags them towards the basement. "Let go!"


    "Jubilee~! I need your help!" says Fresh down to her friend who glares up at her skeptically, but lets themselves be pulled along. She spares a second to wave to Basil, who is restocking a shelf. Then she hurries past Shamrock, who is talking to one of the casters that she recognizes from that night at the fair. Fresh stops, narrowing her eyes, locking her gaze with the elven woman, who looks over at her scornfully all of a sudden.


    "Shamrooock~" coos Fresh, looking up at the giant from the side. He turns his head and looks down at her, curiously. "Thanks for being my friend, Shamrock!" beams Fresh, wrapping her arms around him as best as she can, in a hug. His chest heaves, pushing her head, held sideways again it, back a little, as he lets out an excited breath and a single large hand finds its way awkwardly to her back.


    "Until the moon falls to the world," he says, unexpectedly poetically. Fresh opens her eyes, shooting a devious, smug glance towards the elf on the other side of the counter. Just to rub it in, she sticks out her tongue once to the side so that only she can see it. She’s a horrible, cruel witch, apparently, so why not try to live up to that at least a little? The elf’s eyes shoot open in a murderous glare. Fresh spares her a final wink and then grabs Jubilee again, tearing them down to the basement.


    "What’s your problem, goo-brain?" asks Jubilee, as they go down the stairs. "You smell like vomit, are you drunk?"


    "I was at the guild. But I don’t drink, Jubilee," says Fresh. "I mean, I’d like to go drinking sometime, but only if you go too," she says. "So I know everything will be okay."


    "No thanks," replies Jubilee, sounding both flattered and bewildered by her odd behavior.


    "Mm," nods Fresh, having expected as much, but not really being disappointed. She stops. "I need glass, please."


    "Is that it?" sighs Jubilee. "I thought this was going to be something big," they sa


    "It is something big!" replies Fresh, lifting a finger as she explains. "You’re my best friend, Jubilee! So can you help me, pleeease~


    Jubilee stares up at her but then sighs, their boot shifting along the stones a little. "Do you always have to say stuff like that


    "Mm!"


    "Don’t you have any sense of embarrassment?" asks Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "No," replies Fresh plainly. "I’m an evil, heartless witch who crawls through the night to eat children. But only if their feet are hanging out of the bed," she explains, not skipping a beat.


    "Uh… huh…" replies Jubilee, staring at her somewhat lost and confused. "So, how much glass do you need?" they ask, trying to get to the point.


    "It’s not about how much. It’s about with what," says Fresh. "You need dirt, right?"


    "Yeah?"


    Fresh grabs a bowl and runs over to the sacks of extra dirt that Basil has in the corner and grabs a large handful, filling it up. Hurrying back to the table, she grabs a bottle of moonwater and soaks the dirt with it, making a thick mud. She holds it out to Jubilee.


    "Moondirt," she says plainly, offering them the bowl of muddy slop.


    "You can’t just put moonwater in dirt and then decide that it’s called ‘moondirt’, goo-brain," says Jubilee, shaking their head. Fresh blinks, staring at them blankly for a moment.


    She gives the bowl a light shake, allowing the contents to settle.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Moondirt]{Holy}
          
        


        
          	
            Fertile soil enriched with the holy energies of the moon.
          
        

      
    


    


    
"Moondirt," says Fresh again, pointing at the window


    Jubilee sighs.

  


  Chapter 160: Radiance


  
    Fresh looks over the chunk of glass that Jubilee had made out of the moondirt. It is different from the normal, crystal clear glass that Jubilee’s magic usually makes. Rather, the 'moonglass' is milky and holds less of a prismatic shine. The light that it catches from around the room seems to lean more towards the cooler tones, rather than the usual brighter pinks and yellows.


    Jubilee watches her carefully from the side. "So? What kind of fuckery is this going to end up becoming?"


    "It’s not going to be anything like that," says Fresh, flicking the glass once with the tip of her finger. It lets out a sharp, crystal clear ring that resonates around the basement. She stops and thinks for a second. "Well… maybe a little."


    Jubilee crosses their arms. "That’s an odd amount of foresight, coming from you," they state. "Are you getting sick or something? Should I get Basil?"


    Fresh holds her hands above the chunk of glass.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Saw}]
          
        

      
    


    


    A clean slice of the hunk of glass separates itself from the rest. Carefully, she lifts it off and sets it onto the table. "I’m fine, Jubilee," says Fresh, smiling back at her friend. "Thanks for always worrying about me."


    "I’m worrying about me," replies Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Saw}]
          
        

      
    


    


    She cuts the top half of the removed piece off, creating a straight sheet of glass. "No you’re not, Ju~ bi~ lee~" says Fresh in a sing-song tone, looking over her work.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Polish {Lustrous}]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Lustrous Moonglass]{Holy}(High)
          
        


        
          	
            A thin sheet of extremely reflective, enchanted glass filled with a holy energy
          
        

      
    


    


    "Are you trying to pick a fight, goo-brain? You know that there aren’t any witnesses down here, right?" asks Jubilee, sounding somewhat agitated. Fresh closes her eyes, pulling her head back as she purses her lips and carefully blows the glass dust off of the pane of glass before herself.


    Fresh looks over to Jubilee and shakes her head before turning back to her work. "Exactly. Jubilee?"


    "What?"


    Fresh grabs a bottle of moonwater and a rag, dampening it before slowly starting to wipe the rest of the dust away. "Would you still be my friend if I was an evil witch?"


    Jubilee shrugs. "What? Fuck, why do you always talk like a five year old at the fairgrounds, asking if we can be friends?"


    "’Cause I wanna know," replies Fresh. The rag in her hand squeaks as she polishes the sheet of milky glass. She lifts her head, looking back over towards Jubilee.


    "You already know, shit-head," replies Jubilee, sounding annoyed, crossing their arms and looking away.


    Fresh sets the rag down, lifting the sheet of opaque, shiny, polished glass up before herself. She looks into her own reflection. It winks back at her, though that might have just been her winking to herself. The moonglass doesn’t shatter like Jubilee’s glass usually does.


    "Mm," replies Fresh happily, smiling back at Jubilee’s troubled eyes, which stare towards the sides of the basement, as if they were meticulously examining the wall next to themselves. "Sorry." Setting the mirror glass down to the side, she grabs some iron-bars and sets to work, making an extremely thin, ornate frame. In truth, she does feel a little bad about embarrassing Jubilee like this with her honest words. But she needs to speak them shamelessly.


    Not only to clear the air with her friend, but also because she needs that warmth in her chest for this crafting process, she needs to access that strong feeling which is nuzzled deep inside of her body, far beneath her breast, there where her heart strikes with strong candor.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Metalworking {Frame}]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Metal Frame]{Oval}{High}
          
        


        
          	
            A round, metal frame made out of flattened iron
          
        

      
    


    


    "You’re also my friend, no matter what, Jubilee," says Fresh, rather suddenly.


    "I’m going to go now," says Jubilee, turning to leave. "Before you make this any more awkward."


    "I’m going to start crying if you leave, before you let me finish," pouts Fresh, puffing out her cheek.


    "I can live with that," replies Jubilee, very, very dryly.


    Realizing that she has to get to the point, Fresh sighs and takes a deep breath to steady her shaking legs and her wildly beating heart that is fearful of what is to come. "I think I figured it out, Jubilee. Sorry," she adds on at the end, realizing that this news will likely cause her friend some distress.


    Jubilee turns back around towards her, not saying anything, but looking her way uncertainly, as if fearful that she means what they think she means.


    Fresh continues to smile and then shakes her head. "I might be wrong, but I think I get it all now. The mask. The mirror. Your -" Fresh corrects herself. "- our old house." Fresh sets the mirror onto the frame, sprinkling some glittering dragon scale dust onto it. It doesn’t do anything, but she likes the way that it sparkles. It’s a finishing touch, a delicate gesture of love for her creation, for the process of the creation itself.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Attach]
          
        

      
    


    


    "I just want you to know that I don’t care," explains Fresh to her silent, very stiff friend. "You can hide yourself as much as you need to feel comfortable." She lifts the new mirror up, examining it with pride. "You can keep as many secrets as you need to. I have some too," she admits, scratching her cheek, as she turns back to Jubilee. "You can be as mean as you need to be, to keep me and the others away. But if you need a room for yourself, I’ll make one for you. If you need a new mask, I’ll make one for you. If you don’t want to sleep alone at night, I’ll come over -" She lifts a finger. "Not-a-creep!"


    Fresh turns her own embarrassed face shamelessly back to the mirror, nodding to it one final time with a particularly determined nod, as she and the girl who she sees in her reflection come to a silent understanding.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Witch-Crafting: 8]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Enchanted Magical Mirror]{Holy}(Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            
The reflective, nearly perfect surface of this magical mirror shimmers with a bright intensity, as it catches only the rays of every good thing in the world, showing the viewer only the positive qualities that others see in them and nothing else.

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Once a day, allows you to scry on someone in your friends-list

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 3.45kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    The image of her reflection changes drastically as the glow around her hands wears off. Fresh smiles at the wide-eyed child that she sees in the mirror and it smiles back, jumping around in excited, youthful vigor, as warm light grows all around it. She turns the mirror around to Jubilee, letting them see whatever it is that they’re meant to see. "You don’t need to ever take off your mask, until you’re ready, Jubilee," she smiles, holding it out to them as she walks over. "Because I already know what you look like!"


    Fresh feels like she has come to know Jubilee down to the minute details by now. She knows when they get up, what they like to eat, what they like to do. She knows what colors Jubilee tends to like the most and which ones they seem to avoid, even just unconsciously. She knows that Jubilee knows about Shamrock’s sneaking of the candy and she knows that Jubilee had purposefully decided to let him, much like her sneaking out of the house to go to the dungeon back in the northern city.


    She knows that Jubilee isn’t open about their emotions, at least not verbally. But she knows that Jubilee is just as openly emotional as she is, just in a different way. Jubilee shows their feelings solely by their actions, rather than their words, rather than a mixture of both. By the color of the clothes they wear, by the small gestures of wearing gifted flowers and by the things they show her how to make and by the things that they make for her. By their scolding and hard-worded lectures, meant to keep her in line, to keep her safe. To keep her ready for this world that she clearly wasn’t prepared for from the start. By their initial jealousy about the others being around all day, instead of just the two of them.


    But Fresh has never seen Jubilee cry before and now, becoming distraught herself at seeing it, she quickly sets the mirror down and runs over to them, apologizing profusely as she falls down and grabs them in a hug that they don’t fight.


    However, she makes sure not to squeeze too tightly.


    Jubilee, much like the glass, no matter how hard and dangerous it might appear, is a delicate and fragile creature. The frame of their body and spirit having already long since been shattered, leaving only the jagged edges of a broken thing behind for the next person to find.


    The two of them stay downstairs for a while and cry together. It’s just what best friends do.

  


  Chapter 161: Inspiration


  
    Being an adventurer can be a very anxiety inducing way to live your life. That’s what Fresh has realized. Sure, there is the allure of some great, vibrant destiny that always seems to sit just on the edge of the horizon, there where you can always see it, but you are never quite able to reach it, no matter how long you chase after it. Promises of exotic places and things, promises of rare experiences and lifestyles that could cause your blood to rush so fast that you might never sleep again, in that fervent desire to see more, to do more, to be more. To become stronger, lauded, loved, happy.


    Those were just the promises that the ever-distant horizon made.


    But for it to keep them, well, those things come at a cost and they might not be what you expected them to be, should you ever get them. When you arrive, you might be stronger, but have no-one left to protect with your strength. You might be lauded, but can not look at yourself in the mirror, because you only see the failures that you made during the journey. You might be loved, but have nothing but distaste for the world and the people that love you. Happiness is the one thing that seems to remain, but you could have gotten that without the adventure, without the pain.


    Adventures have to be paid for in either the currencies of blood or of innocence. Nobody has an adventure ‘for free’. Nobody leaves an adventure unchanged, untainted. Those who come out the other end are awash and soaked through to the bone either way, in the blood of those they had made those strong memories with or in the blood of the thing that had beckoned them to adventure in the first place.


    Innocence? Childhood naivety? Fresh isn’t sure what exactly that other thing is, that thing that you lose during the journey. That initial drive that causes people to run after the horizon. That includes herself. Is it bad to lose that thing, whatever it is?


    No, she doesn’t think so. Adventures hurt. But they’re important. Without her adventure, Fresh would have never gotten so far towards becoming the person she wants to be, even if she isn’t even close to being there just yet.


    But she has friends. She has a home. She has a life that she enjoys waking up to every day and those three things are enough to make her want to keep running towards the distant horizon, even if it will hurt now and then.


    It is late at night and she lays in her bed, staring at the ceiling with tired eyes that find no rest. Her mind has been darting left and right ever since her heart to heart with Jubilee.


    It was a very clarifying, healing moment for the two of them. But it was eye-opening in a way that she hadn’t expected it to be. In a way that troubles her, even at this midnight hour.


    How much weight has Jubilee been carrying, to break like that at a single sign of true affection? Her head turns over to the side as she looks at the others who are fast asleep. How much is everyone carrying with them? What looming specters do they have in the dark shadows of their minds?


    Basil jolts in a sudden series of twitches, her arms flailing for a second, but then finding their way to the dream-sheep that Shamrock had placed on her bed. She grabs it, clutching it against herself, as she falls back into silence. Shamrock just lays there, same as always. Fresh sometimes wonders if he’s dead while he’s asleep. She never sees his breastplate moving at night.


    She sits upright. She realizes that she does a lot too by herself in the store, in the house. She makes just about everything that they sell. She cooks. She cleans. She shops. She carries so much weight herself. But as she sits there upright in her bed, her blue blanket falling down to her bare stomach, she realizes something as she rolls her shoulders, which carry on them light scars from the straps of her overladen bag that had constantly torn into her soft skin over and over.


    She realizes that she can carry more weight.


    As she sits there and sees the glint of Shamrock’s armor in the moonlight of the open balcony, as she hears the troubled mumbling of the priestess, Basil, as she remembers the smell of Jubilee from when she pressed her face into their shoulder, Fresh realizes, that she can and wants to carry more weight.


    They can handle it. She’s sure that they can. But she wants to do it. There is some… matriarchal urge, some nigh-motherly instinct now present in her, as she realizes how vulnerable all of her precious friends are. She’s an adult. She’s a witch. It’s midnight.


    - It’s time to get to work.


    Fresh gets up, slipping on her robe. Quietly, she makes her bed so that she can’t fall back into it with a clear conscience. Then, she walks past Basil’s bed, pulling her blanket back over her to cover her and the sheep, which she spares a moment to nod to, thanking it for its hard work. She does the same for Shamrock, covering him with her old blanket that he had wordlessly accepted as a new treasure in his life.


    Heading down to the basement, Fresh grabs a hot coughee from the shelf and then washes up, before heading to her work-bench. She doesn’t think much about the thing she had hidden in the bath. That was for another day, for another feeling. That was for something that isn’t present in her now.


    Innocence? No…


    The word goes through her mind again, as she stands there in the gloomy firelight, down in the dark basement where they had found a body. Her fingers tap the table over and over as she racks her brain for an idea. Not for an idea that the distant trickling of water might give her, no, for an idea that is hers. An idea that she wants to fulfill. Something that could take the edge off of not just her friends, but of every adventurer who had become hard and cold, who had lost that childish innocence along the way to the horizon.


    Looking up, she sees some of Basil’s dried herbs hanging above herself. They should be about ready to be processed now. Basil had said that she could take some if she needed them. Fresh looks back to the planter-boxes. Five of the six are doing well, but the one still hasn’t grown a single sprout. She hopes Basil can figure out what the problem is, she’d offer to help, but Basil seems to want to do it herself.


    Fresh continues to look up and as she stares towards the ceiling, seeing the glistening of the dim fire-light above her head, Fresh gets her idea.


    Running around the basement, she grabs all of the materials that she thinks she needs. Magic crystals. Moonglass. Iron. Jubilee had bought some other metals as well that sit in a box in the corner, Fresh hasn’t really looked at them yet. But now as she inspects them, they seem to look like bronze or tin, if she had to guess?


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Copper Ingot](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A lightweight metal. Highly malleable.
          
        

      
    


    


    "Oh," says Fresh, glad nobody else is around right now. Throwing the copper onto the table, she sets to work, deciding to use it. In theory, she could use iron for this too. But iron is heavy and she needs something light. She only needs a little bit.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Metalworking {Cylinder}]
          
        

      
    


    


    The copper cylinder falls down to the table. She sits it upright and holds her hands out again.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Metalworking: Hollow]
          
        

      
    


    


    The inside of the cylinder vanishes, the material disappearing as the magic eats it away, leaving only a long, hollow, copper pipe that gets thinner near the bottom.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Saw] x2
          
        

      
    


    


    The pipe falls into three pieces that she sets to the side for now. Reaching over and grabbing the moonglass, she cuts out a chunk and then refines that down into a small disk.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Glassworker {Cut}]
          
        

      
    


    


    She polishes it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Glassworker {Polish(Lustrous)}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Holding it up to the fire, Fresh looks through it. But realizes that it isn’t what she’s after. The flat disk in her hand doesn’t do what she wanted it to do. It just looks like a small pane of glass. Not something that can magnify, like an eye.


    ‘Like an eye…’ she repeats the phrase in her mind. Fresh tosses the useless disk down to the side and makes a new one, but this time, she doesn’t cut it flat. Rather, she makes it so that it has a slight curvature, a bulge, like the rounding of an eye.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Enchanted Lens]{Holy}(Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            A magnifying lens made out of magical glass.
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh beams, looking through the new lens and examining the dry herbs above herself. Though she does make the mistake of looking into the fire with it, causing her eye to sting for a moment.


    Grabbing the widest piece of the copper tube, she sets the lens into the top of it, gluing it into place with some normal glue. Then, she carves a small, upside-down ‘L’ shaped groove into the bottom of the first two tubes and then slides one over the other turning it to lock it into place.


    She makes another lens and sets it inside of this segment. Then she attaches the smallest piece to the lowest segment of the cylinder, locking it into place along the ‘L’ rail. Grabbing the ‘useless’ piece of glass from before, she cuts it smaller and fits it into the bottom of the tube, simply to seal it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Stargazer Telescope]{Holy}(Excellent)

          
        


        
          	
            This telescope allows you to clearly see impossibly far distances with incredibly vivid colors. 

          
        


        
          	
            Effect: The holy energy flowing through the glass restores 1 SOUL for every minute spent watching the stars.

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Weights 65% less

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 2.15kg

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh beams, looking at her newest creation. Grabbing it in excitement, she runs upstairs, heading for the balcony so that she can test it out.

  


  Chapter 162: Troubling


  
    "WOOOW!" yells the overly-excited fairy, one of seven, as it darts around the store in a circle, buzzing around the heads of the many customers who have come today. The other fairies fly after it, trying to catch up, but they aren’t as fast as it is.


    Today is the day that they put the weight-reducing iron rings on sale, as they are. One of the fairies seems to have somehow slipped its legs inside of one of the larger sized rings and has hoisted it up to its waist, where it now sits, wrapped around its stomach. Somehow, this counts as being equipped and has applied the effect. The fairy, excited, zips around the store like lightning. "I’m so fast!"


    "No using the products before you pay for them!" barks Jubilee up at the air, shaking their fist.


    "Yes, my queen!" says the fairy, looking at Jubilee, who Fresh can see reaching for their bag of dirt. She softly grabs their wrist to stop them. The fairy zips towards the counter, trying to land. But it comes in too fast and tumbles, sliding across the wood in a crash.


    "Ah!" Fresh leans over, bending down towards it. "Are you okay?" she asks, looking at the thing, somewhat worried. "Basil!" she calls over to the priestess, who comes and takes a look too, curiously. The other six fairies fly by, but don’t stop, as they head towards the sheep-tower, which they now, all of a sudden, find a lot more interesting. They’re very easily distracted creatures.


    The crashed fairy sits upright, rubbing its ash-toned, oddly gray hair that sits out in all directions in unnaturally fluffy, large and soft looking spikes which bounce as it moves its head. It looks over itself, rotating its arms and buzzing its wings a few times. "I’m okay!"


    Fresh sighs in relief. Basil pats her on the back and walks off back to her work on the other side of the long counter.


    "You gotta pay for that, if you want to use it, pipsqueak," says Jubilee from the side.


    The fairy looks at Jubilee, lost for a second before then shrugging. "I don’t have any money."


    "I figured," they lift their hand. "There’s the door. Bye. Leave the ring."


    "How come you guys don’t make fairy-sized things?" asks the fairy, ignoring Jubilee’s remark.


    Fresh gasps at the sudden realization, her eyes going wide.


    "No!" barks Jubilee, quickly pointing at her. "We are not doing ‘fairy-sized things’."


    "But Jubilee!" shouts Fresh excitedly, clenching her fists. "Think about it! Tiny fairy sweet-teas and little sheep! Little tiny clothes!" Fresh gasps again, realizing. "You can even make little itty-bitty tote-bags! Jubileeeee~!"


    "No!" repeats Jubilee, louder now. "These runts don’t have any money to begin with, why would we make things for them?"


    "Money is too big for us," explains the fairy, dusting itself off. Fresh realizes that this is probably true, remembering the waitress from the adventurers’ guild. She needed both hands just to carry a few coins. "You should make fairy-sized money."


    "Not our department. We make things for adventurers," says Jubilee, narrowing their eyes. "Go get a job and do some push-ups, buy a bag. You’ll manage."


    "Do you have a job?" asks the fairy, as it lays itself down forward to start doing push-ups. Fresh admires its motivation and energy, but she isn’t sure if it counts, since it’s still wearing the weight-reducing ring.


    "No," says Jubilee plainly, pointing down at it. Fresh frowns, thinking if there’s anything that a fairy could do for them. She likes the idea. But…


    "Do you have a bag?" asks the fairy, still doing push-ups.


    "Not for free and not fairy-sized," sighs Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    Fresh wonders. "Can’t they join a party and go into the dungeon?" she asks, scratching her cheek. "That’s a way to get some money?"


    The fairy stops doing push-ups, staying at the high point of one, as it lifts its head up towards her for a moment, before looking back down to the counter and continuing its workout. "It’s too dangerous," it says, continuing with its push-ups. It’s at thirty now, which Fresh finds fairly impressive, even with the magic ring. She can only do three. Four on a really good day.


    "You’ll figure it out. Every generation before you has too," says Jubilee. "If you don’t mind. We’re trying to run a business here," they say, before then waiting a second. "Fifty," counts Jubilee, nodding once respectfully to the fairy, who gets up and dusts itself off again.


    The fairy does something that Fresh doesn’t expect however. It lifts its head and looks straight into Jubilee’s eyes, not in the least intimidated. "They’re all dead," it says plainly.


    Fresh blinks.


    Jubilee flinches together, looking up at Fresh’s confused face, but then apparently realizing that the jig is up, as they then look back down at the fairy with a somewhat agitated glare behind their mask. Jubilee’s posture loosens as they let out a long sigh. "Sure are. Dead as dirt. What’s your point?"


    "Wait, Jubilee?" starts Fresh, thinking about the waitress from the guild again. Jubilee lifts a hand, stopping her.


    "I’m not going out like that, your majesty!" yells the fairy, pointing at Jubilee. "Teach me to be strong, like him!" says the fairy, pointing over at Shamrock who gives a silent thumbs-up to it, before turning back to the group of squealing casters in front of him, who Fresh has learned to tune out entirely at this point.


    "Eat a lot and do more push-ups," explains Jubilee, pointing to the door. "But do it outside. Don’t make me throw you out. I will."


    "I don’t have any food," explains the fairy, trying to get the ring off.


    Jubilee leans in towards it. "Buy some."


    "I don’t have any money," it explains again.


    "Get a job."


    "Do you have a job?" it asks again.


    "No! Go ask the adventurers’ guild. They always take a few of you."


    "But I want to work for you!" explains the fairy.


    "Fuck off, we’re full," barks Jubilee.


    The fairy jumps up into the air, flying in front of Jubilee’s mask. "How many push-ups should I do?"


    "Huh?"


    "How many push-ups will it take for you to give me a job?" it asks, with a surprising sudden zeal in its eyes. Fresh looks around at the other fairies that are busy living their most fun, childish lives, much like she herself would do in their situation. But this one seems… intense all of a sudden. The hard look in its eyes reminds her a little of Jubilee’s, actually. It’s like it has seen something bad. Really bad.


    "More than you can manage to do in your short life," states Jubilee, their leather gloves creaking as they clench their hands in annoyance.


    "Then give me something else to do!" exclaims the fairy, flying closer to them. "I’ll clean! I’ll scrub the chimney! I’ll uh…" it looks around. "I’ll polish your mask!"


    "You’re not going to quit, are you?" asks Jubilee, grabbing their bag of dirt and setting it onto the counter.


    "Jubilee!" scolds Fresh, but she just receives another hand, holding her back.


    "No!" barks the fairy back at Jubilee, carrying the same tone. "I want to work!" it says, with an odd determination that Fresh thinks is impressive, but also a little haunting. It wants it too badly. Desperately. As if it has seen something coming that the others haven’t. As if it has seen a flood approaching and it were the only one scurrying for higher ground with wide, horrified eyes, while the rest continue to stand below in the growing shadow of the wave to come.


    Jubilee pulls out a tiny few crumbs of dirt from the bag and snaps their fingers, making a tiny shard of glass that they hand to Fresh. "Go to the basement. Make a tiny dagger out of this."


    "Huh?"


    "Do it, goo-brain," barks Jubilee, looking oddly angry.


    "Yes, your majesty!" yelps Fresh, quickly scurrying herself to the basement. Just behind the door, she makes the item. It’s an odd feeling. Making something this small, it takes her a moment to find the right amount of energy to put into the spell. But she manages, the tiny piece of glass, the length of her smallest finger, turns into a small glass-dagger. Though, for a fairy, it might as well be a sword.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Glass-dagger]{Tiny}(High)

          
        


        
          	
            A minuscule glass-dagger.

          
        


        
          	
            1 DMG
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.08kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Waiting a minute longer to avoid any suspicion, she then comes back out and gives Jubilee the tiny weapon. They look at it and nod, lifting it up to the fairy on one finger. "So you want a job?" asks Jubilee.


    "Yes!" replies the gray-haired fairy, having broken into a sweat from their workout, apparently truly meaning it, judging by the expression on their face. Jubilee nods, handing them the tiny weapon.


    "Go into the dungeon. By yourself," says Jubilee.


    "Jubilee!" shouts Fresh, horrified. But she gets stopped once again.


    "Bring me a kobold’s eye," says Jubilee, tapping the counter twice. "A fresh one. You have three days. Do that and we’ll find something for you to do here."


    The fairy’s resolute look softens a little at this proposition. It swings the little sword around a few times. "I’ve never fought before."


    "Not my problem. You’ll figure it out, if you want it bad enough."


    "What if I die?"


    "Then you’ll die sooner than everyone else who is also going to die."


    "I only have six health-points."


    "Don’t get hit."


    The fairy gulps, looking at the sword in its shaking hands.


    Jubilee sighs. "Disappointing. I guess you don’t really want it," they say, holding their hand out to take the sword back.


    "No!" The fairy flies back, clutching the little glass sword tightly. "I’ll do it! I accept!"


    "Good. Don’t forget to do those push-ups," says Jubilee, shooing the fairy away. It nods, steeling itself, before it resolutely flies out of the door. Fresh realizes that it still has the ring on. But she decides not to mention it. She has too many other questions on her mind now.


    "I hate fairies," sighs Jubilee. "Little trouble-makers."


    "Jubilee!" says Fresh, finally having her chance now. "That was really mean! What if she… uh… he… uh… what if they die?!"


    "Giving out quests to adventurers is standard practice for stores, goo-brain," explains Jubilee. "Remember when we got those root-flowers?"


    "Sure, but…"


    "Look. I didn’t want to tell you, okay?" says Jubilee, looking around the store at the customers who all seem to have diverged to Shamrock and a few to Basil. "A new wave of fairies can only come when the last one fully dies out."


    "So?"


    Jubilee looks up at her, before looking over to the tower of sheep where there are five fairies playing. "They’re already starting to disappear."


    "Huh?"


    "The fairies."


    Fresh blinks. "What do you mean? Don’t they live for a few years?"


    "Yeah," says Jubilee. "If they don’t disappear," they add on dryly.


    "Why would they…?"


    "What do you think?" asks Jubilee, shaking their head. "They’re small. Weak. Not very useful, economically or physically. They start… disappearing."


    "You don’t mean that -"


    Jubilee interrupts her again. "What do you think would have happened to you?" they ask. "If you were their size. If you were all on your own? The city would have swallowed you whole in a week."


    Fresh looks out at the five fairies. They seem so innocent and naive, as they play with wide, childish smiles on the fake mountain. They have absolutely no idea.

  


  Chapter 163: Slick


  
    "Hey! Hey!" asks an excited caster, who, given the energy in his voice, Fresh is surprised to see is a small, adolescent elf and not a fairy. The elf stands in front of Shamrock, pointing over to the new sheep, which have started to float off of the shelf by themselves. "What’s with those sheep?!"


    Shamrock turns his head, looking at the sheep that are flying off in all directions, before turning back to the caster. "They float."


    "Yeah! I saw, it’s really nice! But, why?!" asks the excited elf.


    Shamrock stares at the pointy-eared customer, who is barely half his height blankly for a moment, before turning his head over to look at Fresh for a second and then back down again. He shrugs. "Because they’re light. They float."


    "Woah…" says the small elf, his eyes going wider than ever, before he runs off to the sheep-shelf and tries to grab one. But they all fly too high, their big button eyes stare mockingly down at the young elf, who can’t manage to reach any of them. Shamrock watches this for a second, watching him hop from down on the ground, trying his best, but not quite managing. Fresh tilts her head, also watching the scene unfold. She assumes the elf is still a young adolescent, given his very energetic personality.


    Though, casters all seem to become a little eccentric eventually, as far as she has seen. She wonders if it’s because of the magic? It might be. Maybe fighters and close-combatants are just a little more grounded. It’s hard to ignore blood and screaming when it's coming from an arm’s length away. Thinking about that, she looks around, suddenly realizing that she hasn’t seen a single orc here in the west yet either. Hmm…


    Shamrock reaches over, grabbing a sheep out of the air and handing it down to the elf.


    "Thanks! Huh?" He spins the sheep around, looking at it. "What’s with these effects?"


    "It stops bad dreams," explains Shamrock.


    "Does it work?"


    "Acceptably so."


    The elf’s eyes light up as they see something else. "Woah! What’s this?!" he says, tossing the sheep back up into the air, where it floats back along with the rest of its flock. The elf run over to one of the little slimes that Shamrock had made, sitting on the counter.


    "Slime."


    "What does it do?!"


    "It wiggles."


    "WOW!"


    Fresh hears Jubilee sigh in agitation next to her and she can’t help but laugh quietly herself. The stream of customers has slowed down to a trickle, now that it is somewhat later in the day.


    In the morning, before they had opened, the others had given her high praise for her telescope, especially Jubilee, which made her happy. Though Jubilee had suggested that they don’t make a lot of them just yet. They said they knew some people who would probably pay a high price for them as specialty wares. Besides that, they had said that it has been several weeks since they moved in and that she needs to get started with her order of weapons for the thieves’ guild which they had promised that Fresh would make.


    Fresh assumes now is her chance and leaves the store to Jubilee and Shamrock. Basil is already downstairs, harvesting and processing her dried herbs into her first products.


    By the time she goes downstairs, everything has already been cleared up from the rafters and replaced with a new harvest. There is a strong, floral aroma down in the basement that Fresh finds very calming, if not a little off-putting. Somehow, heading downstairs into the dark room with the smells of fire and herbs makes her think that she is heading into some cave.


    "Hey, Basil!" says Fresh. "How’s it going?"


    Basil looks over from the work-bench. "It’s going good, look!" smiles the priestess, sliding a small metal can across the table. Fresh walks over and looks at it. Inside is a blend of ground herbs. Lifting it, she takes a deep smell from it. It smells very softly herbal and gently sweet, like a spring flower coming to the end of its life. The mixture is a dark, woody green, specked with little scraps of yellow and pink petals from various flowers.


    "It smells great!" exclaims Fresh. "What is it?"


    "This is a blend I’ve thought up," explains Basil, taking the can and shaking it slightly from side to side. "If you boil it into tea, it’s great for anxiety and stress," she explains. "But more importantly -"


    She grabs a mortar and pestle that is already filled with a sort of yellowish, creamy goo. "Honey, wax and seed oils," explains Basil, seeing Fresh’s confused gaze. She grabs a generous handful of the herb-mixture, tossing it into the mortar and then mixes it all together for a moment. The dried herb slowly comes apart, as it pulverizes and mixes into the thick, gloopy mixture which becomes more and more glossy, the longer it is stirred. After a minute, Basil stops and nods to herself, satisfied.


    "Here, let me see your hand," says Basil, grabbing Fresh’s hands and holding it. She reaches into the mortar and takes a large glob of the paste, placing it on Fresh’s hand, she rubs it in.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Herbal Cream]{Normal}
          
        


        
          	
            A medicinal cream that heals small cuts, prevents infections and moisturizes in order to prevent scarring.
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh blinks, looking at the window and then at Basil and then down to her hand that Basil is holding with both of hers, rubbing the cream in. "Wow, good job, Basil!" says Fresh excitedly. "How did you get the quality up so quickly?" she asks.


    "I’ve had a lot of free time lately, with the festival," explains Basil. "Plus most of the customers only ever want to talk to Shamrock," she sighs, somewhat begrudgingly.


    Fresh laughs, sympathizing deeply as she rubs her own hands together, spreading the cream to both of them. Basil slides her hands back, pulling free from the oily mess of their four slipping and sliding palms. The priestess reaches under the workbench and slides out a large wooden box. Fresh looks inside. It’s filled to the brim with small metal cans, labeled as ‘herbal skin creams.’ Dozens, if not hundreds of them.


    "I’ve had a lot of time," sighs Basil.


    Fresh stares at the box, surprised. She had no idea that Basil was so busy. Seeing her surprised expression, Basil smiles. "I can’t let you do all the work."


    "Where’d you get the cans?"


    "I bought them?"


    "With your own money?" asks Fresh, still rubbing her hands. "Baaaasil~! I could have just made you some."


    Basil shakes her head, grabbing Fresh’s hands again and sliding some more of the cream off, to rub onto her own hands. "I can’t let you do all the work. Besides, what else am I supposed to spend my money on?"


    "Yourself?"


    "Do you?" asks Basil. "Spend your money on yourself?"


    Fresh thinks, scratching her cheek. "Sometimes…" she says, thinking about the dragon’s milk she had bought. She looks down at her hands, feeling them. They feel a lot softer. Fresh hadn’t noticed until now, but now she realizes how hard and calloused her hands had become. She works a lot with wood, a lot with glass and a lot with metal, it’s not too surprising. Especially considering that she never wears gloves, except to do the really gross stuff. "I really like it though, Basil," says Fresh. "I think the customers will too! I bet if we put a few cans in front of Shamrock, they’ll buy them all up in a second."


    Both of them sigh at the same time, but then seeing this, they start laughing.


    "If we get him to take his helmet off, we can get him to use some," jokes Basil. "It would be great marketing."


    "I don’t think that’s going to work," laughs Fresh. "Maybe we can just rub it onto his armor?"


    "Hmm… maybe Jubilee then?" suggests Basil. "We could make a whole beauty day out of it."


    "That sounds like a dangerous idea," says Fresh, continuing to laugh. "I think they’ll do fine without any marketing, Basil," says Fresh. "Good job!"


    Basil nods back to her, smiling. The two of them return to their work, sharing the work-bench. Fresh watches as Basil sets to her tasks, making some scented candles as well out of the wax that she had bought. It’s a little messy, but Basil seems to know a lot about this kind of ‘household-crafting’, for a lack of a better term. She supposes that they did a lot of this back in the church.


    In turn, Basil watches her as she makes glass weapon after glass weapon, carefully stacking them onto the shelves. Fresh knows that the thieves’ guild probably won’t ever even use these, same as with their orders of bone-daggers and purification-mixtures back in the north. Their interest isn’t in these low-level products, except for some niche ones like the lanterns. Their interest is in her, herself, and her ability to produce and to be useful. She supposes they always give her such large orders of items in order to give her an incentive to power through her crafting and to become stronger, though she doesn’t know why they would want this of her to begin with.


    She could find out, of course. The adventurers’ guild is ten minutes away by foot. She could have all the answers that she wants within the hour.


    But, Fresh, turning her head to look at the busy, humming priestess next to herself, decides that she’d rather stay here. Feeling her gaze, Basil turns and smiles, before turning back to her work, as flush and rosy in the face as ever.


    Fresh has all the answers that she needs right here already.

  


  Chapter 164: Thankful


  
    It is the morning of the next day. Fresh, having slept, her mind lost deeply inside of a heavy warmth, opens her eyes. Straight away, she notices something odd. Well, no… more aptly said, she notices a lot of odd things all at once.


    Pulling her head back, she pulls the blanket out of her own mouth and blows her lips to get the fuzz off of them. Apparently, she had been chewing on it in her sleep. This makes sense to her though as she thinks, with a tired mind, about the dream which was having. She was flying over a lush field of grains, sitting on the back of a giant sheep and the two of them were collecting eggs for breakfast from the surrounding forest.


    She sighs. She woke up before they got to cook them together. She was looking forward to that. But as she sighs, she notices the second oddity of the morning. There is a smell in the air, that mixes in with the cool, refreshing breeze which streams in through the balcony. Clutching her blanket to her body, she sits upright and looks around, seeing the third odd thing. Everyone is already awake by the looks of it. Usually she is always the first one up and about.


    But today, it appears that not only have the others managed to get up before her, but they’re also busy at work. There is a scratching sound as someone walks by with a broom from the pantry area. Fresh looks up at Basil who spares her a glance and then quickly looks away, back down to the ground.


    "Good morning," says Basil, continuing her sweeping with her eyes locked rigidly to the stones.


    "Good morning, Basil," says Fresh, yawning again before she feels the chill of the mountain air on her skin, where the blanket had fallen free from her grasp. Quietly yelping, she ducks back down under it and slips on her robe beneath the blanket.


    Privacy is of course an issue of sorts in this living situation. In that sense, Jubilee had the right idea, wanting their own room. Fresh supposes she herself is a little clingy and overprotective, wanting to sleep in the same room as the others all the time. Especially since, in truth, they were likely the ones who would protect her in any really serious situations, rather than the other way around.


    Fresh makes a mental note that maybe she should buy some pajamas, like the ones that Basil has. She doesn’t want the priestess to think that she’s weird, after all.


    Getting up out of bed a minute later, Fresh manages to finish stretching, her back not hurting in the least since she got the new mattress, just as the first plate clinks against the table. She blinks, looking at Shamrock, who sets it down and then goes back to the kitchen to grab more. He and Jubilee are cooking together apparently, which Fresh thinks is cute, but also worrisome.


    "Morning," says Fresh to the two of them, who are already almost finished with their work, before she turns around to make her own bed.


    "Morning," says Jubilee.


    "Good morning," says Shamrock. "Coughee? Tea?" he asks and Fresh thinks for a second.


    "Coughee please," she answers and he nods. As she sets to work, making her bed, she wonders if she should think of a better name for the product?


    Oh well, it’s too late now.


    She scratches her head, finishing making her bed just as the table is fully set for breakfast. Everyone is in such a good mood today. Not that she minds, but it’s a rare day indeed. She smiles, heading over to the table just as the others all come to sit down too. Today there are pancakes, eggs and the expensive kind of sausages, though she can’t help but see that there is something odd about the pancakes that Jubilee had made.


    They aren’t round, rather, they’re… blobby, kind of like a fluffy cloud. She has no idea how they managed to make that shape in a round pan.


    Leaning over curiously to look, just as Basil sets down the silverware for all of them, her eyes widen in shock and she jumps to her feet, pointing at the pancakes with fear in her eyes, as she sees what it is that she is meant to see.


    "It’s a sheep!" she yells, looking at Jubilee, deeply worried.


    "Bleh~" says Shamrock, pouring her coughee into her cup. Basil laughs quietly this time, sipping her tea. Fresh looks at them all, wondering if there isn’t some poison powder in the air that is making them all…


    - Happy and productive?


    She narrows her eyes in suspicion, looking back down at the sheep pancakes before herself. Jubilee reaches over and sets down two berries on its face, adorning it with eyes that look back up her way.


    "What?" asks Jubilee, sounding somewhat offended. "I thought you liked sheep."


    "I do!" argues Fresh. "But why is everyone in a good mood today?" she asks, sitting back down. "It’s a little scary."


    "What’s that supposed to mean, goo-brain?" asks Jubilee, with a bark to their voice. "Sheesh." They sigh, crossing their arms.


    Shamrock, standing between the two of them, turns his head to look back and forth at the two of them, as he comes to realize what the problem is. "The harvest moon rises," he says, sliding her three-quarters full cup towards her, having left enough room for milk.


    "Huh?" Fresh blinks, remembering this term from her grimoire. "The moon?"


    "Don’t you know?" asks Basil. "It’s almost the end of summer," explains the priestess. "Autumn will be here soon."


    Shamrock sits down and the three of them start filling their plates. Jubilee has set some aside for themselves, but seems to want to sit at the table with them right now and then just eat alone later. "So?" asks Fresh, looking in delight at the sheep pancake before her. "Thanks for cooking!" she adds on, looking at the others.


    "So," explains Jubilee. "Summer is trash. Autumn is where the real money is."


    Basil sighs. "You can’t just make it about money," she says, shaking her head. "The end of summer is a very important time of the year to reflect on our harvests," she explains to Fresh with a smile.


    "But we aren’t farmers, Basil," states Fresh, in the process of drowning her sheep in a mixture of dark, woody syrup and colorful jam. Basil doesn’t reply, the corners of her lips twitching a little, as she opts to take a long drink from her tea, her eyes tightly closed.


    "The harvest of the soul," says a heavy voice from next to her and Fresh looks at Shamrock, as he folds a pancake into tight roll, squeezing out a lot of the cream and berries he had stuffed inside of it just moments earlier, before lifting it and simply sliding the entire thing into his helmet at once. Fresh can’t help but worry about how sticky the man is going to get. "It was a bountiful year," he says.


    "You poetic fucks," sighs Jubilee. "Stop talking nonsense for once and just eat, will you?"


    "It isn’t nonsense and you know it," quips Basil. "Otherwise you wouldn’t have made breakfast today," she says. "It’s good, by the way."


    "Shut up, you kook," says Jubilee, dryly, pointing at Basil from across the table.


    Fresh, with great relish, digs into her sheep. Though she is bothered by its berry eyes that stare at her as she tries to start cutting into it. So she eats them first. She thinks she gets it. Plus the harvest moon is pretty important for her witch-crafting. She makes a note to get some ideas ready for the big night. But apparently, it’s also important for everyone else too, as a time of reflection and of thankfulness. She supposes that it’s one of those times of the year that is incredibly lonely, if you are on your own. But in contrast, all the more meaningful if you are surrounded by warmth and by the faces of those you care about.


    Chewing on the sweet mixture of sheep, syrup and fruit in her mouth, Fresh looks around the table at Jubilee and Basil who are arguing, but not really doing so. It’s just how they talk to each other. She spares a glance at Shamrock, who, like an excited child is hunched over forward, carefully rolling his second pancake together with delicate care like an artisanal craftsman. Fresh realizes something, many somethings. Not the ‘new’ Fresh, but rather that deeply slumbering part of her own character that has spent so many years floating alone in the cold, deep reaches of the black-water of existence. Every aspect of Fresh realizes these same things all at once, as they look around together. They realize that her table is full of food. That her hands are full with work. That her mind is full with ideas for the future and that her house is full with more than just friends, she is surrounded on all sides by family.


    All of these things for the first time in any of her lives.


    Fresh gets yelled at by Jubilee, for crying onto her food. But she can’t help it.


    It has truly been a bountiful harvest.

  


  Chapter 165: A little slime


  
    Fresh is on the floor, crawling on her knees with a damp rag in her hand as she dusts the lowest shelves. Basil is just behind her, dusting and wiping off the middle shelves and Shamrock is in the back, wiping down the highest ones. The three of them are working their way through the aisles of the store, working in tandem like the segments of a snake, as they move along as a whole.


    There isn’t a whole lot of dust, but there is a lot of dirt and there are tiny bits of stone as well as tiny fragments of glass from wands and bottles that have been dropped. There are some splinters of wood, where the shelves have gotten nicked or damaged. There are some crumbs from the candies that people had eaten in the back corner in secret; Fresh assumes that those hadn’t been paid for. Hardly the work of the thieves’ guild, but more likely some of the children or the fairies they see running around the store now and then.


    She herself isn’t really bothered by it, simply being as glad as always that someone likes the things that she’s made. But Jubilee is more annoyed about it, coming up after them with a broom as they sweep the floor behind.


    "Probably those damn fairies," says Jubilee, grabbing a large fragment of the shell of a blue candy that Shamrock finds on top of the heated cabinet. Fresh looks up at it, before staring out of the window for a moment at the still dark tunnel outside. She supposes that it's a cozy place for a fairy, up there. It’s warm. There’s food and light and sound and a place to hide from any prying eyes.


    "Where do they usually stay?" asks Fresh, scrubbing a particularly hard to get dried spot of coughee out of the floor, just in front of the cold-storage cabinet.


    "Wherever they can," answers Basil. "Once the fairies are born, it’s a real free for all to find work and a place to sleep."


    "The little fucks get in anywhere that they can," says Jubilee. "The crevices beneath rooftops. Dark corners in houses where nobody can see them." They sigh. "They’re like rats."


    "Huh…" replies Fresh, looking back at the stain that she is scrubbing. It sounds like a hard life. She supposes they have to survive much like she did in her first night here, though she supposes that the dungeon here isn’t ideal to sleep inside of, being this cold. At least this one doesn’t have any vampires that could breach out of it. She does miss Mr. Mushroom a little though. Their friendship was very brief, but in her eyes, deeply fulfilling.


    "What about food?" she asks. "What do they eat?"


    "Whatever they can," answers Basil. "They’re small, so they have to eat a lot more often to keep their energy levels up. Especially given that they’re… uh…" she thinks for a moment, apparently trying to find the right combination of words.


    "- They’re hyper fucks," says Jubilee, finishing Basil’s thought for her.


    "That sounds like a really hard life," says Fresh, moving on to the next spot, thankful that her back hasn’t been hurting anymore lately. "How come there isn’t a place here that just takes care of them? Like a… a fairy house, or something?"


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee incredulously. "Why the fuck would there be?"


    "Because they have it really hard!" replies Fresh, looking up over her shoulder. "It seems really unfair for them to be born and stuck here and have to live like that for their whole lives."


    "Who gives a fuck? Everyone has it hard," says Jubilee. "If you can’t feed yourself, you don’t get to eat. That’s how the world works."


    "That’s really harsh," mutters Fresh.


    "The ones that want to survive, will. The ones who don’t have the drive and the head for it, won’t. I don’t know what to tell you," says Jubilee. "The big slime eats the little slime."


    Fresh frowns, looking up at Basil and Shamrock, seeing if there is anything to read from their faces. Shamrock is busy meticulously polishing a glass wand, but Basil spares her a compassionate look. "I sympathize with them too," agrees the priestess. "But the young must first work the fields, before they can be granted a harvest," she says, lifting a finger, as if repeating a quote that she herself had once been told.


    "Even if they disappear in the fields?" asks Fresh, getting right to the point. Basil lowers her hand, looking at her and then back to Jubilee as if searching for an answer. But Jubilee has none to give. Basil looks to the shelf, rubbing a spot with her rag. Though Fresh doesn’t think that there’s anything there to rub away.


    The priestess sighs. "In the orphanage, we took in about two newcomers every month," she explains, rubbing the rag back and forth until it starts squeaking. "But at the end of the year, by the time winter had ended, we usually had the same number of kids that the last year started with.


    "You mean…?"


    Basil nods, holding out her hand to Shamrock. He gives her the wand that he was polishing and she continues to do it in his place. "Alone, most of the children never made it," she explains. "The ones who weren’t children though, the ones who had to grow up too fast, those are the ones who did." Basil sighs. "The big slime eats the little slime," says the priestess, repeating after Jubilee. Fresh doesn’t like this saying in the least.


    Shamrock looks at Jubilee and Basil, before grabbing a bottle of fruity sweet-tea from the cold shelf, just as they move their way past it.


    "Hey! Don’t drink the products, shit-head!" barks Jubilee at him. Shamrock looks at them and then down at the bottle in his hands. Shrugging indifferently, he twists the cap open and starts drinking it regardless.


    He downs the entire bottle at once, with Jubilee unable to stop him, finishing with a relieved sigh afterwards. "The big slime eats the little slime," is all that he says, as Jubilee yells at him. Fresh, despite the somber mood, can’t help but laugh as she watches this scene unfold before her. Closing the empty bottle, Shamrock looks down towards her. He nods once to her. "The young must learn to walk on two feet."


    Fresh purses her lips. "You too, huh?" she sighs in some disappointment, having hoped that he would be on her side in the matter.


    Shamrock shakes his head, handing the empty bottle down to Jubilee who takes it with an ireful glare and immediately throws it against his broad back, covering the floor in shattered glass. Basil starts scolding Jubilee about how mean and irresponsible that was and Jubilee yells back at Basil, telling her some slightly more unsavory things. Fresh does her best to focus on her conversation with Shamrock. "But their feet need not be bare," says the man, turning around to pick up the glass that Jubilee had broken on him. "Nor their stomachs empty," says the knelt down Shamrock, looking over his shoulder back towards her. He nods once. "I will help you make the world lighter."


    "Shamrock…" says Fresh. She beams. "You’re the best, Shamrock!" she says, feeling a deep relief come over her as she sees that she isn’t entirely alone on this.


    Shamrock says nothing else, simply quietly picking up the rest of the glass that isn’t his to pick up, while Basil and Jubilee continue their spat. Not because he has to, or because it’s his fault that the glass is there, but because it’s the right thing to do. Because he is there. Because the glass is there. Because he can pick it up. Because it would make things better if he did, even if it isn’t his weight to carry, even if it isn’t his responsibility.


    Fresh smiles, crawling further forward, as she thinks about how she can help the fairies. Maybe tiny fairy clothes? Most of them only had rags and it would get very cold soon. Or maybe tiny fairy weapons, so that they could defend themselves better? Or maybe she should start smaller, with small portions of food and drinks for them. With tiny beds and tiny blankets to help stave off the cold of the long nights?


    Despite the grimness of the topic, Fresh finds herself oddly excited at the prospect of essentially making a doll-house for a tiny, living creature. She gasps, coming to her idea.


    "Magical floating fairy house!" she says excitedly, turning around to her friends.


    "What?" asks Basil, turning back to face her, her finger pressed against Jubilee’s forehead. Jubilee’s finger digs into her gut.


    "Magical floating fairy house!" repeats Fresh excitedly, jumping up to her feet.


    "…What?" asks Jubilee.


    Shamrock gets up too. "Magical floating fairy house," is all that he says, as he rises to his feet with a handful of damp glass.


    Basil and Jubilee exchange a confused glance.


    The conversation is interrupted by a knock on the window. All four of them look up to stare out through the glass into the dark tunnel on the other side, where the light of the rising morning sun is slowly starting to enter.


    There, on the other side of the glass, hovers a blood covered, dirty fairy covered in tattered rags, with a broken sword in its good hand. Its other arm appears to be broken too and hangs limply at its side. Its chest heaving, as if it had just finished running for its life as fast as it can. Its foggy, hot breath steaming up the window that separates them, as it lifts its hand, holding onto a single kobold’s eye-ball by the red cord that it had once been attached to a monster with.


    "Well. Fuck me," says Jubilee breathlessly, looking at the spectacle as they place their hands on their hips. They turn their head around, looking back down at Fresh. "Looks like the little slime ate the big one, this time."

  


  Chapter 166: Grit


  
    Jubilee holds out their hand, letting the fairy drop the gruesome trophy down into their open palm. While Jubilee takes a closer look at the eye, making sure that it’s actually fresh and not just store-bought, Basil runs over and heals the fairy. While not a great idea in regards to keeping her priestess class a secret, Fresh asks her to do it nonetheless, whispering into her ear that it isn’t like the fairy knows about such things.
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    The fairy winces as the light of her spell washes over its hovering body. "Thanks!"


    "You can sit down, if you’d like," says Fresh, offering it a spot on the counter. The fairy hovers there in the air, looking at her for a moment, but then shakes its head, as it holds its hurt arm with its good one.


    "No, I’m fine" replies the fairy. Fresh frowns.


    "Are you alright?" asks Basil. "Your health-points are back up, but that arm is going to have to heal on its own," she says. "I can’t do bones."


    "I’m fine," says the fairy, nodding to her.


    "Snack?" asks Shamrock, lifting up a candy from the shelf. Jubilee looks up from the eye in their hand, glaring at him, but then lowers their gaze again without saying anything.


    "I’m fine," replies the fairy, shaking its head again a second time.


    "Well, fuck me sideways," says Jubilee, setting the bloody eyeball down onto the counter. Fresh steps a step away from it, making a disgusted face, as she can’t help but feel that it is looking up towards her. "Not bad."


    "It’s good?!" exclaims the fairy, zooming in closer to Jubilee. "So you’ll give me work?!" it asks, excitedly, wincing as it moves too fast, the momentum causing its hurt arm to swing out a little.


    Fresh scratches her cheek. Isn’t she the party-leader? Shouldn’t she be the one that gets asked these kinds of questions? Apparently, Jubilee has the authority here. Not that she minds, that isn’t really a surprise for her. Jubilee has always been the real head of the operation, she’s just fulfilling that role in spirit herself.


    "What are you going to do with a broken arm?" asks Jubilee. "Actually, how did you even manage to break a bone without losing all of your four health-points?"


    "I have six!" protests the fairy. "I got hit once for five against a crystal," it says. "I’ll do whatever you need!"


    "That’s so dangerous!" says Fresh, horrified, clenching her fists. As she leans forward, looking at it, she sees that there are still tiny slivers of glass stuck in its arm. She looks at Basil and asks her to get a pair of tweezers.


    The fairy looks at her with oddly suspicious eyes before it shrugs with its one good arm, turning back to Jubilee.


    "You broke your sword," states Jubilee, pointing at it.


    "It was made out of glass," argues the fairy, holding the broken sword out into the air.


    "Fair point," concedes Jubilee, crossing their arms and nodding. "So how was the kill?"


    "The kill?" asks the fairy, blinking once. "I didn’t kill it."


    "You didn’t…" Jubilee places their hands on their hips. "Then how the fuck did you get the eye?"


    The fairy looks around, before turning back to Jubilee. "Uh… I stabbed it out?"


    "While it was still alive?" asks Jubilee incredulously.


    "Yes," replies the fairy, plain as day.


    "How the fuck?"


    "I did a lot of push-ups," says the fairy, flexing its one good arm, but then wincing in pain. Jubilee, to Fresh’s surprise, lets out a small laugh.


    "See?" asks Jubilee, looking up at Fresh. "I told you it would be fine! You crybaby."


    Fresh points at the mangled fairy, distraught. "He…! Uh…" she looks down at it. "She almost died!"


    "He," says the fairy, sounding somewhat offended.


    "He almost died!" repeats Fresh, still pointing at him.


    "But he didn’t, so everything is perfectly fine," says Jubilee, dusting their hands.


    "No it isn’t!" argues Fresh.


    Jubilee looks at her, then over to the fairy. "You good?" asks Jubilee.


    "I’m good," replies the fairy.


    "See?"


    "He’s just saying that so you’ll give him a job!" protests Fresh.


    Jubilee looks at the fairy. "Are you just saying that so that I’ll give you a job?"


    "Yes," says the fairy, getting to the point.


    "See?" asks Jubilee. "Everything is fine! That’s what I call work ethic! Maybe you could learn something from him, goo-brain."


    Fresh isn’t certain, but somehow she feels like she is on the losing side of this conversation. She looks at Shamrock for an answer, but the man says nothing, simply chewing on the piece of candy that he had offered the fairy before.


    "What do you need me to do?" asks the fairy.


    "Don’t you want to know what we’re paying?"


    "Is it money?"


    "Yes," replies Jubilee, lifting an eyebrow by the looks of it.


    "Good enough for me!"


    Jubilee places their hands back on their hips, leaning in forward towards the fairy and eyeing him carefully up and down. "You know, if you’re desperate, people are going to take advantage of you, right?"


    "Do you want another eye?" asks the fairy. "I’ll get you another eye!"


    Jubilee sighs. "Half a year ago, I would have told you to fuck off and get eaten by a hawk. But I guess I’m getting soft in my old age." They look up at Fresh. "Is there any non-basement work that a runt like this can do?"


    "Jubilee…" says Fresh in surprised delight. Despite all of their harshness, perhaps Jubilee really is growing a soft spot somewhere in their body. "Uh…" Fresh thinks as Basil comes down the balcony. "We could use him to model new outfits and equipment for the other fairies?"


    "Fairies don’t have money," says Jubilee. "We’re not wasting our time making items for a worthless segment of the market."


    "Jubileee~! Don’t call them worthless. He can hear you!" says Fresh, pointing at the fairy. Apparently, not all of Jubilee has gotten soft.


    "Besides. How by the time winter ends, there will only be… what… half of them left?" They look at the fairy who warily eyes Basil as she approaches with the tweezers. "The ones who want it bad enough."


    "May I?" asks Basil.


    "No!" says the fairy, flying away.


    "You need to get that glass out or it will get infected!" lectures Basil up towards him, as he hovers up near the ceiling.


    "I’ll do it myself in a minute," snaps the fairy, eyeing Basil suspiciously, holding the broken glass sword a little higher than before. He’s not a fan of tweezers, apparently.


    Jubilee sighs and looks around the room that they were in the process of cleaning. Their eyes wander up along the shelves, until they fall on Shamrock, who, feeling their gaze, looks back down at Jubilee. Both of their eyes wander down along his body towards the floor, following the trail of crumbs that he has left there on the freshly swept wooden boards.


    Shamrock, not saying anything, slowly slides his foot forward to obscure the crumbs, as if they never were.


    "Congratulations," says Jubilee, looking up at the fairy. "You’re hired."


    "I am?!"


    "Sure are. Your first job is to clean up the storefront. Starting now."


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Give him a break, Jubilee? At least let him take care of his arm and sleep and then he can start tomorrow?" She looks at her friend. "What’s the rush?" Jubilee lifts a hand, shushing her and nodding with their head at the fairy.


    The fairy, without needing a second explanation, cuts off a part of the rag that its wearing with the broken piece of the sword and then sets the weapon down, before flying to the ground where it starts to pick up the crumbs at Shamrock’s feet.


    "Sorry," apologizes the giant, scooting his foot back.


    "You are strictly to stay in this part of the store," says Jubilee.


    "Yes, your majesty!" says the fairy, collecting the crumbs into a heap by the door. "Thank you!"


    "Never call me that again," says Jubilee dryly. "If you go upstairs, you’re fired," they expand. "If you go downstairs, you’re fired."


    Standing by the pile of crumbs, the fairy looks up at Jubilee and nods. It turns to the side, grabbing hold of some of the larger pieces of glass in its arm and pulls them out with a quick yank, wincing, before throwing them onto the pile of dirt. Red trickles out of its shattered, bruised arm.


    Fresh rubs her arm. The little guy is seriously intense. "If you bleed on the products, you’re fired," adds Jubilee, turning around to go behind the counter.


    "I understand, your highness!"


    "You better!" barks Jubilee in a loud tone, already having a foot on the stairs. "There are a hundred others who want your job. I won’t hesitate to replace you," they say, heading up the stairs before both the work and the discussion, at least in Fresh’s eyes, are done.


    The fairy zips past her, broken and battered and bloodied and covered in dust and grime. He looks exhausted and exerted and as if he were in deep, strong pain. But he simply grits his teeth and gets to work.


    Fresh exchanges a confused look with Basil and Shamrock and gestures for them to stay there, while she runs upstairs after Jubilee, who she finds standing on the balcony.


    "Jubilee? What was that?" asks Fresh. She leans down, whispering to her friend, who is looking up at the morning sky. "Isn’t it dangerous? Having a stranger in the store?" She looks out to the town, to try and see where Jubilee is looking. "Not that I don’t want to help him, but…"


    "Didn’t you see it?" asks Jubilee.


    "See what?"


    "His face."


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Uh… he looked really beat up and… determined?" she guesses.


    "Not just now, I mean yes, also, but I meant during the fair," explains Jubilee, shaking their head. Fresh looks out over the crowd starting to run around the city below them. "He was one of those fucks who circled me."


    "So?"


    Jubilee sighs. "He had the same face you had," they explain. "Back when we first met and you asked me where the dungeon was." Jubilee narrows their eyes. "Dumbest question I’ve ever heard, by the way. As if you couldn’t see the giant, glowing…" they stop themselves and take a deep breath. "Never mind."


    "Jubilee?"


    "When he showed up the other day, he had the same face you had, the one you had when we decided to start earning money," explains Jubilee. "It’s funny how quick expressions can change." Jubilee looks up at her. "You’ve ruined me, you gangly fuck. I really am getting soft."


    Fresh tilts her head, looking at her friend, but then she smiles as she realizes that that statement might perhaps be true. Maybe their shared moment together with the enchanted mirror was enough to shatter the first layers of the illusions of Jubilee. "I guess I’m a bad influence," she jokes.


    "You’re something like that all right."


    "So…?"


    "Don’t worry about it," says Jubilee, nodding to her. "He wants this job to survive. He won’t risk something so important to snoop around."


    "Yeah…" says Fresh, sparing a nervous eye to the telescope on the side of the balcony. "That makes sense," she says. But in truth, she knows that it doesn’t. A drive for survival, a drive for thriving and for friendship hadn’t stopped her curiosity back then. In fact, it had only made it worse.


    She looks out towards the city.


    "So you don’t like the magical floating fairy houses?" asks Fresh, trying to move the conversation forward.


    "I don’t like the magical floating fairy houses," replies Jubilee. "But if you think there’s a way to make money with them, do what you need to do."


    "Mm," says Fresh.


    "Mm," says Jubilee, looking at her face for a moment too long, before turning back to watch the first wave of customers come their way.

  


  Chapter 167: Secret hopes


  
    "Hey," says Fresh to the fairy, waving him over with a finger as she finishes her project, with Basil looking over her shoulder, to see if she did it right. She’s never made anything like this before, let alone something so small and so delicate.


    The store is already busy and running. Jubilee and Shamrock take care of it, while the two of them handle this off to the side.


    The fairy flies over, landing on the counter, a dirty rag in his hand. Fresh leans over to him, sliding the tiny thing towards him with a finger. A small splint, made out of what is essentially toothpicks and string. "We need to take care of your arm."


    "My arm is fine, thanks," says the fairy, getting ready to fly off and to get back to work.


    Fresh narrows her eyes and frowns, realizing that this is a ‘Jubilee moment’. She hates these. "Don’t lie to me again, or you’re fired," threatens Fresh, softly poking a finger into the fairy’s chest. The fairy stiffens up, stumbling back a few steps as its face grows pale. "If your arm doesn’t heal right, you won’t be any good to us in a week," she explains and turns to nod to Basil. "You’re going to let Basil take care of you and then you can work as much as you want," explains Fresh, looking down at the fairy with a stern gaze that she finds very hard to maintain. It isn’t an expression that she has to make a lot.


    The fairy gulps, looking at the priestess nervously.


    "What’s your name, little guy?" asks Basil, leaning down and holding out her hand openly.


    "V-veli," stutters the fairy, looking at the two of them as he grabs the tip of Basil’s finger to shake it.


    Fresh nods to him, her expression turning into a smile. "It’s nice to meet you, Veli. I’m Fresh," she says. "This is Basil, that’s Shamrock and you already know Jubilee." She nods to Basil, who nods back to her, apparently able to handle it from here. "Do your best, Veli, okay?" she beams at him, before heading down by herself into the basement.


    She closes the door tightly behind herself and sighs, standing there for a moment. She wonders if she was just as troublesome for Jubilee, back when they first met? The girl shrugs and heads downstairs, sparing a glance at the washroom as she thinks about the engraved crystal hidden in there.


    Maybe she’s still just as troublesome?


    Fresh shakes her head and heads to the table, stopping to look at Basil’s planter. "Ah!" She realizes that today is the day that Basil’s creams and teas are going to go on sale. She’s going to miss everyone’s reactions if she stays down here all by herself in the dark basement. She frowns, crossing her arms and staring at the planter. Five of the six are growing again, but the one is still empty, filled with nothing but blank soil. She walks over towards it, bending down to look at it.


    Barren.


    She wonders what’s up with it, but decides that it isn’t her business and heads over to her workbench.


    "Magical~ float-ing~ fairy~ house~!" hums Fresh to herself, trying to come up with an idea. The idea in general is to make a sort of doll-house, insulated with crystal-drakonium to keep it warm from the elements and to lift it up off of the ground, to keep the fairies out of harm's way. Maybe…


    Her hand taps against the table. She found a way to create a cooling mechanism with the magic-crystals, maybe she can find a way to make them heat up things too? If autumn was really going to be upon them soon, that means that winter isn’t far around the corner. How many of the fairies didn’t have a clue as to what they were running blindly into? How many of them would only realize, far too late, what this world truly has in store for them?


    By then, it would be too late for them all to sharpen their teeth, to harden their minds, to become hungry and desperate to survive, like Veli. Obviously, in Fresh’s eyes, that isn’t the ideal solution to their problems either, but it is the pragmatic, realistic one.


    This world is gritty and dark and painful and anyone who is too innocent to see that, isn’t going to make it. She thinks about Veli’s desperation, about his violent initial reaction to Basil coming to him with tweezers and she wonders what exactly it is that he has already seen, that he has experienced in his single week of life to make him ‘switch faces’, like Jubilee had said.


    Fresh wonders, as she sets to work, grabbing a heap of materials, what this world would be for her, if she didn’t have her friends. As she sets the pieces of wood together, she thinks that she would despise it with everything that she has in herself. Without the anchoring of the people she cares for, there would be absolutely nothing for her here, as far as she can tell. It would be without meaning, it would be entirely without redemption. Disgusting. Putrid. Hateful. Ugly. Terrible. Cruel.


    Fresh is sure, that if she didn’t have her friends, that she would think that this world wasn’t worth the daylight that shines down upon it. She is sure that she wouldn’t be down here, thinking of something to make someone else’s life warmer.


    It’s funny how the kind actions of one person can create another reaction that ripples out into the world to create more kind reactions. But she can’t help but wonder if it is enough? If all of the kindness and warmth that she is trying to build is enough to help even a tiny splash of the ocean of cruel souls here, or if they aren’t all beyond redemption?


    Fresh has no idea how to make a doll-house, truth be told, so she starts with smaller things. Things that she knows how to make. A tiny bed. A tiny dresser. A tiny wardrobe. All using the same principles as the real ones, just… tiny.


    The bed is the easiest. She takes a slice of wood, about an inch longer than the length between the bottom of her palm and the tip of her longest finger. She then cuts out several small, square holes, creating a mesh grid in the middle of the board while leaving a rectangular frame. These holes were for air, to stop the bedding from getting funky. While she remembers the concept of a box-spring, in truth, she doesn’t really know how to make one. The wood here all seems to be very brittle and not so flexible and bendy. Maybe if she had a special kind of wood? Or maybe the trees here in the west just aren’t the right kind. But this concept is good enough.
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    Setting the holed frame down, she then takes four of the squares that have fallen out and with some glue, attaches one of them to each corner of the frame as legs. She presses them down, holding them for a minute in place so that the glue can dry, before flipping it over and standing it upright.


    Fresh scratches her cheek, looking down at it and she smears a little glue onto her own face. "Yup… that’s a bed-frame, all right," mutters Fresh to herself. The horrible, ugly witch of the north, huh?


    Fresh can’t help but sigh once again. Despite how her friends had explained to her before, that she had an incredibly powerful cosmic gift for crafting dangerous and rare items without limit, she just likes making perfectly normal things. Beds. Boots. Toys. Candy. Drinks. Lanterns. Some weapons and some equipment. Furniture. These kinds of things are all her favorite things to make. Because they don’t just excite people with some incredible power and bedazzling effect, like some ultra rare witch-weapon or magical trinket could.


    Rather, they keep everyone warm. They keep everyone safe. They keep everyone fed and keep their thirsts quenched and maybe even, on really good days, they would create small smiles on their faces, which in her own deepest hopes, could become infectious to those around them.


    Fresh leans over, grabbing a knife from against the wall and an ingot of crystal-drakonium, as she sets to work making a tiny mattress.
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    Maybe things like this, maybe small smiles like that, maybe those tiny sparks of warmth and comfort, maybe those were enough to help make the world and all of the souls in it, lighter. Perhaps that is the true deviousness of the horrible, cruel, ugly witch of the north.


    She walks amongst the people as one of them, hiding in plain sight for all to see, corrupting their cold, hard, ruined personalities with her deadly poisons of love and care, one drop at a time, like toxic sludge dripping into a river. No matter how furious that would make them and no matter how much they hated her for it, she would come for them all eventually. In the darkest hours of midnight, the terrible witch would creep through their houses as they slumbered, and would cover their feet with blankets and fill their pantries with candy.


    She is truly an unforgivable monster, thinks Fresh, as she sets to work lovingly adorning the fairy-bed with a tiny blanket and pillow.

  


  Chapter 168: Home Cooking


  
    People hurriedly run inside of the tunnel as the surging rain picks up pace outside, pushing through the underground with a loud, sharp whistle as it rushes along the rock-face. Fresh peers out of the window, watching as people run by, laughing to each other as they shake out their wet clothes. Apparently, a storm has come over the mountain.


    It is late in the evening. The day had been long, but in Fresh’s eyes, successful.


    The others had taken care of the store. The new help, Veli, had been flying around all day, keeping the storefront tidy, while people were running in and out of it, tracking mud and crumbs and dropping things now and then. She can’t help but admire his determination, though she does worry a little about it too. His determination is too strong to be healthy, but she supposes that it isn’t her place to question the fairy’s life and his choices.


    His presence was of course, a great convenience for herself, despite her guilt about it. Because now that the store is closing and she looks around, she sees that there is nothing left to clean. All that needs to be done to prepare the store for tomorrow is to restock the shelves, which will take all of ten minutes, if the four of them do it together.


    The last customer leaves and Jubilee shuts the door behind them, letting out a long sigh.


    "Another day checked off of the calendar," they say, dusting their hands and walking back to the counter.


    Basil and Shamrock both sigh too, both of them leaning over forward and resting their heads on the counter at the same time, sparing an understanding look at each other as they lay there, immobilized.


    "Good work, everyone!" says Fresh. "Let’s finish up and call it a day," she suggests. Lifting her head up, she looks at Veli who is looking around, apparently still looking for more work. His left arm is tied up tightly in the little splint that Basil had helped him with. Fresh imagines that it must have and likely still does hurt a lot, but she hasn’t heard the fairy complain once. "You too, Veli!" she says. "Good work today!"


    The fairy, pale in the face, nods to her and flies down to the counter.


    Fresh scratches her cheek and heads back, grabbing a candy from the shelf. Red seems like a good choice. "Here," says Fresh, setting it down. "You’re probably starving, right?"


    She can hear Jubilee sigh and tap their fingers against the counter, but they don’t say anything.


    Veli looks up at her and then at the candy that is half the size of his own body. "Thanks," says the fairy. "Are you sure?"


    "Mm! Sorry that it’s just candy and not real food," says Fresh. "Ah!" She sees the difficulty he has, trying to break open the perfectly round, hardened shell of the thing. "Here." Pressing down on it with a finger, she cracks it open and lets him get to the doughy insides.


    "You did alright," says Jubilee, looking at him as he grabs a fistful of the dough with his good arm.


    Veli bows with his head, his mouth already full of dough. Fresh remembers that she was told that fairies had to eat a lot during the day to keep their energy up, since they are such small creatures. Jubilee pulls open the drawer, sliding a single silver Obol across the counter to him.


    "Here’s your pay. Take it and get out," says Jubilee, getting straight to the point.


    Veli swallows, clenching the coin with great difficulty between his one good and one bad arm. "Yes, my queen!" he says, pulling it back to the candy and taking another fistful of the dough into his mouth before straining himself to lift the coin into the air with just one arm.


    "Tomorrow morning, one hour before sunrise," says Jubilee, still pointing at the door. "If you’re late, you’re fired." Basil laughs quietly in the corner, perhaps having an odd sense of nostalgia.


    Veli nods to them, his mouth still full as Fresh holds the door open and he flies out, zipping down the tunnel. She hopes he does alright in the storm. Actually, she wonders where it is that he and the other fairies are staying? Shrugging, she closes the door again, before the crack of the overly ominous thunder outside can manage to reach her.


    The other three take over the restocking, while Fresh heads upstairs and prepares dinner. Having someone to clean for them really does save a lot of time at the end of the day. Using all of that energy that she saved, Fresh decides to make a strong, hearty meal today. The terrible weather starting to brew outside offers the perfect contrast for something hot and thick. A stew.


    Humming to herself, she sets to work cooking and setting the table, so that by the time everyone else comes upstairs, all there is left to do is to sit down.


    It sounds like it was a very tiring day upstairs today. So Fresh is glad that she got to hide in the basement. Apparently, some customers got in a fight with each other over Shamrock, which only got worse as he then left the back of the counter to try and tear them off of each other's throats. As for Basil’s creams, they sold a little too well, especially among the particular clientèle who seemed hellbent on trying to impress the giant, who just wanted to stand there and poke the little toy slimes. Jubilee meanwhile, had to spend all day chasing fairies and arguing with the tired-man, who had come into the store once again.


    Fresh listens intently to their stories, as she stirs the pot filled with root-vegetables and tubers and a brown sauce that isn’t quite thick enough for her liking. She ponders for a moment, wondering what to do. Then, she realizes, running into the pantry to get some milk and flour. Though, they seem to be out of milk, having used the last of it for their coughee this morning. Well, except for one particular kind.


    She swirls the bottle of dragon’s milk in her hands, deciding that it’s probably fine, before she heads back out and takes the cork off of it, sniffing it once to see if it was okay, before pouring some into the stew. Sure, it’s a really expensive thing to put into something like a simple stew, but Fresh thinks that her hard-working friends deserve nothing less. Smiling, she sets the bottle to the side and adds the finishing touches, as she watches it become thicker.


    A sprinkle of salt is dropped into the pot with a dramatic flick of her wrist. A handful of crushed, dried rose-leaves is allowed to fall from her grasp, after she spins once in a circle where she’s standing.


    "What the hell are you doing?" asks Jubilee from the table, looking back over their chair.


    Fresh blinks, staring at the three faces staring her way, as she leans sideways on one leg, letting the last few peppercorns roll off down her fingers from her upwards facing palm. "Cooking," she says, plain as day.


    "Uh… huh…"


    "Mm!" laughs Fresh, tapping the wooden spoon against the pot once before taking it off of the heat.
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    "Huh... well, fuck," says Jubilee, looking at the window.


    Basil nods, agreeing. "That’s a lot of cold resistance for food."


    Fresh looks at them and shrugs. That’s probably because of the dragon’s milk, but she doesn’t want to reveal her secret ingredient. She doesn’t want them to feel bad about her having spent so much of her own money on their food. "I think a stew like this has to boil for a really long time, for everything to get really, really soft. But I hope it’s okay for you guys like this," she says, portioning the bowls out. It really does smell great though.


    "Thank you for the food!" says Basil as Fresh sets the bowl down in front of her. "I’m sure it’s very good!"


    "Thanks for your hard work!" says Fresh.


    Shamrock nods. "Thank you."


    "Mm! Thanks for keeping everyone safe!"


    Jubilee leans back, crossing their arms. Fresh narrows her gaze, leaning down forward expectantly and staring at Jubilee from up close with her cheek puffed out. The two of them stare at each other for a moment. Jubilee relents, turning their head away and grumbling. "Thanks…"


    "You’re welcome!" smiles Fresh, setting the bowl down. "Thanks for being nice to a stranger."


    "I’m always nice to strangers!" barks Jubilee, pointing up at her. "I took you in, didn’t I?"


    Fresh thinks, sitting down herself as she scratches her cheek. "I guess that’s true."


    Without anyone having to say anything else, the three of them start eating. As always, Jubilee doesn’t eat with them, but Fresh appreciates that they’re sitting out here at the table at least.


    Everyone really likes the stew, especially how rich and thick the sauce is, despite the simple ingredients. When asked what she had put in it to make it taste so good, Fresh simply smiles a devious smile and lifts her finger.


    "The secret ingredient is looove~!" she says, clasping her hands. It's a lie, but it also isn't.


    Jubilee slides their bowl further away from themselves.


    "Hey!"


    Basil laughs, holding on to Shamrock’s arm as the man seems to continue eating faster than before.


    "So what’s the plan for tomorrow?"


    "Same plan as every day," says Jubilee. "And then every day after that. Forever. Until we all die."


    "How exciting," says Basil, sarcastically.


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, blowing on the stew on her spoon. "It is!" she smiles, before taking another bite. The stew really is very good.


    Sure, the carrots and the tubers are still a little hard and chewy and sure, so is the meat. A stew like this probably had to cook for several hours to get really, really done. But that’s okay. Because despite that, it’s still hot and it’s seasoned with delicate care and with strong emotions and most importantly, with a pinch of salt.


    Tomorrow night is the night of the harvest-moon. The day that summer officially comes to an end. Fresh has an entire array of ideas that she wants to make. The items made from the harvest-moon have healing properties of a sort. Combined with the magical-crystals and the crystal-drakonium, she is sure that she can make an entire collection of useful things.


    And as for that thing in the basement, that thing which she shouldn’t have made on her bad night, the thing that she should honestly keep in her inventory instead of down there in the bath, she has a very special idea for that. An idea that might end up making up for the wrong that she has committed by creating such an object.


    Fresh smiles as she takes another bite. This world was going to become a warmer and kinder place, as rich and as enjoyable as this stew is.

  


  Chapter 169: The help


  
    "Do I really have to do this?" asks Veli, looking around nervously.


    "Do you want to keep your job?" asks Jubilee, threatening him once again. Veli gulps and nods quietly. "I thought so."


    Jubilee lifts their hand, pointing with their thumb to the small ‘doll-house’ that Fresh had made, which sits on top of the counter. It isn’t very magical yet and it doesn’t float and it’s not even fully furnished, still being very much ‘in progress’. But the fairy-house isn’t what Jubilee is after. It’s just a convenient place for the fairy to go, so that he doesn’t have to undress in public. This privacy is what Jubilee had described to him as a ‘decadent luxury’, one that was not afforded to many adventurers.


    Veli had countered that he wasn’t an adventurer.


    Jubilee had then countered that that meant he was lower than dirt and that he should shut up and go inside of the doll-house. Their task for the day was to tailor a fairy-sized set of clothes for him. "Not only do you look like shit, but having you flying around all day wearing that makes us look like shit."


    Fresh scratches her cheek, sparing a glance at Jubilee’s glass-shredded heap of fabric, before then turning around to gaze at Shamrock in his giant set of scarred armor, which could use a polishing, honestly. She and Basil at least have on some clean, matching robes. But they aren’t exactly ‘professional’ attire either.


    Then again, she doesn’t really want to wear a work uniform. Though it could be cute…


    Fresh shakes her head. She has her doubts that she could convince Jubilee or Shamrock to wear matching outfits with her. Maybe in some far off dream-scape. She sighs, taking over Jubilee’s work at the counter.


    A man comes over, setting down a large crystal-drakonium mattress and a bottle of cold coughee. She looks up at him, recognizing him as the tired-man, who often comes to speak to Jubilee for whatever reason.


    "Hello," says the tired-man.


    "Hi!" says Fresh energetically, doing the math in her head. "Uh…"


    "Six-hundred and ten," says Jubilee, not looking away from the doll-house, as they stand there with crossed arms, waiting.


    Fresh nods. "Six-hundred and ten Obols, please," she smiles at the tired-man who nods back, yawning. She’s surprised that he isn’t asking her what something tastes like today. Though she supposes that by now, he has tried his way through everything that they had in store. The man starts sleepily digging through his pockets. "Say, if you don’t mind me asking, why are you always so tired?" asks Fresh. "Do you have a lot of work?"


    The tired man rubs his eyes with his free hand as his other one rummages through a mess of noisily jangling coins in his pocket. "I try not to sleep too much," he replies, setting down a heap of coins that Fresh starts to count through.
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    "Bad dreams?" asks Fresh, pointing to the sheep floating by. "We have something for that. You want one?"


    "It’s not free," snaps Jubilee over from the side, leaning back forward to tap against the window of the doll-house. "Hurry up!"


    "I’m almost done!" says Veli, his face peeking out of the small window.


    Fresh notices now for the first time how tall the tired-man actually is, but he’s a real sloucher. Then again, she notices that her own posture is always fairly poor. Especially when compared to Basil, who stands next to her on her other side with an immaculately straight back and neck. Fresh always thinks the priestess looks rather elegant because of that. She shakes her head and finishes counting the coins.


    "No, good dreams," yawns the tired man.


    "Huh?"


    "Do you have anything that stops good dreams?" he asks.


    "Good…? Why would you want to stop good dreams?" asks Fresh, curiously.


    "Ghosts," says the tired man, grabbing the bed-roll and his bottle of coughee. "There are too many ghosts in them," he says, rubbing his face on his elbow, before turning to walk away.


    "Huh?"


    He slouches out towards the door, nodding with a smile to Jubilee who lifts their middle finger his way.


    "Jubilee~!"


    But the tired man just laughs and walks out of the door. Before he walks out of earshot, Fresh shouts after him that she’ll think of something to help his dreams. Though she doesn’t really get why the man wouldn’t want good dreams or how ghosts factor into any of this. Still, he doesn’t seem so bad. Just a little tired, which makes him a little wobbly in the head, apparently.


    She pulls open the drawer and sorts the coins inside, realizing with a smile that this was the first of her mattresses that she herself had sold.


    "Is this okay?" asks Veli, stepping out of the door of the small house, holding his good arm out to the side. Fabric droops down from his sleeves and torso.


    "No, you still look like shit," says Jubilee, poking him once in the gut. Fresh is always surprised how wobbly and fluffy and soft the fairy’s hair is. So much so, that it seems to bounce and bob with every movement of his body. She’s a little jealous actually she realizes, after feeling her own fingers on her hair. "Hold still, let me make some markings," says Jubilee, grabbing a pen to mark where the adjustments should go.


    "Hey Veli," asks Fresh to the nervous fairy who finds himself in Jubilee’s clutches. "Is the house the right size?" she asks.


    "Huh? Uh," Veli turns his head around. "The ceiling could be a little higher," he says. "Right now, I can feel my hair brush against it."


    Fresh gasps, her fist striking her open palm. She hadn’t accounted for the fairy’s fluffy hair in her architecture.


    "But uh…" Veli stops for a moment, as if considering his words. He looks up at Jubilee before turning back to her. "I don’t think the others will like it, honestly," he says. Fresh stops, already having been on her way to the basement to continue her work.


    "How come?" she asks, somewhat distraught at this news.


    "It’s very… cagey," explains Veli, as Jubilee tugs on his shirt to get him to take it off. Embarrassed, he runs back inside and throws the shirt out of the door a second later.


    "It’s a house though?" asks Fresh, leaning over forward to look through the door at him. But he is hiding around the corner, out of sight.


    "We don’t live in houses," explains the fairy.


    "You don’t have any houses to live in," she counters.


    Veli doesn’t say anything, peeking around the corner with his head at Jubilee, who wags with a finger, still waiting for the rest of the outfit. Embarrassed, he hides back inside. A moment later, the new pants come flying back out of the door too.


    "They aren’t safe," explains the fairy.


    "Safe? Safe from what?" asks Fresh. "There’s insulation, so it will keep you warm and dry and the wood is really thick, so it’s very sturdy."


    "Sturdy enough so that somebody can’t stomp on it, if it's on the ground?" he asks, getting straight to the point.


    "Huh?" Fresh blinks, staring at the doll-house.


    "And if it floats, is it safe enough that it won’t burn if some drunk throws a fireball at it?"


    Fresh looks around at the others, who don’t seem to say anything, despite clearly having heard this conversation. Are these really common problems for the fairies here after not even a few weeks? Getting stomped on? Getting blasted out of the sky by the random chaotic spells that always filled the night? Or were the spells perhaps not even random to begin with? Were people really targeting them, just because they were small? Just because nobody would come to defend them or to seek justice for their sufferings?


    Her fists clench as the thought comes to her again, like the sound of the running water outside of the door. She really does hate this world sometimes.


    Fresh lets out a long sigh, relaxing her hands as she realizes that she had let her childish naivety get the best of her again with this idea. She was so excited to make something that people would like, that she didn’t even think if it was something that people needed to begin with, let alone if it brought any value to their lives.


    The houses would just paint even larger targets on the fairy’s backs.


    She smiles, nodding to the worried, embarrassed face that peeks out of the door. "Thank you for your honesty, Veli. That helps a lot!" she says. "You’re really a big help around here!" she praises the fairy who quickly hides back behind the door.


    "Thanks…" says a timid voice.


    "Don’t over-inflate his little ego," says Jubilee, noisily snipping the shirt with some scissors.


    "I’m going down to the basement for the rest of the day," says Fresh. "I need to rework my idea and then get some stuff ready," she explains, looking around. There aren’t many customers here now anyways.


    "Mhm," nods Jubilee, waving her off.


    "Basil, I think I’ll need your help later. If you have time, please," says Fresh. Basil nods to her.


    "Sure thing!"


    Fresh smiles as she heads down to the basement. The harvest-moon will rise tonight. She has to rework her ideas and she has to come up with something new. Though, she already has a few things in mind.


    She stops on the stairs, looking at the washroom door for a moment, before shaking her head and going to her table.

  


  Chapter 170: Compatibility


  
    A cold wind blows past her head, billowing the strands of her freshly washed hair out to the sides. As it moves, the cold fingers of the breeze touching her scalp, Fresh realizes how long her hair has grown since the start of her ‘new life’. All of the long, golden strands are already reaching down past her shoulders at this point.


    She stands out on the balcony, staring up at the sky, together with Basil. The other two have gone to bed, after helping them carry the harvest-moonwater down to the basement. Shamrock, in order to process his latest trauma of the day, bestowed upon him by some particularly ‘aggressive’ customers clearly needed the sleep. While Jubilee had simply said that they wanted no part of any ‘witch-fuckery’ tonight.


    But that’s fine. Fresh and Basil had made their way up to the balcony again after setting everything up downstairs, not for any particularly productive reasons. They just wanted to look at the high hanging, perfectly round, orange moon together for a while, before they start their work down in the dark basement.


    The air tonight is filled with a sound that Fresh hadn’t expected up here on the mountain, however. Night-bird song. The orange, rust-tinged world is filled with a heavy whistling and cooing, as flocks of birds, on their way to somewhere warmer from higher up north, stop on the mountain to rest and their many voices now fill the darkness with a somber nocturne.


    Autumn is upon them now; half a year has already come to pass since her arrival here.


    Fresh can’t help but feel bewildered at this fact. So much has happened, yet also so little. She doesn’t know how to feel about any of it. But that’s okay, feelings could be saved for tomorrow. Tonight, there’s work to do.


    Basil has been explaining to her what the harvest-moon meant to everyone, at least in the church, as a symbol of the changing seasons and of everyone’s changing lives. Fresh, in turn, had explained to Basil how it’s relevant to her as a witch, which as always, made Basil a little uncomfortable. But the priestess seems to be doing her best to be understanding. Fresh is surprised how quickly Basil had accepted her true ‘witchy’ nature.


    But she thinks that she realizes that the soft-spot that Basil seems to have for her, runs deeper than the beliefs which she was instilled with. Though, those two deep channels of her character likely intersect every so often, causing some internal turmoil in the priestess.


    "You ready, Basil?" smiles Fresh over to her.


    Basil nods back at her. "I’m ready. Let’s get started."


    "Bubble bubble!" smiles Fresh, turning around to go downstairs.


    "Huh?"


    "Oh, uh… it’s a thing you say," explains Fresh. "Before you start doing work like this."


    "Is it?"


    Fresh thinks for a second, scratching her cheek. Is it? That’s a good question. Deciding that she doesn’t actually know, Fresh does what any reasonable person would do. She nods and says that it is.


    "Huh…" says Basil. "Uh, bubble-bubb-IAH!" Basil lets out a surprised shout as Fresh grabs her hand and hurries down to the basement. There is a lot of work to do and the night will only stay young for so long, much like them.


    Downstairs, the basement is alight with many burning candles, with the light of the fireplace, the light of Basil’s lantern which floats at her side, as well as the radiant glow, flowing out of the large crystal that hangs above the planters.


    There is a second cauldron that she had asked Shamrock to buy, full of harvest-moonwater, together with stacks and stacks of tightly sealed jars. The supply would have to last for a while, as a real harvest-moon only comes twice in the year. Once during the end of summer and once near the end of autumn.


    While the fake harvest-moonwater, which she had made in the north, offered stamina regenerating properties, the real one offers health healing properties. A rare and powerful material, if water could be considered such a thing.


    The priestess yawns, though her body seems oddly stiff tonight despite her exhaustion. "So, what would you like my help with?" she asks.


    Fresh explains, lifting a finger. "The harvest-moonwater has great healing properties." Basil nods. "I want to combine that with the moon-glass and some white-magic infused crystals."


    "To make what?"


    "Ask me when we get that far," smiles Fresh, setting to work. She hands Basil a stack of crystals for the priestess to push her white-magic into, while she herself flips through her damp-grimoire, looking for a page that will spark that light in her heart that she is hoping to find. An idea comes to her quickly, upon seeing the sheet of moon-glass laying before her. But she doesn’t want to make a second mirror like Jubilee’s. That was a special present and in a manner of thinking, making a second one would ‘devalue’ the gift in her eyes. No, she needed a different idea…


    "Ah!"


    Knowing what it is that she wants to make first, she sets to work, Basil watching curiously over her shoulder as she takes one of the crystals that Basil had used her healing spell on and carefully hollows it out.


    As for the secret crystal that is still hidden in the bath, she has an idea for it. But she really doesn’t know if she’ll have the courage to show Basil her secret.
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    After that, she creates a tiny hole on the top of the side of the crystal.
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    Carefully, she shakes out the residue from the crystal and then, holding it upside down, Fresh submerges it in the cauldron of orange harvest-moonwater, filling it up like a bottle with the substance. Pulling it back out, she carefully shakes it off, doing her best not to spill any water back out of the small hole.


    "What’s that?" asks Basil.


    "It’s a crystal, filled with moonwater."


    Basil fidgets with her sleeve. Fresh can’t help but notice that the priestess is oddly twitchy tonight, especially since they’ve gone down to the basement. "Yes, but…?"


    "Ask me when we get there," laughs Fresh, who is simply following her intuition, as she does most of the time.


    Setting the crystal down onto the table, she asks Basil to put on some of the crystal-drakonium gloves and to hold it for her. She doesn’t know if the moonwater is dangerous to touch and she doesn’t want to risk anything happening. The priestess obliges, while Fresh gets a bottle of the heavy-duty glue. Taking a second crystal, she grinds it up into a fine powder on the side.
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    Then, filling the hole in the side of the crystal with glue, she packs as much of the powdered crystal into it as she can make fit, sealing the crystal back shut. After waiting a second, she sands the uneven bump back closed and then decides to do the rest of the crystal as well, turning the naturally asymmetric thing into something akin to a refined stone. Polished. Straight.
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    Fresh scratches her cheek, her other hand on her hip as she looks down at the crystal full of moonwater and then over to Basil, as the two of them share a confused look for a moment. Fresh thinks, wondering what the problem is. She had expected this to be a ‘completed’ item, but no window pops up. Nothing happens.


    "It looks very pretty though," comforts Basil, looking at the radiantly glowing moonwater, shining through the prismatic crystal.


    Fresh’s fist lands in her palm as she realizes. "It needs more juice."


    Basil stares at her, confused. "Huh? Juice?"


    "Juice," replies Fresh. "It needs more juice, so it knows which way to go."


    Basil blinks. "I don’t know what you’re saying."


    "It needs a little push, to help make up its mind," explains Fresh. "It doesn’t know what it should like."


    "Uh…"


    "Can you use more healing magic on it, please?" asks Fresh, clasping her two hands by her head with a smile.


    "Of course," says Basil, looking more confused than Fresh had expected, stepping back and taking off the gloves. She takes a deep breath.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Basil) uses: [Minor Healing Wave]
          
        

      
    


    


    White-magic flows out of her hands, enveloping the water-filled, hollowed out crystal. To Fresh’s surprise, the crystal starts to shake, the water inside of it becoming turbulent, almost as if boiling. Confused herself, she holds a hand out over the crystal. It isn’t hot or even warm.


    "Mm…" she sighs, somewhat troubled. The night is just starting and already there’s a setback.


    "It might be an issue of magical balance," explains Basil.


    "Huh?"


    "Magical balance," repeats the priestess, pointing at the crystal. "Look. The crystal relies on earth-magic and then you have the moonwater which is… ‘holy’, Somehow?" asks Basil, thinking. "But I don’t think it’s actually holy-magic, I think witch-magic is dark-magic," she explains. "It just pretends to be holy," she thinks out loud. "The moon is a thing of the night, after all." Fresh scratches her cheek as Basil fidgets with her sleeves. "But then we add in my actual holy-magic and then we might have too much, going in too many directions?" The priestess looks back to the table. "Maybe it’s all just too different to work together?" suggests Basil, lowering her gaze down to the floor. "Maybe it’s just not compatible."


    "Basil…" Fresh looks back to the crystal. Her magic isn’t actually holy-magic? Could that be true? Could the ‘system’ be deceived like that? If this theory of ‘magical balance’ is real, then maybe there is truth to it? Fresh isn’t sure if she likes that. She isn’t particularly fond of any element, really. Holy. Dark. Fire. Whatever, as long as the items are nice and the effects are helpful to those who need them.


    However, what she isn’t fond of, was that odd look on Basil’s face as the priestess said those last words. It almost felt like it wasn’t related to this crafting process at all. Perhaps she’s just being paranoid about one of her precious friends, or perhaps there’s just a bit more of a selfish witch in herself than she had thought. But Fresh isn’t going to let this go that easily, on the off-chance that her insecurities are true. Though she doesn’t know why she would even think that Basil would be questioning the validity of their friendship.


    But she isn’t going to stand for it.


    Fresh purses her lips and looks back at the stupid, dumb crystal that is ruining her and her friend’s night before it even began. Fresh closes her eyes, thinking of a solution to the problem at hand. The solution comes to her readily, quickly, as she listens to the trickling of the water coming from the running bath on the other side of the room. It sounds almost… mischievous, in a way that is very hard to explain. Like it’s trying to hold in a laugh. It is as if it were watching something hilarious, something that it doesn’t want her to know about, as always, really. But the idea is given to her freely nonetheless, if not the explanation to the joke.


    Basil looks at her in surprise as Fresh opens her eyes again and takes the priestess’ left hand with her right. It’s oddly sweaty. Maybe because Basil is closer to the fireplace? "Do it again," says Fresh, lifting her own free hand up to the crystal. "I’m going to use my magic at the same time too."


    "Huh? But that’s -"


    "Don’t give up so easily, Basil!" beams Fresh at her. "I don’t care if the pieces of the puzzle fit or not," she explains. "We’re going to hit them hard enough until they fit."


    "I don’t think that’s how puzzles work," laughs Basil, but she obliges and lifts her free hand. "This could be dangerous."


    "It wouldn’t be worth it if it wasn’t," says Fresh. "If you don’t want to, I understand," she explains, squeezing her hand.


    Basil looks at her again, but then shakes her head. "I’ll try it," she replies.


    "Mm! Ready…?" She looks back at the crystal. "Now!"


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Malediction]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Basil) uses: [Minor Healing Wave]
          
        

      
    


    


    The magic from Fresh’s left hand and Basil’s right washes over the crystal that shakes and rattles violently over the table, the water inside bubbling, as the lazy purple fog of her spell and the ethereal, multi-colored glow of the white-magic both wash over it. The energies absorb into the churning water and into the shining crystal’s body. The permeating magic of the minor-curse interweaves with the glistening, spring-tide shine of the true holy magic. Both of those magical essences carry with them strong feelings that the other person wouldn’t likely understand if they could ever get a hold of them.


    But that doesn’t matter.


    The energies flow and twist, spiraling around each other like two coiling serpents, wrapping themselves around the shard which now slowly comes to a rest. As the glassy thing falls back down to the table, from the slight hover that it had assumed, it lets out a loud, single, ‘thud’ that breaks the tense air.


    Nothing happens.


    The two of them sigh at the same time, but then, seeing that the other had done the same, they both start laughing.


    "That was really disappointing," laughs Basil loudly, almost starting to cry.


    "Mm! It was!" laughs Fresh, noticing that they had somehow ended up holding both of each other’s hands after the failure of a project. She’s glad to see that her friend has livened up a little again though. Maybe the priestess just wasn’t very energetic, this late at night.


    As she laughs though, she notices that something bothers her. But she isn’t sure what it is, exactly. Maybe it’s the loud crackling of the fire, or maybe it’s the bright flames of the many candles, or maybe it’s the light of the crystal which still resonates brightly out in all directions, bathing them both in the shine of their collective efforts? Maybe it’s the odd stiffness present in her friend, despite the laugh on her face? But something, somewhere in the basement is out of place and Fresh just isn’t able to understand what it is.


    The grip holding her hands is too tight and too nervous, but she doesn’t consciously feel that. The shine in Basil’s rejuvenated eyes is too bright, too warm to just be the normal kind of care held between two very good friends, but she doesn’t attribute it to anything else than the ambient glow being cast all around them, reflecting off of her laughter-tear filled eyes and when Basil finally settles down and looks back at her, the priestess’ face contorts as if she was about to say something very difficult -


    And then, nothing happens.


    Basil, apparently does not find the courage to say whatever it is she had wanted to say.


    Despite all of that, Fresh and Fresh alone, is unable to see any of it and she can’t help but wonder why the water sounds like it’s laughing again. The fountain is such a jerk sometimes.


    "Don’t worry, Basil!" says Fresh, squeezing her friend's hand. "We still have all night to try again!"

  


  Chapter 171: Two together


  
    It is early in the morning, a few hours before daybreak. Fresh and Basil, both tired and a little delirious, are ecstatic about their results and cling to each other in a sweaty hug as they spin around in a circle, in an odd half-dance, half-wild-jubilation, down in the basement. This might perhaps be an unusual thing for the priestess to do, but she has little power to resist the adapting of her tired and already weakened personality to Fresh’s in this exciting moment of triumph. Especially after what had happened before, just after midnight.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Shard of Resonant Frequencies]{Holy}{Dark}(Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            This crystal core pulsates with a chaotic maelstrom of violently conflicting energies that are held in tandem by intricate magical web-weaving.
          
        


        
          	
            For all PARTY within 12m -


            


            
              	Amplifies all HOLY/DARK magic, increasing DMG/HEAL by 15%


              	Raises spell CRITICAL-CHANCE by 5%


              	Every time a spell causes CRITICAL DMG/HEAL, refunds the full spell-cost

            

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: 


            


            
              	At day: Restores HP equivalent to the EXP reward of the highest singular entity, split across the entire party, per encounter


              	At night: Restores SOUL equivalent to the EXP reward of the highest singular entity, split across the entire party, per encounter

            

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.75kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    "We did it, Basil!" says Fresh, hugging Basil as they spin another round.


    "We did!" laughs Basil, slowing down, as she is apparently becoming dizzy from all of the spinning.


    Fresh, seeing her pale face, lets go. "Oh, sorry!" She looks down. "Ah… sorry," she says a second time. "I’m all sweaty and gross."


    Basil shakes her head, wobbling a little on her legs. "That’s okay, I don’t mind. I am too," she laughs, turning back to the menu that had appeared.


    "Is it a good item?" asks Fresh.


    "It’s a really good item," explains Basil. "Really, really good. Any party that has even just one source of holy or dark magic will want one of these."


    Fresh looks at her, tilting her head. "Uh…"


    "Hmm?"


    "I don’t know if we want to make more of them," says Fresh, looking up at the crystal. "It was a looot of work," she sighs. "And I don’t want to keep you up every night."


    Basil shakes her head. "You can keep me up every night, as often as you want." The priestess blinks, looking to the side, realizing that that could be interpreted exactly as she had meant it. But as always, Fresh doesn’t pick up on that.


    "You’re the best, Basil!" she smiles. "I guess it should be easy to make more, now that we figured out the trick." The trick was a lot simpler than either of them had assumed.


    They had spent many hours trying out all sorts of intricate craftsmanship and rune-work patterns and such, in order to get the magical energies to stay put inside of the crystal, holding together with each other. The trick was to just wrap the body of the crystal inside of a flattened piece of crystal-drakonium, which apparently also has magic-insulating properties and then for them to put the crystal between themselves, each of them touching one tip, so that their spells could meet in the middle, with neither escaping out of the body.


    "Let’s keep this one for ourselves," suggests Basil. "We can just strap it to a bag when we go into the dungeon."


    "Do you want to go into the dungeon again?" asks Fresh, delighted at this prospect.


    "We can ask the others if we want to take a day off once a week and just do stuff together. Didn’t you want to do that back in the north anyway?"


    "I’d really like that, Basil!" beams Fresh, grabbing a surprised Basil in a second, very sweaty, hug. Casting can be a very exhausting process.


    Apart from the resonant-crystal, they had replanted Basil’s unsuccessful planter, using a little moondirt with the mixture.


    This moment, having taken place just after midnight, was perhaps more emotional in a sense, than this current moment of their success. Basil had had a confession to make, one that Fresh wasn’t expecting, but also one that she didn’t get angry about. It also explained why nothing was growing in the sixth planter.


    Because there was never a seed planted inside of it to begin with.


    "Promise you won’t get mad?" asks Basil, her sleeves rolled back as she digs into the dirt of the planter, sparing Fresh a nervous glance.


    "I promise," says Fresh, scratching her cheek and smearing some dirt on it, not sure why the priestess is so somber. Maybe because they hadn’t had success with the crystal yet? They moved to a different project for now.


    Basil nods with a sigh and pulls something out of the wet dirt with her gloved hands. "I used some of your cauldron water."


    "Huh?" Fresh blinks, looking at the thing that Basil pulls out of the dirt. It’s a small, well polished strip of metal. "The cauldron? That’s really dangerous, Basil!" warns Fresh, stepping closer and looking at the thing in her hand. Basil carefully wipes the dirt off of it.


    Seeing her confusion, Basil looks back down to the thing in her hand. "It’s a piece from his armor," she explains. "I kept it, as a token." Her eyes wander down to the dirt. "I was hoping that…"


    "Basil…" says Fresh, realizing what she’s talking about. The orc. Basil’s best friend. She was trying to resurrect him. Fresh wants to get angry, in all honesty, because of how reckless that was. But she realizes that not only is she the last person who is allowed to get angry about something like this, but also, that she had promised not to.


    Besides, she isn’t sure that she wouldn’t have tried to do the same thing, if something had happened to Jubilee, to Basil, to Shamrock.


    Fresh rubs her own arm, looking away. "It doesn’t work like that, Basil. Sorry…"


    "Yeah…" replies Basil, turning away to look back at the empty planter.


    "And even if it did, even if he did come back somehow… he wouldn’t be the same."


    "Yeah…" says Basil a second time, as Fresh stares at her back.


    "Promise me you won’t go near the cauldron again," asks Fresh. "It’s really super-dangerous!"


    Basil doesn’t turn around, but her shoulders slump. "I promise," says the priestess, fumbling with the small, metal thing in her hands. "Please don’t tell the others."


    "I won’t say a word," swears Fresh, walking up to Basil and hugging her from behind, seeing that the priestess isn’t going to turn around anytime soon. "Do you need a minute alone?" she asks, feeling Basil’s body shake a little as she tries to hold it in. "I can go upstairs and come back down in a few minutes, if you want."


    Basil doesn’t say anything, still busy fighting down whatever it is that she has to fight down. But she places her hand on the two arms wrapped around her from behind to keep them there. Fresh smiles, understanding, and the two of them stand there for a while, not saying anything. Only the sounds of a crackling fire and the crying priestess fill the basement.


    Everyone really has had a lot to process lately, thinks Fresh, as she rubs the side of her face against Basil’s back. Or maybe they’ve just all finally come to a quiet, safe place where processing is an option to begin with, a place of nurturing and safety, a home.


    Or maybe she’s just a horrible witch who makes all of her friends cry? She hopes that that isn’t the case.


    After a while, once the moment has ended and Basil has stabilized herself, the two of them get back to work, neither of them saying a word about what had just happened. There’s nothing left to say, everything is already out there in the open.


    Grabbing some moondirt, they set it into the planter, dotting the regular soil with it, before then planting some seeds which Basil had purchased. They’re various wild-flowers, apparently.


    Nothing happens right away, despite Fresh having almost expected it too. But Basil says that whatever properties the moondirt could offer, it would take a while until the plants had grown large enough to make them apparent. Flowers like these will usually already become adolescents within a week.


    After that, they set to work on making some new rings. In order to keep them separated, Fresh suggests that they use copper and ends up making several stoneless rings out of the material. Basil, meanwhile, pushes her healing spell into a small bowl of shattered crystal-fragments, soaking in harvest-moonwater.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Basil) uses: [Minor Healing Wave]
          
        

      
    


    


    Once the work is done, Fresh carefully takes them out and fits them one by one into the copper rings.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman{Attach}]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Copper Ring of Purification]{Holy}(High)
          
        


        
          	
            A small copper-band, fitted with a lustrous, crystal gemstone that is imbued with holy energies.
          
        


        
          	
            While wearing (on the mountain):


            
              	Negates the application of 1 negative STATUS-EFFECT per day

            

          
        


        
          	
            While wearing:


            
              	
                	When drinking water, restores 1 HEALTH per 250mL

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect:


            
              	
                	Absorbs 5% of incoming MAGICAL-DMG, up to 20% of your SOUL per day

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.09kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    "These are good," says Basil, examining the ring in her hands. "They’re very protective, but uh… what’s the water thing about?"


    Fresh raises a finger, explaining. "The biggest thing hurting people in this town isn’t the dungeon, it’s their drinking."


    "You think?"


    "Mm!" nods Fresh. "It will be great for their bodies to really get washed out a little."


    "It is an interesting property," concedes Basil. "It’s like a free, unlimited, but very weak health-potion. Actually…" she blinks, realizing what she just said. "I don’t know if we should sell these?"


    "Huh?"


    Basil shakes her head. "Let’s make a few more, but we should ask Jubilee about it in the morning."


    "You think they’re dangerous?"


    The priestess looks at her and smiles. "You’d be very frightening, if you weren’t you."


    "Basil?"


    "Military tensions being what they are… it’s like with the lanterns," explains Basil. "An order of a few thousand rings like these could change the entire dynamic of a marching army."


    "You think?" asks Fresh.


    "You need to understand that these small bonuses add up fast and that the people who run the ranks know that," explains Basil. "An infinite source of cheap, disposable weapons. A cheap, weatherproof lantern that never dies. A lightweight, perfect bedroll. A ring that heals the wearer at no cost. Just these few things that you can make, if given to one regiment, could shift the tide of an entire war, just because of how much more efficient they would be."


    Fresh blinks, looking at the priestess and then down at the ring. "But I just want something to keep everyone safe and healthy."


    Basil consoles her now, placing a hand on her shoulder. "I know and that’s what makes you endearing." She lifts a finger. "But that naivety is also what makes you dangerous." The priestess looks at her with a stern expression and Fresh can’t help but wonder if she isn’t being lectured like one of the children that Basil used to care for. "Whatever you make, no matter what your intentions are, someone in this world will find a way to use it for ends that you likely won’t agree with. Remember that and always consider it, before you make something new."


    Fresh doesn’t know what to say, so she simply nods and smiles. "Okay, Basil," she relents. "Do you want to work on the crystal-again?" asks Fresh. "I think I have an idea!" she exclaims.

  


  Chapter 172: Hmm


  
    "You can do it!" exclaims Fresh. All of the tiredness is washed away from her pale face, as she clenches her fists in excitement. Basil sits behind her, sideways on a chair and is leaned back against the wall. The priestess holds a cold bottle of tea against her damp forehead. She apparently doesn’t share Fresh’s current morning energy at this spectacle.


    Veli the fairy is on the counter, doing push-ups with one arm, as his other is still in the sling. She isn’t sure how challenging this actually is for him, given his meager body-weight. But to be fair, his muscles are equally as small. The fact that he is almost up to ten is really impressive for her, since she can’t even do a single one-handed push-up.


    "Nine," counts Jubilee, watching as the fairy, already long since having started shaking, tries to push his way up off of the wood a tenth time. But he seems to be struggling to get the last one in, his body and wings trembling from the strain on his core and single arm. Jubilee crosses their arms, narrowing their eyes. "Do it. Or you’re fired."


    "Jubilee!" scolds Fresh. "Don’t listen to Jubilee, Veli!"


    This threat seems to have been enough for Veli nonetheless, who manages to rise to the top of his tenth one-handed push up. His descent after that is less than graceful however, as he simply flops down onto his front a second later, rolling over onto his good arm. Panting, he lifts his head up sideways to look at Jubilee who lets out a half-disappointed sigh.


    "Good enough. Next time, I expect you to do the drop right too though."


    "Y-yes, my queen," pants Veli, already sweaty this early in the day.


    "I told you to stop calling me that."


    "Yes, your majesty," says Veli, shakily trying to get back up.


    Shamrock comes over and sets a cracked open candy down in front of him, already having gotten used to ignoring Jubilee’s death-glares, by the looks of it. "Good job," he nods down to Veli once.


    "That’s coming out of your pay!" barks Jubilee at the giant.


    Shamrock shrugs indifferently, walking over to Basil. He reaches over the counter and takes her bottle from her hands, opening it for her. "I have everything I want already."


    Basil smiles a tired smile at him and takes the bottle back. "Thanks," she mutters, taking a long drink before pressing it back against her head. "You're a treasure, Shamrock," she sighs.


    Jubilee places their hands on their hips. "You good?"


    "I think I’m getting sick," says Basil.


    "You’re probably just tired, shit-head," says Jubilee, pointing at Fresh. "If she can manage to stay awake with her empty head, so can you."


    Fresh scratches her cheek, looking at Basil. Sure, she’s tired too. But ever since she had gotten her class, the dry, exhausting tiredness of sleeplessness hasn’t seemed to bother her as much as it might once have. "Go to bed, Basil," suggests Fresh. "I’ll cover for you."


    Basil shakes her head. "No, I’ll be fine, thank you."


    "That’s what you get for getting roped into one of her ideas," lectures Jubilee.


    Basil frowns, opening the bottle to take another sip. "I wasn’t ‘roped in’. We had a very fun and productive night, right?" she asks. Fresh nods excitedly, glad that Basil sees it the same way that she does. But, Basil is clearly under the weather and as party-leader, she isn’t able to morally allow her tired and perhaps, even sick, friend to work without rest. But she knows that Basil won’t go unless she asks long enough to start crying.


    "Shamrooock~?" asks Fresh. The man turns to look at her. "Can you bring Basil up to bed, please?" she pleads, clasping her hands together.


    Basil lifts her head, looking at her in confusion. "Huh? No, I’m fine! I just need a minute to warm u -"


    The ground shakes as Shamrock vaults over the counter, his heavy, metal boots smashing down against the floor. Without a word, he reaches down and hoists a frightened Basil off of her chair and up into the air, over his shoulder. Basil hits her fists against his back.


    "Put me down, Shamrock!"


    "I will," agrees Shamrock, turning around and walking to and up the stairs, indifferent to the squirming captive on his shoulder.


    "Good night, Basil!" calls Fresh up the stairs. A second later there is a soft thudding and a squeak as the man apparently tosses her into her bed, as unceremoniously as if unloading a sack of tubers. He makes his way back down a few seconds later, light one person.


    Jubilee sighs. "We’re putting everything on sale," they say, getting right to the point.


    "Huh?" Fresh blinks. "Everything? Even the rings?"


    "Even the rings," says Jubilee, pushing an open box of the copper rings to the side.


    "Are you sure?" asks Fresh.


    "Wouldn’t have said it if I wasn’t, goo-brain," argues Jubilee. "We need the attention."


    "We do?"


    "Haven’t you been reading the ledgers?"


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Uh… no? But isn’t the store always full?"


    "Yeah. It’s full of shit-heads who never spend any money."


    A voice rings out from the side. "I- I have a suggestion," says Veli, timidly raising his hand. There is a smear of dough on his cheek. The three of them look his way. Nobody says anything.


    "Well?" asks Jubilee impatiently.


    "Ah!" Veli jumps upright, straightening his posture. "When I fly above the city, I see a lot of your bags," he says, pointing to the stack of tote-bags on the shelf behind the counter.


    "So?" asks Jubilee.


    "I rarely see any on the other plazas though, only on this one and in the entrance area." Jubilee thinks for a while, their hand on the chin of their mask. "Maybe there are people there who don’t know about the store?" suggests Veli.


    "Hmm…" Jubilee thinks out loud. "We’re right on the main path to the dungeon, so anyone who wants to go there stops by us. But…"


    Fresh hits her fist into her palm, realizing. "- But anyone who doesn’t want to go to the dungeon never will!"


    Jubilee nods in agreement. "The other plazas have mostly craftsmen and workshops. They don’t come down this way often. But if we could make something that they want, like tools, they’ll go out of their way to get to us." Jubilee nods in approval. "Good idea, pipsqueak. Your employment is safe for another day."


    "Jubilee! Stop being mean to Veli!" scolds Fresh, looking down at him. "Don’t worry Veli, you can work here as long as you need to."


    Veli looks away, shuffling his feet nervously. "T-thank you."


    "Fuck’s sake!" barks Jubilee at her, placing their hands on their hips. "Do you have to spoil another one?!"


    "Huh? Another one?" asks Fresh, not sure what Jubilee means. Jubilee lifts their finger, pointing at Shamrock’s helmet, where there are clear crumbs to see sticking onto the outside of the metal slits. Fresh laughs quietly, watching as Jubilee’s arm raises higher, pointing to the ceiling. From up above, she can hear Basil kicking and flopping around in the sleep that she has apparently already fallen into. "Oh…"


    "Yeah. Oh," says Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    "Wait, does that include you too, Jubilee?" laughs Fresh.


    "Please, as if I could catch a fucking break around you people," snaps Jubilee, waving her off.


    "Mm," says Fresh, nodding understandingly. "Anyways, what do you want for dinner tonight?"


    "Let’s do soup, we haven’t had that in a while."


    "Okay!" agrees Fresh, waiting for Jubilee to realize who was going to cook that soup.


    "Ah. Fuck," sighs Jubilee from the side a second later, apparently having connected the dots.


    Fresh smiles and asks, as if she didn’t know. "What’s up, Jubilee?"


    Jubilee looks at her and then crosses their arms, looking away. "Nothing."


    "Hmm," says Fresh, smiling a devious smile that could only belong to a cruel, horrible witch. She makes a mental note to buy a lot of vegetables later today. It would be bad if a flu started spreading around their home. She hopes that Basil is just tired.


    "Hmm…" says Jubilee, crossing their arms.


    "Hmm," says Shamrock, his breastplate heaving as he does the same.


    Veli looks at the three of them, almost falling a step backwards, as the air from Shamrock’s lungs pushes against him. He is apparently confused as to what exactly is happening here. Shrugging, he crosses his one arm too, mimicking Jubilee as he also lets out a perplexed - "Hmm."

  


  Chapter 173: Another day


  
    Fresh stands with crossed arms outside of the door, watching as the crates of glass weapons are loaded up onto a cart. She doesn’t see many of them up here on the mountain, carts, let alone any of the anqas who apparently aren’t fond of heights, which she thinks is funny for birds. But then again, they don’t seem like the kinds of birds that can fly. No, rather this is a hand-drawn cart that a couple of men had simply pulled behind themselves.


    A cloaked man stands next to it, going over a ledger with Jubilee, as they check off everything in the delivery. It wasn’t exactly a lot of work for her, to make this many glass swords and daggers. She had made a few on the side now and then over a few nights and that was good enough.


    "Very good," says the man from the thieves’ guild, as the last load of weapons are carried out of the store. "This is satisfactory. We’ll be in touch," says the stranger, stowing the ledger away before climbing up onto the cart.


    "Like hell you will," says Jubilee, pointing at him as the other two men head to the front of the cart. "We’re done. If I see any of you cloaked fucks around here, it’s straight off the side of the mountain with all of you," threatens Jubilee, pointing at him.


    "Sour as always," says the man, laughing as he nods to the two down before him, who both look as if they’re about to ask why he’s sitting up there, but they both change their minds and start pulling the cart away without saying a word.


    Jubilee stands there, their hands on their hips as the men from the thieves’ guild vanish down the tunnel.


    "Is everything okay, Jubilee?" asks Fresh as Jubilee sighs and turns back around to go back inside.


    "Everything is fine," says Jubilee. "I’m just glad that’s over with. Good job on the weapons."


    "Mm," nods Fresh. "Thanks for getting us this opportunity, Jubilee. Even if you don’t like them."


    Jubilee rolls their eyes, walking past her to go back inside. Fresh isn’t sure if she hears right, but on a day that she might have had a clearer mind, she would have thought that Jubilee had said that that’s what friends do.


    The day is pretty busy. The new copper rings, despite only being out on the shelf for an hour, have attracted a flurry of attention from customers of any class.


    "Do you think it works if you drink wine?" asks an elf.


    "It says water," replies his party member, a fluffy-robed caster that Fresh recognizes. She points at the window.


    "…Juice?" asks the elf, sounding desperate.


    "It says water," they repeat. The elf sighs.


    "It will do you some good," explains his friend, poking at his gut, to which he seems to take great offense, judging by the shift in his posture. "Besides, think about it. There’s the river in the dungeon!"


    "So?"


    "So, it means infinite health!" says the fluffy-robed caster excitedly.


    The elf sighs. "Yeah, until my bladder explodes."


    "It’s fine! You can just drink more water to heal that too!"


    He groans, uncertainly. "But for this price?"


    "We’ll make up for it with the money we save on health-potions!" she argues and he seems to agree with this. The two of them decide to take one ring and then share it between themselves, which in all honesty, isn’t a terrible idea. But it does hurt their sales a little. Most parties opt to follow this method, as the water-healing effect seems to be far more popular than the status-effect negation. Nobody really seems to care about that one.


    "Three-hundred-ninety-nine Obols," says Jubilee as another group comes to buy a ring. Fresh walks past Shamrock, listening to the customers ask him about the resonant-crystal. They had agreed not to make a bunch of them and put them on the shelves. Rather, they’re keeping the one behind the counter as a display piece and are offering them as special orders. Jubilee had said that for an item like this, that this was a great strategy. By creating an artificial scarcity, they could drive the price up and make the item seem even more valuable then it was.


    The fact that Fresh and Basil could probably make a dozen together in a couple of hours was, of course, a closely guarded business secret.


    "Nine-hundred-ninety-nine," says Shamrock, pointing at the sign.


    "So a thousand?" asks the confused caster talking to him.


    He shakes his head. "Nine-hundred-ninety-nine."


    "That’s basically a thousand!"


    Shamrock’s breastplate lurches. "One less."


    "That’s a whole gold Obol!"


    "Strength comes at a price."


    "I’m only level five, though."


    Shamrock turns his head, looking at Fresh before turning back to the customer and shrugging.


    "How else am I supposed to get strong?"


    Shamrock lifts his hand, pointing across the room. "Dungeon."


    "Will you take me?"


    "No."


    "Aww!"


    Someone butts in from the side. "He can’t take you, because he’s going to take me!"


    "No," says Shamrock, his gruff tone never changing. Seeing that he has this under control, Fresh keeps walking. Basil is still fast asleep upstairs, apparently she’s really knocked out from last night.


    "Veli! Veli!" asks an excited voice. "Where’d you get those clothes?!"


    "I work here," says Veli, talking to the group of excited fairies that is circling him. "Get off the sheep!" snaps Veli, as one of the fairies rides by on a floating sheep.


    Fresh laughs, glad that he has his hands full too. She had heard him talking with the other fairies earlier, trying to convince them to get jobs or to find some other way to make money, but none of them seemed interested. Eventually, his desperation seemed to vanish after he realized that none of them would listen and he started focusing solely on his duties as an employee. Fresh makes a mental note to console him later, seeing that he just wants to help the others too. They just aren’t able to see what he sees, to see what she herself has seen.


    The rest of the morning runs fairly productively. The new rings seem to be attracting a larger customer-base of more extravagant spenders and of course, most of them end up at least buying a few drinks or candies while they’re here too. Fresh isn’t sure if they had any money problems to begin with, in all honesty, but if they did, they seem to be resolved as most customers end up spending several hundred Obols each.


    Fresh stops, having reached the far wall. Her head looks back at the resonant-crystal behind herself, floating behind Shamrock with a proud price-tag attached to it.


    She should curse it.


    "Huh?" mutters Fresh to herself, looking around, as she wonders where that sudden idea came from. She hasn’t cursed anything in a while, not since the lantern. But perhaps for good reason. Then again… maybe she’s leaving money on the table? She crosses her arms, thinking.


    On one hand, cursing the crystal sounds like a horrible idea. Even she knows that.


    On the other hand, she can modify curses to an extent, so she could make a super-powerful item out of it, in all likelihood. She contemplates asking Jubilee, but then she realizes that she will just get a new bruise for the question, which might not be entirely undeserved.


    Deciding that she will just end up causing trouble if she stays down here, Fresh decides to go upstairs and to check on Basil.


    The priestess seems to be fast asleep, her head pressed down against the body of a squished sheep, whose front legs are splaying out forward, as if trying to crawl away. Fresh exchanges a deadly glance with its desperate button eyes.


    "There’s no escape, Mr. Sheep," she whispers quietly to it, wagging a finger as she heads to the kitchenette. Seeing the sheep, she remembers her promise to the tired-man, to make him something that would stop good dreams. Though she still doesn’t know why he would want such a thing. Taking a minute, she cooks a herbal tea and then sets it down next to Basil’s bed.


    Deciding that that’s a good project to work on today, to keep her idle hands from causing trouble, Fresh heads past the others and down into the basement. They seem to have it covered, so her absence doesn’t appear to be so desperately missed right now.


    Heading to her table, she sets to work, making a sheep at first, but then she stops half-way, wondering if this is the right way to go? Making it a sheep would cause it to stop bad dreams, she’s sure of that. Maybe if she painted the kobold-fluff black? There’s certainly some symbolism about black-sheep that she thinks the spell could play off of. But… hmm…


    She isn’t feeling ‘it’, whatever it is.


    Instead she modifies the body, making it thinner and less fluffy.


    As she works, she notices that she’s sweating a little again. It feels oddly stuffy down here in the basement these days. Fresh spares a glance over her shoulder back towards the little air-shaft in the corner. She hopes there isn’t a body in it too. She shudders, returning to her work and making a mental note to bring some flowers to the man’s grave, when she gets the chance.


    Lifting up the thin, short-haired sheep, she looks at him, considering what it is that he’s missing to make him look right.


    "Ah!"


    She sets him down, grabbing a block of wood, which she then first saws in half.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Saw}]
          
        

      
    


    


    This process is a little wasteful, in all honesty. But she’s only going to make the one, so it’s probably fine. She hopes the trees will understand. Setting one of the wooden blocks before herself, she extracts the shape of a tightening spiral. A heap of saw-dust falls to the table, leaving only the odd shape behind.


    Fresh smiles, picking it up and blowing it off. It’s still a little too heavy and too rough though. To remedy that, she first hollows out the inside as best as she can, to get rid of excess material.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Hollow}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Then, she sands the outer layer, leaving a millimeter thin ring, every few inches unsanded, as she worked her way up the spiral. These rings, she leaves there on purpose, so that it has the right texture.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Sand(Fine)}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Happy with the results, she repeats the process with the second wooden block. Then, using some of the heavy-duty glue and her abilities, she attaches the horns to the toy’s head.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Attach}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh nods in satisfaction, holding the thing up in the air, its body silhouetted by the fire of the hearth. "Bleeeeh~" she says to it, beckoning it to life. The ram starts wiggling its legs, as if trying to charge straight at her, but it doesn’t manage to escape her grasp.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Enchanted Ram](High)

          
        


        
          	
            A toy ram, enchanted with strong magical energies. Due to its stubborn nature, this ram will ward off any dreams, good or bad.

          
        


        
          	
            While within 8m:


            
              	Prevents the owner from having any bad dreams


              	Prevents the owner from having any good dreams

            

          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 174: Plucking


  
    It is late at night. Basil is still fast asleep, apparently having fallen into a fever after all, much to Fresh’s worry. Jubilee has gone to bed as well.


    "Tools…" mutters Fresh to herself, as she tinkers with some iron-bars upstairs behind the counter. It is past their closing time. Fresh stands there, thinking about what kinds of tools she should make, so that they can attract a less adventurous clientèle. Probably just the common things, like back in the north? Hammers, scissors, needles and so on.


    Looking up to make sure that the shutters are closed, she begins her work. Fresh didn’t really feel like sitting down in the basement. She had spent so much time there already these last few days. She wants to stay above ground, at least for tonight.


    The door opens from behind her and Shamrock comes upstairs, setting a few assorted materials down onto the counter that she had asked him to get for her as a favor. "Thanks, Shamrock," smiles Fresh at him, blinking as she sees the dusty smudges on his armor. "Ah, stay there," she says. The giant freezes in place, as if controlled and spellbound by some powerful magic. She grabs a cloth from below the counter and walks back to him, starting to rub the basement grime off his chest and shoulders.


    "Don’t you ever get tired wearing all of that?" she asks curiously, narrowing her eyes as she presses the squeaky rag down a little harder to get rid of a stubborn spot.


    "No," replies Shamrock, looking down towards her.


    "Huh…" She frowns, looking at his dirty armor. "What did you do?" she asks, looking at the amount of dust that seems to have gathered on him in the short few minutes that he was downstairs.


    "Went to the basement."


    "Is it really that dusty down there?" she asks, not having noticed that herself.


    "Yes," is all that he says.


    Fresh, channeling a little Jubilee, places her hands on her hips and looks up at the man. Though she isn’t really sure what it is that she wants to say. Instead of saying anything, she sighs and stands there for a second.


    "It’s not my business. But can I ask you why?"


    He looks down at her. "We need to sweep."


    Fresh laughs, her posture loosening. "No~! I mean why the armor?" she says, rubbing the last spot on his left shoulder clean, before throwing the cloth back beneath the counter and turning around to return to her work, wordlessly offering the man an avenue of escape to go upstairs, should he want to.


    "To kill monsters," he explains, apparently taking his chance and walking behind her to go towards the stairs.


    "You don’t need to kill monsters anymore," argues Fresh, grabbing a copper-bar. She has decided that she doesn’t want to make tools. She wants to make telescopes.


    He stops, apparently thinking, as he is quiet for a moment. "I do. The sword."


    "That only needs to be filled up if you’re carrying it," says Fresh. "The curse can’t steal your breath if you keep it locked away," she explains, knowing that he also knows that. He has barely had his cursed sword in his hands since they’ve arrived. Apart from the times he goes into the dungeon by himself while everyone is asleep. Fresh never sees him do this, but she knows that he does, because there are always little pieces of loot down in her materials pile that weren’t there before. ‘Tribute,’ as he had called it in the forest.


    Shamrock doesn’t say anything, perhaps realizing that he is caught in the trap.


    She smiles, not sure what it is that she’s doing with the materials before her. She’s just kind of pushing them around from side to side in a sort-of ‘pretend work’ as she talks to him.


    "You don’t have to tell me anything, Shamrock," says Fresh, scooting the copper-bar across the table for the fourth time now. "But if you do, don’t lie," she says. "We’re friends," she reminds him. "Until the moon falls to the world and then even after that," she says with no shame. She starts work on the first telescope. Jubilee hadn’t arranged a buyer yet, but they had said they were close to making a deal.


    She lifts a finger, poking one of the little toy slimes on the counter. It jiggles back and forth, its goofy face wobbling left and right in a playful manner. Despite the almost tense mood, she can’t help but laugh as she watches it move.


    Fresh hears him exhale loudly behind her and she hears the rustling of his armor as his leg shifts as he begins to at least consider walking away. But he stops and stands there quietly instead, while Fresh tinkers with the telescope.


    "I am unsightly," is all that Shamrock says, breaking the quiet. She turns her head over her shoulder to look at him for a moment, before turning back to her work.


    "Back in the north, that one night when I was scared and ran into you by the fountain, you helped me even if you didn’t need to," she says, recalling that moonlit night which had felt so dark for her. "You brought us something super-expensive when it was hot, even if you didn’t need to," explains Fresh. "And when everything went wrong because of me, you showed up and saved me when nobody else would."


    "I serve."


    "Not then you didn’t," beams Fresh. "That was before you knew what I was," she says, waving him off as she turns around to look at him. "Jubilee even said a lot of nice things about you back then. That never happens, Shamrock," explains Fresh, lifting a finger. "Jubilee!" she exclaims again for emphasis.


    The man doesn’t say anything else and neither does she, as both of them stand there, doing what it is that they’re doing. Fresh returns to her work and Shamrock quietly stares and watches her do it. Soon enough, she finishes the first telescope of many more to come tonight.


    Picking it up, she holds it up to her eye and looks through it towards him. To her surprise, Shamrock, the stoic giant does something that she has never seen him do before.


    He takes a nervous step away.


    Seeing that she’s troubling him, she immediately lowers the telescope. "Sorry!" she apologizes, setting it down onto the counter before walking over to him and simply trying to wrap her arms around him in a hug instead to get her point across. "We all think you’re great, Shamrock," she says. "Not because you’re super strong or because of what you look like," she says, feeling his arms hanging awkwardly at his sides, as he doesn’t seem to know what to do with them. "But because of who you are."


    Shamrock doesn’t say anything as is normal and neither does she, what needed to be said has been said. They just stay like that for a minute. Fresh looks up at him. "I’m not letting go until you hug me back," she threatens. "We’re having a moment." She puffs out her cheeks threateningly in a display of dominance as he stares down towards her. Getting the message, he seems to relent and his arms find their way to her back. In exchange, her cheek, now deflated, plants itself back against his breastplate.


    The two of them stay like that for a while, listening to the sound of a shared heartbeat which pushes through them both.


    Much like with Jubilee, the mystery of Shamrock has long since been solved by Fresh, whose subconscious mind had mulled it over now and then, allowing the pieces of the puzzle to all slowly come to fit together. It isn’t that it’s her business or that she was actively conspiring to come to the conclusion that she has arrived at, it’s simply what her mind had done all on its own, while she was working, while she was crafting, while she was shopping and while she was living her quiet, comfortable life together with her cherished friends.


    She isn’t going to tell Shamrock that she knows the truth about him, about what lies beneath the armor. Because he already knows that she does. She can feel it in the nervous, uncoordinated fingers on her back, the weakness of which she attempts to alleviate by squeezing her arms tighter around him.


    Fresh realizes that while the things they have gone through together may, in many cases, be considered traumatic-events that needed moments of healing and processing themselves, that her friends have also gone through their own troubles long before they had come together. Most of those scars they all still carry with them, much like she had in her old life.


    However, she simply won’t stand for it anymore.


    This new home of theirs, this new life of theirs, up here so high upon the mountain, far, far away from the hauntings of their past, she has decided that there are no ghosts allowed. Not inside of her home. Not inside of herself and most certainly not inside of her friends. Perhaps she’s gotten a little overly maternal lately. Maybe that’s just what her personality is becoming as she develops herself as a person, or maybe it’s an effect of her having true friends for the first time in any of her existences or maybe she’s got some odd case of witch-brain. But she’s going to do everything to keep this life and she won’t let anyone touch it. She won’t let anyone or anything besmirch it. She won’t let anyone take it from her.


    Fresh feels the metal of his armor press into her skin as she squeezes tighter, to make sure that he can’t get away until the hug is over. But then her nose twitches, bringing on a sneeze, as she breathes in some dust from a spot she had missed before.

  


  Chapter 175: Happenstance


  
    It is the afternoon of the next day. After she had finished making the telescopes last night, Fresh had made a bunch of simple tools to attract more of the local craftsmen inside. Business is picking up again too, especially with the new rings that are, in her eyes, attracting an insane amount of attention. She supposes that the effect probably is really strong, like Basil had warned her about.


    But despite all of that, Fresh is outside of the city, walking through the forest. Jubilee and Shamrock are running the store by themselves, together with Veli, who is helping out where he can. But Basil apparently really has become sick with some sort of flu and she’s still laying in bed, rarely shuffling past them like an undead, as she goes to the washroom now and then.


    In truth, Fresh is needed back at the store, given the busyness of the business along with Basil’s absence. But she’s out here instead, looking for a herb that she saw a depiction of in her grimoire. More aptly said, the damp-grimoire had shown her the smeared ink drawing of the flower, after she accidentally dropped it and the page flew open right to the exact thing she needed. A plant said to help common illnesses, such as a cold.


    Now, in truth, even Fresh knows that this is too convenient and suspicious to have just been happenstance. But the grimoire has never led her wrong, so she’s willing to trust its judgment. She spends a while, walking through the forest, looking for the plant. Eventually, she breaks through the clearing and finds herself at a familiar place near the edge of the mountain.


    The grave-site of the man she had buried.


    Looking down at it, she tilts her head, deciding that she has a minute to spare. Walking over, she bends down and starts collecting and retidying the stones that had been scattered by the elements over the weeks.


    "I hope you’re doing well," she says to the grave, not sure if the man on the other side can even hear her. It takes a few minutes, but eventually, the grave is back in shape. She notices that the grass and the flowers have regrown all around this area where she had dug up the soil. It’s cool outside, so Fresh clutches herself for a moment, rubbing her arms as she looks away off and over the side of the mountain, towards the distant world that lies beyond.


    Turning her head from side to side, she tries to orient herself. She thinks that this way is east. So that means that straight in this direction, over the nigh-endless forest, is the noble-city she had heard about and then even further east than that is the eastern-city, far off in the desert.


    After a few minutes, she says goodbye to the dead man and gets up, telling him to sleep well. She remembers when they first came up the mountain, her friends had mentioned that there were monsters up here, as there are monsters everywhere in the wild. However, the ones here near the city seemed to have been driven away and the forest is filled with little more than birds undergoing their journeys to some place warmer. She supposes that’s normal, outside of a large city like this. All of the monsters likely knew that they would get blasted or zapped by some drunk if they spent too long near the walls.


    The leaves rustle above her head. Fresh, ready to keep walking, shoots a quick glance, expecting to see another bird. But instead, she sees a tiny head quickly pulling itself back into the foliage. A fairy?


    "Hello?" she asks, but no response comes. Standing there curiously for a moment, she shrugs, adjusting her bag and then walks away, heading back towards the forest. Maybe there are fairies living out here, outside of the city? If what Veli and Jubilee had been implying this entire time was true, then she supposes that it might even be safer for them out here than in the walls of the city, as sad as that is. But the summer is over, the night will get colder and longer day by day. She isn’t sure if they will be alright, living in makeshift nests or hollowed out trees.


    Fresh, surprised by her own ingenuity, gets a sudden idea. She reaches into her bag and pulls out a silver coin. "Hey," she says, waving it to the branches. "I’m looking for something, can you help me?" she asks. Fresh points at the coin with her other hand. "I’ll give you this."


    No response.


    Frowning, she turns around and walks away, having no choice but to look on her own.


    "What do you want?" asks a voice from the treetops.


    Delighted to get a response, she turns around again, not able to see the source of the voice, as they are still hiding out of sight. "I’m looking for a flower. It’s kind of purple and uh, has thin, spiky petals." She circles with her finger through the air. "And the middle is also really spiky. Do you know where anything like that is?"


    No response.


    She sighs and despite having gotten no answer, she visibly sets the coin down anyways on top of a small rock, before turning to go again.


    "Follow the cliff to the left," it instructs. "You’ll find one or two after a few minutes."


    "Thank you!" She waves up to the trees where the indistinct voice had come from and hurries along through the forest, eager to find something to help her friend. Sure, she could have just gone to an alchemist or a trained herbalist, there are plenty of those in town. But, this feels like something she has to do herself. But maybe that’s just that nurturing pride of hers coming to the surface again.


    A few minutes later, she finds the flower she is looking for and gently plucks it, apologizing to it and explaining that her friend needs it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Gathering: 3]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Echinacea]
          
        


        
          	
            Belonging to the family of daisies, Echinacea grows in open, wooded areas. They are tolerant to droughts and can go for a long time without water. Commonly used to treat the common cold as well as respiratory infections.
          
        

      
    


    


    Delighted, she quickly heads back through the forest, making a bend around the grave so that she doesn’t disturb the shy fairy a second time. Not much later, she arrives back at the city and then, not much longer after that, she arrives back at the store. Though, she is a bit sweaty, since she walked faster than she had to.


    When she arrives, it’s chaotic. There are dozens of customers and the shelves are already running low in some areas.


    "About time, you lazy fuck!" barks Jubilee at her as she walks back in the door.


    "Sorry, Jubilee! I’ll help you in just a second, I promise!" she says.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes, handing someone back their change. "Did you find it?"


    "I did," says Fresh, jogging up the stairs and looking at Basil’s bed first thing as she arrives.


    "Welcome home," says Basil, surrounded by tissues. "You didn’t have to go out of your way," she says, smiling an exhausted smile.


    "I did!" argues Fresh, walking over and checking her temperature. Though, honestly, she doesn’t actually know how to do that. Basil’s forehead is fairly warm. That’s bad, right? "You’re dying, Basil!"


    "I just have the sniffles," laughs the priestess, before grabbing a tissue and sneezing into it. Fresh narrows her eyes, going to the kitchen and pulling out the flower. Doing as the grimoire instructed, she pulverizes the flower into a coarse ground. "You’re supposed to check temperatures with the bottom of your wrist," instructs Basil.


    "Really?"


    "Mhm," nods the priestess, pulling herself back under the blanket. "That part of your body is very sensitive to temperatures," she explains.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Grind(Coarse)]
          
        

      
    


    


    "That makes sense," laughs Fresh, realizing that she’s been called out. Basil knew that she had no idea what she was doing. She boils a tiny amount of water, only a few sips worth and drops the Echinacea powder into it. It releases a very thick, nutty, almost bitter smell. After a minute, the concoction seems to be brewed through. Fresh uses one of the coughee filters to strain the liquid into a cup.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Herbal remedy](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            This purple, floral brew helps the body fight minor sicknesses.
          
        


        
          	
            Effect: Reduces illness severity by 25%
          
        


        
          	
            Made with LOV: Raises LOV +5
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 125mL
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Bringing the cup over to Basil, she sets it down next to her. "Wait until it’s cooled down, okay?" says Fresh to the outline under the blanket. Basil has buried herself entirely. "It might taste kind of bad."


    "Thank you," says the blanket-mummy, sounding very appreciative. Fresh bends over, tucking the edges of the blanket in beneath her, before quickly heading downstairs to help run the store.


    The rest of the day is a chaotic mess. Customers and fairies zip left and right, buying all manner of things today. Apparently, Veli’s idea with the tools was already starting to work though, as among the many brightly clad adventurers, there were also many more common appearing laypeople and crafters who seem to have taken a liking to the tools. But more importantly, to the coughee and the snacks that they now discover for the first time.


    It’s a busy day, but a fulfilling one.

  


  Chapter 176: Magical Floating Fairy House


  
    Fresh stands behind the counter, next to Jubilee and bags some items up for a customer.


    "Thank you, have a nice day!" she says to the man, who takes his bag and leaves without replying.


    "You don’t have to say that to every single person, goo-brain," says Jubilee. Fresh stares at her friend for a moment.


    "But then how will they know that I want them to have a nice day?"


    Jubilee places their hands on their hips. "They don’t care."


    "I care," argues Fresh. Jubilee just rolls their eyes. Fresh looks over them, towards a pair of adventurers walking inside, their bags on their backs. "Jubilee!"


    "What?"


    "We should make bags."


    "We already have bags, goo-brain," says Jubilee, pointing at the stack of tote-bags.


    Fresh shakes her head. "No, I mean, bag-bags."


    "You mean rucksacks?"


    "Yeah! We wanted to make them before, remember?" she leans down, whispering into Jubilee’s ear. "- In the north."


    "I mean… I guess, but why? Everyone has a bag already."


    "We’ll use the crystal-drakonium!" exclaims Fresh excitedly. "I bet we can make some really interesting, stretchy, lightweight bags!"


    Jubilee thinks, considering the prospect for a moment.


    "Excuse me?" asks a familiar voice from the side. Fresh and Jubilee both look up at the tired-man who is standing there with what appears to be a cold herbal-tea in his hand.


    "It tastes like plants," says Jubilee, before he can ask his inevitable question.


    The tired-man blinks, staring at Jubilee for a second, before turning his attention to the bottle in his hand. "Ah, no," he says. "I wanted to ask if you managed to make that item?"


    Fresh beams with pride as she reaches down below the counter and pulls out the thing she had made for him. "Ta-da! One anti-dream ram!"


    He stares at it, looking confused. "Why is it a ram?"


    "Huh?" Fresh looks at the ram in her hands. Why wouldn’t it be a ram? "It’s an anti-dream ram," she explains, pointing at its horns to convey her point.


    "But -" starts the tired-man.


    "- Don’t go down that road," advises Jubilee, cutting him off. "It’s not going to get you anywhere. Two-hundred Obols," says Jubilee, tapping their finger against the counter. That’s over four times the price that Fresh wanted to charge.


    "Jubilee…" whispers Fresh into her friend’s ear, trying to get them to change their mind. But she just once again gets shushed for her efforts.


    The tired-man sighs, reaching into his pocket. "You’re really mean," he says. He doesn’t sound offended or anything like that. It’s just a statement of fact coming from an exhausted mouth. "You’re just like someone who I used to know."


    "Did the mattress help you?" asks Fresh, looking up at him as she recalls his last purchase.


    "A little," he says, placing the coins onto the counter. She hands him the ram. He and the button-eyed thing, that he’s now holding, exchange a long look with each other.


    "Keep it by your bed at night and it should stop you from having any dreams," instructs Fresh.


    "Even good ones?" he asks, making sure that this is what he wanted. Though, perhaps he should have done that before paying. Jubilee doesn’t give refunds.


    "Even good ones," says Fresh, nodding.


    The tired man sighs in relief and looks at them. "Thanks, I’ll try it out." Grabbing his bottle, he turns around and leaves without getting his change from Jubilee. Sparing a glance over his shoulder to them, he looks like he wants to ask something.


    "No," says Jubilee plainly, pointing at him. The tired-man laughs and just walks out of the store, apparently at least, as a satisfied customer. After waving goodbye to him and to her precious ram, Fresh rubs her head, not able to figure the man out. Let alone what his problem is, if he even has one to begin with. He seems nice enough though, just a little sleep deprived.


    "Jubilee? Why are you always so mean to him?" asks Fresh. "He seems nice."


    "It’s banter, goo-brain," explains Jubilee, pushing the change drawer shut.


    "’Banter’ seems mean. Besides, you charged way too much."


    "He has the money."


    "How do you know?" asks Fresh. "What if he has a family or obligations that he needs that money for?"


    "He doesn’t anymore. Why do you think he wanted something to stop good dreams?" asks Jubilee, folding up a few more bags from beneath the counter and stacking them neatly on the pile behind them both.


    Veli zips by with a cloth in hand, going to polish the sheep’s button eyes. He stops, sparing a second to wipe Shamrock’s helmet off, before flying further. Fresh blinks, staring at Jubilee, clearly confused. Seeing this, Jubilee doesn’t even sigh or shake their head anymore, perhaps having expected their interaction to go this way.


    "He’s the magistrate of the city," explains Jubilee.


    "Huh?!" asks Fresh. The tired-man is the guy who runs the city? It’s no wonder that he’s tired. "Wait…" mutters Fresh, realizing something. "‘He doesn’t anymore’. What does that mean, Jubilee?"


    Jubilee tosses her a handful of bags to fold. She catches most of them, but a few fall down to the ground at her feet. "His family went to the south," explains Jubilee. "He’s probably still dreaming about them and doesn’t want to anymore. Good dreams can be more haunting than bad ones, you know?"


    There it was again, that phrase, that place, ‘the south’. Fresh looks at the bag in her hands, wanting to ask what it was, what that phrase meant. The south seems like a really bad place. Why would people go there? Didn’t Shamrock say once that the other two witches lived in the south? So it couldn’t be that bad, right? Or is it bad because of them?


    But…


    It seems like a weird thing to ask at this point, doesn’t it? It seems like it’s something she should know already. Like Jubilee’s gender. She’s been here too long and talked about it too often. To admit that she doesn’t know what it is now would just be awkward.


    Is that sensible? No. But it is what it is.


    She shakes her head, focusing instead on a different idea, as she stacks the tote-bags. "Veli?" she calls, beckoning the fairy over. Stepping to the side, to get out of earshot from any customers, she asks him about the forest and if a lot of fairies were staying there.


    He seems hesitant to answer at first.


    "I promise I won’t tell anyone," says Fresh. "I’m just wondering if -" clasping her hand by her mouth, she leans in and whispers her idea to him. "Do you think it could work?"


    Veli thinks for a moment, considering it. But then he nods. "I can ask."


    "Thanks, Veli!" beams Fresh. "Jubilee!" she calls to the side. "I’m going down to the basement!"


    "Yeah, yeah," says Jubilee, waving her off.


    Smiling, she heads into the basement and closes the door tightly behind herself, before going to her workbench.


    "Magical floating fairy house," says Fresh with renewed determination. First things first. She slides the wooden construction, which she had adjusted to Veli’s critiques before, over towards herself. The little ceilings of the doll-house are now higher than they were. Grabbing some thin slices of crystal-drakonium, she sets to work, setting them carefully inside of the little, hollow, wooden walls as insulation. The forest is cold and it will get even colder as autumn progresses. The fairies, not being able to make a fire in these houses, will need all the help that they can get.


    Her plan is to continue with the fairy houses. Veli’s remarks were all true and on the mark, they would never work inside of the city. There are too many monsters inside of the walls. But outside of it, in the forest, there are no monsters. The fairies are ironically safer there and a lot of them have already realized that at this point.


    It’s a simple scheme, really. She’s going to make a few of these cozy, little, furnished houses, outfitting them with crystal-drakonium and iron-weightlessness rings so that they can float, attached to the treetops, where they’ll be hidden from sight and from the elements. Then, the fairies could live in relative comfort. It’s certainly far better than living in a hollowed out tree, as far as she sees it.


    In return, if her plan works out, she’ll have the fairies gather some resources for her, for a few coins. Herbs and berries mostly, things that are plentiful in the forest. With a bunch of gatherers, she could start making a lot more things like medicine and her snacks and Basil would certainly appreciate the plants for her items as well.


    It’s a win-win. They get resources to work with. The fairies get homes and employment and most importantly of all, even if the plan doesn’t work out, her conscience will at least be clear, because she at least tried to help them.


    "Magical~ float-ing~ fairy~ house~!" hums Fresh to herself as she works.

  


  Chapter 177: Rude


  
    Fresh and Shamrock sit across from each other, each on either side of the table. The two of them stare with narrowed, challenging stares, as their contest continues. Fresh had assumed that she would be a match for the man, given that she always eats a generous amount of snacks during the day. But the discomfort and nausea welling in her stomach is starting to make her realize that she may have been mistaken about that.


    Still, she holds her gaze steady, not wanting to let him catch on that she’s starting to weaken. It’s important for her as the party-leader to establish a friendly level of dominance, so that they’ll listen to her if there ever comes a time when she needs them to. This of course, in her mind, resulted in an impromptu candy eating challenge against the first person she had seen, Shamrock, who had absolutely no aversion to her request of a duel of fates.


    "Red," says Shamrock. Fresh feels her shoulders twitch together for a second. This was the eighth time in a row that he had said red. He’s trying to break her spirit and it’s working. She’s really getting sick of the red ones. Reaching down, doing her best not to show weakness, she takes a red candy from the bowl and pops it into her mouth, putting in some effort to make a show out of her eating it as if she were enjoying herself. Swallowing it with a light hit of her fist against her chest, she looks back up at him.
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    "Purple," says Fresh.


    Shamrock, without a moment’s hesitation, reaches into the bowl and grabs a purple candy and shoves it into his helmet.
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    "Red," he says again. Fresh recoils, perhaps ready to admit defeat after all.


    "If you keep eating like that, you’re going to cave in the floor," barks Jubilee from the kitchenette.


    "Jubilee! Don’t be mean to Shamrock!" scolds Fresh. "He’s a big guy."


    "I was talking about you," quips Jubilee, poking into her belly as they walk past the table, shaking their head with a cup of tea in their hand that they’re bringing over to Basil. This is a gesture that Fresh finds oddly endearing, coming from Jubilee. The tea that is, not the poking. "You basically wobble like a slime when you come down the stairs."


    Fresh can hear Basil quietly suppressing a laugh by covering her face with a pillow.


    "Hey!" snaps Fresh. "That’s so rude!"


    Jubilee sighs. "I guess that’s what happens when we don’t take you for regular walks in the dungeon."


    Fresh crosses her arms, turning her head away. "Hmpf!"


    "Red," repeats Shamrock, one of his large, metal-clad fingers tapping against the table.


    Fresh wearily looks back at the bowl of candy on the table, sitting next to an empty bowl that they had eaten their way through. How many pieces had she had so far? They’re big candies too and the sticky dough… ugh… Fresh gulps, her shaking hand reaching out for another red candy.


    She has to do this. She has to. Her party is counting on her. Grabbing another red candy, she gulps and then pops it into her mouth. As she bites down, she notices how slow her chewing seems to be. The idea of swallowing this next candy, as the sticky dough starts to undo itself in her mouth, feels like an impossibility. This is it. This is how she is going to die her true, final death. She can feel it. She can feel the call of the void, beckoning her to her eternal slumber.
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    Forgetting all decorum and intent of showing resolve, Fresh noisily swallows the red candy, sure that she is about to throw up and leans back against her chair, flopping over it like a corpse.


    "G-green…" she mutters, not even looking, but listening as the next piece of candy immediately leaves the bowl and is devoured in a second flat.


    "Red."


    Fresh wants to cry. She has been beaten. Defeated on an honorable field of battle.


    "I surrender," cries the girl. "You win, Shamroooock~"


    Shamrock doesn’t say anything. Instead, she just hears him scooting the bowl of candy over towards himself as his prize. In all honesty, she should have known better.


    Basil speaks from over in her bed. "It was a good attempt. But it’s important to know when to quit."


    Fresh just lets out a long groan that is perhaps intermingled with a bit of crying. The medicine seemed to have helped and Basil is feeling a little better, but she’ll still likely need a couple of days to fully be rid of whatever she had gotten. Fresh, listening to the crunching of the candy being eaten across from herself, is surprised that none of them have gotten sick. Apparently, they all either had fantastic immune systems, or whatever Basil had caught simply wasn’t contagious to begin with.


    "Anyways, moving on to more important things," says Jubilee, coming back past the table. "The fairy thing could work. But we need to be careful." Shamrock nods in agreement, taking another candy. Jubilee goes on. "The last thing we need are a thousand fairies flying all around the store."


    Fresh, still flopped back over her chair, rolls her head against the back-rest as if to shake it. "I thought we could arrange something with Veli."


    "How’s that?" asks Basil, before taking a sip of her tea.


    "Well, they can collect all of the herbs in the forest in one or two baskets wherever they live," explains Fresh, listlessly lifting a finger. "Then a few of them can work together to carry the baskets here to us, we’ll just take them at the counter, give them some money and everyone’s happy!" she exclaims, finding the energy to smile, but not to lift her head.


    "How much do you want to pay them?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh blinks. "Uh…"


    "How often?"


    "Uh…"


    "What if they bring more herbs than we can use?"


    "Uh…" Fresh doesn’t have a response for any of these questions. Instead, she looks over to Basil for guidance. "Basil, when you feel better, can you help me with that stuff, please?"


    Basil nods, before flopping back down onto her bed. Ever since the ‘ghost incident’, she had started wearing pajamas to bed. Fresh, seeing her in them now, decides that she should probably get some too. What if there was a house-fire and they had to run outside? It would be pretty bad in the current state of her sleep attire. They hadn’t ever figured out what that whole ghost-situation was all about. If the city had reduced the price of the house by so much, then surely they knew about the ghost, which means…


    Wait…


    Fresh sits upright. The tired-man. She stares around the room, looking at her friends. That means that the tired-man knew about the ghost, right? That’s why they got the house so cheaply.


    But…


    The gears in her head are turning too fast for her to keep up with. This train of thought is going somewhere, but she’s already lost control of it and it’s entirely off-track now. Fresh shakes her head, regretting doing so a second later. There’s some connection of her ideas here, some mental bridge that was just about to be crossed.


    She sighs, maybe she needs to sleep on it. Though, maybe she could just ask the tired-man directly? Who knows if he would even see her though, if she went to the city-hall, let alone talk to her honestly about whatever chicanery was going on here in the shadows of this city.


    Rising to her feet, scooting the chair back, Fresh balances herself with her hands on the table. "I’m going to go into the city," she says.


    "Okay," says Jubilee. "Some exercise will do you good."


    "Rude," sighs Fresh, not having the strength to yell, despite having eaten so much. Though, that is perhaps exactly the reason.


    "What are you going to do?" asks Basil, curiously.


    "Uh…" Fresh blinks, looking around the room before focusing back on Basil. "I’m going to buy some pajamas."


    "About time," says Jubilee. "You creep."


    "I am not a creep!" states Fresh, crossing her arms.


    "Would you like me to go with you?" asks Basil, sitting upright.


    Fresh shakes her head. "Stay in bed, Basil. I’m only going to run to the tailor and back." Sparing a glance down at the table, she sees that Shamrock has emptied the second bowl of candy.


    "Make sure to buy them a size bigger," says Jubilee.


    "RUDE!" snaps Fresh, grabbing her bag and going.

  


  Chapter 178: Stargazer


  
    It is dark outside as Fresh walks through the city, which is still held alight by the few large, shining crystals that float up over it. Their cumulative shine washes over the city with a calm pastel light that seems more than unusual for this dark hour. Glass jangles in her bag; items that she needs for her scheme to work.


    Now that summer is coming to an end, night comes faster and faster and the days feel shorter. Not that she ever really notices, since she spends most of her days locking herself up, down in the basement. Fresh follows the river, accompanying the flowing water as it leaves the dungeon-tunnel, both of them heading to places unbeknownst to the other.


    Making a stop at the tailor’s, Fresh walks in, only noticing after she had already stepped inside, that she didn’t hesitate in the least to do so. She didn’t get sweaty hands outside of the door, she didn’t have a racing heartbeat that began to grow and to thrash like a caged animal, simply at the prospect of having to talk to a stranger. As Fresh stands in the door of the tailor’s shop that is getting ready to close too, she realizes with unusual clarity that she has grown.


    "Can I help you?" asks a shrill voice. "We’re about to close."


    Fresh looks up, half-expecting to see a strange entity like the man from the northern city’s tailor shop. Instead, she sees a fairy, carrying a sack of needles on its back. "Sorry for coming late," she apologizes to her. "I just need some pajamas to sleep in."


    "Can it wait until tomorrow?" asks the fairy, annoyed. Fresh assumes that it isn’t the owner of the store, rather just an employee. Having come all of this way now though, she wants the pajamas. Not only to wear, but also as an excuse. Digging a silver Obol out of her pocket, she offers it to the fairy.


    "Here’s a tip for your inconvenience," she smiles. "Please?" What good is money if you don’t spend it, right?


    The fairy quickly changes its tune and takes the coin, setting it up atop a high shelf before helping her find something. A simple, dark-blue, flowing, knee-length night-dress that Fresh thinks is a bit too revealing in some areas. But then again, it’s certainly less revealing than sleeping in just her undergarments. Deciding not to cause the clearly tired fairy any trouble, she takes it with a thanks and heads out further into the city.
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    The city hall isn’t too far away, it’s a large building down near the entrance plaza, built in a similar fashion to the adventurers’ guild, with a large, sliding wooden door as the main point of entrance. She has seen it several times before, but never had a reason to go here until now. Straightening her posture and brushing her hair out of her face, she steps inside.


    "We’re closed," is the first thing she hears from an older woman, sitting behind the counter across from the door.


    "I’m here to see the magistrate," explains Fresh.


    The woman raises an eyebrow, tapping on the table. "Closed," she repeats. "The magistrate isn’t seeing anybody. Good night." She points to the door. City employees sure are grouchy folk. Deciding that this is the time, Fresh takes off her bag and pulls out a bottle.


    "I’m here to deliver an order of coughee that the magistrate placed at our store this morning," she lies, setting a bottle down on the counter for the woman and then showing her the others in the bag.


    The old woman looks at the bottle and then at her suspiciously. "I didn’t hear anything about that."


    "The magistrate must have been too tired to mention it," suggests Fresh. The woman seems to be considering this possibility.


    "Are you the sheep-people?" she asks, raising an eyebrow.


    Fresh laughs. "Yes, we’re the sheep-people!"


    The old woman sighs, leaning back on her chair. "You know, those things have been clogging up the river. You’re causing me a lot of trouble."


    "Huh? The river?!" asks Fresh, horrified. She had never taught her sheep how to swim.


    "Dozens of them, just jammed into the grates," sighs the old secretary, shaking her clearly tired head. Fresh nudges the bottle of coughee over with a finger.


    "Are you trying to bribe me?"


    "Yes," says Fresh, plainly.


    The old woman laughs, taking the bottle. "You’re a charmer. Fine. Take the stairs. Last door on the top hallway. Knock first."


    "Thank you!" beams Fresh, following her instructions.


    "And do something about those sheep!" yells the woman after her.


    "I’ll look into it, I promise!" she calls back, heading up the stairs. The further she walks, the noisier she notices that it seems to be becoming. Not with voices or with the sounds of fairies or running water, rather, there is a quiet churning of slowly turning metal that grows louder and louder as she heads to the obvious door at the end of the hallway. It’s ornately decorated, engraved with symbols of several suns and moons, winding around each other in a rising spiral that comes to a convergence at a single, blue gem-stone, embedded into the top of the door.


    She knocks.


    "Come in," says a familiar voice. Opening the door, she steps inside and stops. The room isn’t what she expected it to be at all. When she envisioned the magistrate’s office, she pictured a mostly brown and gray room with a desk, maybe a lot of bookshelves, maybe some cabinets filled with stacks and stacks of paper. Instead, she finds herself confronted with something entirely alien to her expectations. The room, overlooking the inner courtyard of the city-hall is… colorful, illuminated by dozens of magic-crystals and lined with glass walls on most sides, apart from this one she has entered from. In the center of the room is a slightly elevated stone platform and atop it, hanging from the ceiling, is a large telescope, aimed towards the heavens. It’s not one of hers.


    Fresh smiles, seeing a small flock of her sheep fly by, with the anti-dream ram at their lead. She waves to them and they wiggle their legs as they float past her.


    "Hello," says the tired-man curiously, but not sparing her much mind. In fact, he doesn’t seem like the tired-man that she has come to expect at all. He’s busy running around left and right, taking notes before looking through the telescope and then running across the room to move some pieces of some intricately designed boards around. She has no idea what she’s looking at, all she knows is that the entire room feels… enchanted. "What can I do for you?" he asks.


    Fresh realizes that he hasn’t looked at her once, not having spared a second from his work to even glance her way. If he buzzes around like this all day, it’s no wonder that he’s tired. Is this what a magistrate does? She was expecting more bureaucracy. "I’d like to ask something," says Fresh, jangling her bag.


    "Huh? Oh," the magistrate finally looks her way, seeing that it’s her. "Hello, I wasn’t expecting to see you here," he says.


    "I wasn’t expecting on coming," answers Fresh, lifting a finger. "But I’d like to give you these," she says, setting the rest of the bottles down on the unused desk in the corner.


    "Are you trying to bribe me?" asks the magistrate.


    "Yes," admits Fresh for the second time, apparently to her success, as the man simply nods and takes a bottle, before returning to his work. It seems that out here in the west, honesty really is the best policy.


    A magical-crystal, carved into the shape of a star, floats past her face as it slowly drifts to the glass wall across the room.


    "What can I do for you?" asks the tired-magistrate.


    "What are you doing?" asks Fresh, more fascinated by his work than by her own original question.


    "Running the city," explains the magistrate.


    "By looking at the stars?" asks Fresh.


    The magistrate opens his bottle. "By looking at the sky."


    "Huh? What does that have to do with the city?" she asks, watching as he glues his eyes back to the telescope. He waves her over.


    "Take a look. What do you see?" he asks. Fresh, curious now, walks over to the telescope and carefully looks into it, doing her best not to touch it, as it looks very, very expensive. Fresh sees a lot. But she isn’t sure what it is that she’s seeing. Clouds. The moon. Distant stars peeking out from behind the occasional puff of vapor. She even thinks that she sees the shadow of some night-bird flying through the air for a brief moment.


    "Just stuff," she says.


    "Exactly," says the magistrate, pushing a piece on his game-board over another field.


    "Huh?"


    "Being a leader is stressful, isn’t it?" he asks. "There’s always more to do to protect the people we care about." He takes a sip from his coughee. "We work in the dark, so they can sleep easy."


    Fresh raises her hands. "Ah, no, I’m not -"


    "Are you the one who secretly doesn’t sleep at night to keep the others safe and fed?" asks the magistrate. "Then you’re the leader."


    Fresh rubs her arm nervously, appreciating the reassuring words, even if she doesn’t feel like they sit entirely true for her.


    "What kind of ‘stuff’ do you see?" he asks.


    "Huh?"


    "In the telescope. What kind of stuff?"


    "Uh, clouds and uh, birds and the stars."


    "Why would you see birds in the telescope?" he asks.


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Because they’re flying high?"


    "Why would the birds be flying so high, this late in the day?"


    "Because they’re going places. They’re probably flying somewhere warmer, it’s about that time of the year," she assumes.


    He nods. "But why are they so high, though?"


    Fresh blinks, thinking for a second. "Maybe it’s too windy for them down below?"


    "Exactly!" beam the tired-magistrate as the flock of sheep circle past between them. "The air currents are shifting. The birds are flying higher to avoid them. We’re going to have a heavy storm in the near future."


    "Really?"


    "Being a leader is sometimes about seeing things that the others can’t or simply don’t want to," he explains, returning to his frenzied work. "We have to be the ones to make the first cut, when the others are too timid to draw blood."


    Fresh likes the way the man talks, but there is too much on her mind to be swayed by this flattering conversation. She clenches her fists, lifting her gaze to him. "I don’t like the way the fairies are treated here. Everyone is terrible to them!" she says, pointing at him. "And why was there a ghost in our house?!" she asks, getting right to the point.


    The tired-man looks away from his work for a moment, before returning to his notes. "What do you do, when you love your family, but they’re terrible people?"


    "Huh?"


    "What do you do -" repeats the magistrate. "- when you love someone, but they’re a terrible person in dire need of redemption?" he asks. "Do you give them up?"


    "No," argues Fresh. "I’d do my best for them, so that they can become better."


    He nods. "Then what would you do if your beloved family has more than ten-thousand people?"


    "Huh?"


    "What if you loved ten-thousand people and a quarter of them were terrible? Would you give them up?"


    Fresh shakes her head. "I’d stay up every night, trying to make something for them, trying to figure out something for them, so that they can become better too."


    "For every one of them?" asks the magistrate.


    "For every one of them."


    "Exactly," says the tired-man, setting down the empty bottle on the edge of the stone platform as he buzzes around left and right, before sparing another glance into the telescope. "I love the fairies just like I love any of the people here, but I can only save as many as I can manage with my own two hands." Fresh looks up through the glass ceiling, watching as the clouds slowly part and the stars begin to make themselves seen, now that night has fallen. "As for the ghost, you have my apologies. But that was the fault of my more wayward children."


    Fresh looks around, confused. "What?"


    "I hope my repeated patronage has managed to make a small step towards amends for their acts."


    Fresh looks at him. "Who? Why?"


    The tired man looks at her, before turning away to stare up at the bright moon that hangs up in the sky above them both, neither of them saying anything for a while as they gaze towards it. "Every family has its secrets," says the tired-man finally, before returning to his work.

  


  Chapter 179: Breakfast


  
    Fresh stands out on the balcony of their home, peering through the small telescope that they have sitting out there, as she looks around towards the night-sky. She had just come back from the city hall half an hour ago. Shamrock and Jubilee had already gone to bed and Basil is downstairs, taking a hot bath to fight off the last of her sickness.


    It is cool outside and she stares through the lens of the telescope, trying to figure out what it is that she is supposed to be seeing. The tired-man had advised her that it is a leader’s duty to foresee the happenings of the world, in order to take preventive measures to protect their flock, rather than just applying bandages after the damage has been done. So here she is, out on the balcony in the dead of night, trying to see what it is that he sees in the dark.


    He had explained everything about the birds and the possible coming of a storm to her, but the other things he was looking for in the sky, those are still for her to find and to interpret on her own. The signs that the stars, that the moon, that the clouds all have to offer, those she has to read for herself. She had looked in her damp-grimoire, but it offered little insight into such matters to her surprise. In this late hour, in her tired, buzzing mind, she can’t help but feel like it had knowledge about such topics.


    It just wasn’t willing to share it with her.


    Why not? She doesn’t know, but she has the feeling that in this endeavor, she is on her own. Fresh spends another half hour outside, taking notes on random things like the alignment of the stars and any oddly shaped clouds. She doesn’t really know what to do with any of this information just yet, but she hopes that when she has the missing piece of the puzzle, that this will be useful. After that half hour is over, Basil makes her way back upstairs and flops into bed with still damp hair. Taking this chance as well, Fresh buries Shamrock and then the priestess alive in their blankets and then falls into her own bed, wearing her new pajamas.
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    By the time she wakes up in the morning, she notices that there is a static, ambient noise present in the room. A quiet droning. Rain. It isn’t heavy yet. Rather, it’s just a little drizzle. Lifting her sleepy head, she looks out to the balcony door, which is already open again and sees Shamrock standing outside, drinking from a tea bottle and looking out over the city.


    Rubbing her eyes, she gets up and gets ready for the day.


    Running downstairs to wash herself, she then starts cooking a light, but warm breakfast. Today feels like a porridge day. Some hot oats with some spice and a few pieces of fruit. Simple, but deeply nourishing for the body, especially since the warmth it provides counteracts the slightly damp chill of the outside autumn air. Basil, who seems to have recovered now from whatever ailed her, is up as well by the time she starts cooking. The priestess helps her, cutting the fruit into small pieces while Fresh stirs the pot of boiling oats, grains and powdered nuts.


    Shamrock sits at the table, getting scolded by Jubilee because his wet armor is dripping onto the floors. He lifts his hand, flicking a bit of water off of himself onto Jubilee. Fresh and Basil quietly laugh to each other as they listen to the one sided spat happening across the room.


    Today is a day like any other. Nobody asks any questions about her excursion last night and she doesn’t offer any information. It’s not that she’s ashamed or guilty about it, it’s just a barrel that she doesn’t want to open, thinks Fresh as she stirs her porridge, taking another bite. It’s really good.


    Setting her spoon down, she grabs her coughee and looks around the table at her friends who have somehow fallen into a conversation about their favorite autumn foods. She would usually be the first to join in on this topic, but now as she eats another spoonful of her porridge, she frowns. Not because it tastes bad or because she isn’t enjoying the company, but rather, Fresh realizes abruptly that she is keeping yet another secret. They were piling on by the day and she somehow keeps digging herself in deeper, but she’s always too embarrassed or afraid of being lectured to tell her friends about any of it.


    But… Maybe this isn’t a productive way to be? Maybe this is a bad road to go down, not only as the leader of their party, but also as a friend? Friends can keep secrets, but they don’t lie. That’s how she sees it. Though, she knows that she herself isn’t true to her own principles in this regard.


    "I went to see the magistrate last night," says Fresh, just throwing it into the conversation, clasping her hands around her coughee to brace herself for the impact to come.


    "Huh? Why the fuck would you do that?" asks Jubilee in a curious, but not angry tone.


    "I wanted to ask about the fairies and the ghost," admits Fresh. The others all look at each other for a moment.


    "And?" asks Jubilee.


    "And?" asks Fresh, blinking. This isn’t the reaction she was expecting. Jubilee isn’t lecturing her about being dumb or by taking some huge risk and Basil isn’t doting over her like a scolding teacher.


    "And what did he say, goo-brain?" asks Jubilee, sighing in defeat.


    Fresh, now entirely lost, goes on to explain her entire night in great detail, from her trip to the tailor’s to when she had gotten back home after returning from the city-hall.


    "Huh," mutters Jubilee "We used to have a telescope too, back in the north," they say, putting their hands behind their head as they lean back on the chair.


    "Really?" asks Fresh, as if she didn’t know.


    "It was upstairs. I guess that’s what they used it for," says Jubilee. "I always wondered." They seem to think for a second, before nodding to her.


    Basil nods as well, thinking. "Thinking ahead is always a wise thing to do. I’m just surprised that…" she trails off, deciding not to finish her sentence.


    "Huh? Surprised that what?" asks Fresh.


    "Never mind," laughs Basil, before making a show of it as she returns to eating her breakfast.


    "Little slimes become big slimes," says Shamrock, looking at her as he sets down his now empty second bowl.


    "The ghost thing is weird though," says Basil, lowering her bowl.


    "Mm," nods Fresh in agreement. Shamrock does as well.


    Jubilee shrugs. "Maybe. But it worked out for the best, so who are we to complain? Anyways, what’s with those sheep in the river?"


    "It’s so sad!" exclaims Fresh, the distraught coming to the forefront of her mind. "I don’t know why somebody would do that!"


    The four of them go over a few theories as to why this was happening, but none of them are more conclusive than the ones before. Once breakfast ends and everyone has eaten, including Jubilee, who quickly wolfs down their bowl in their room, they all head downstairs to get the store ready for the day and Fresh feels just a tiny bit lighter, as she walks down the steps.


    Just getting one secret off of her shoulders feels like it made a big difference in her posture and mood. It’s one less thing to be fearfully paranoid about and her friends were all deeply understanding and reasonable about her meeting. Actually, she isn’t even sure why she was paranoid about it to begin with? There was nothing suspicious or dangerous about it. She wonders if she isn’t just still harboring some of that old social paranoia from her old life? It feels like it was years ago. She doesn’t even really remember much of it anymore, even after that night at the fair.


    But she remembers enough to have something to scare her straight. The memories that remain, the black-water stains on the fabric of her soul are a constant reminder of the darkness which she had fallen into and of the miserable creature that she had become, through apathy, through forgoing of responsibility, through wallowing in the brain-goo instead of fighting to step forward one more step every day.


    In a sort of morbid moment of clarity, Fresh realizes that she could have been just as happy in her old life as this one, if she had had the spirit to try. To really try with every ounce of her body and soul.


    But, in her eyes, it’s for the best.


    Despite everything, she likes it here a lot more nonetheless.

  


  Chapter 180: A warm place


  
    Fresh comes back from the drink shelf, setting a bottle of hot coughee down next to Veli for him to warm himself up against and to dry off a little, before they open. Basil and Shamrock are standing on the other end of the counter, decorating a slime-toy together with assorted flowers and berries. Jubilee is scribbling something in the ledger.


    "Careful, it’s super hot," she says to the shivering fairy who, with his good hand, rubs his hair dry with a scrap of fabric thrown at him by Jubilee, who had yelled at him for getting his work clothes wet. The rains have started to come in force. The fairies, given their tiny statures, are more than vulnerable to it. Not just from the impact of the drops as they fall or from the growing winds, but from the lost heat which the dampness steals from their bodies. The small creatures run naturally hot, given the amount of energy they burn every hour and any disturbance to that makes them very vulnerable.


    This is of course made even worse by the fact that many of them are hungry or simply downright on the brink of starvation.


    The autumn appears to be heading in a bitter direction, she’s going to have to speed up her plan while there are still any fairies left to save. Fresh had spoken to the magistrate about her idea and he was accepting of it, promising to forbid entrance to the small section of the forest. Now she just needs to get the fairies on board.


    "Did you manage to do that thing I asked you about, Veli?" asks Fresh, her cheek resting on the counter as she lays her head sideways down on it, staring at the fairy who is warming his hands against the bottle. Veli lifts his head, about to answer.


    "Thing?" asks Jubilee, cutting in, suspicious right from the start.


    "Magical floating fairy house," explains Fresh, not lifting her head.


    Jubilee replies with a very disinterested - "Oh," and returns to their work in the ledger. Fresh wonders what the others had come up with, during their ‘business plan’ meeting a few weeks ago. Oh well, one question at a time. "I’ve been meaning to ask," starts Jubilee, getting her attention again. "Why the house? Why not just have them dig into the rock of the mountain?"


    "Huh?"


    "Why hang little houses in the trees, when you could just dig some into the side of the mountain? Where nobody else can go, except the fairies?" They rub the mask of their chin, thinking. "Wouldn’t that be more economical?"

"Jubilee~" sighs Fresh. "Would you rather live in a house or in a rock?" Jubilee stares at her quietly, before lifting their arms and gesturing to broadly everything all around them. Fresh blinks, realizing their point. "But how are they going to cut the stone out of the mountain?"


    "Some of the little fucks should have an affinity for stone-magic, it shouldn’t be a problem for them with a little guidance."


    "Stone-magic?" asks Fresh, just to be sure.


    Jubilee sighs. "It’s magic. For stones. It would do wonders for that rock-filled head of yours."


    "It’s an off-shoot of earth-magic," says Basil from the side of the room.


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "I saw one at the adventurers’ guild, she could use wood-magic. Do they all have nature-magic like that?" asks Fresh, staring down at Veli curiously. She gasps, realizing. "Wait! Jubilee!"


    "What?"


    "Is glass magic earth-magic too?" she asks. "You really are the fairy-queen!" says Fresh in a joking tone. Though she hasn’t discarded the possibility entirely yet out of her mind.


    "Don’t push your luck, goo-brain," sighs Jubilee, looking back to their ledger.


    "We don’t like the underground," says Veli, finally able to get a word in. "There are critters and bugs and things that want to eat us." He shakes his head. "It’s safer in an attic than in a basement, at least there you can fly away, if something happens." Fresh nods, understanding his point. Also, she’s happy that her idea hasn’t been invalidated. "Some of the others are interested, a lot of them aren’t."


    "How come?" asks Fresh, half-disappointed.


    Veli shakes his wings out, turning his back to the bottle to warm it. "It’s too good. You’re being too nice. It’s suspicious."


    "Huh?!" asks Fresh, her head finally lifting off of the counter.


    "We don’t trust nice people anymore," explains Veli. "We saw what happened to the others." He rings out the wet cloth, holding it against the exterior of the bottle to warm it up. "I vouched for you, but I was the only one until Tarja got back from work. When she showed her coin to the others after hearing us talk about you, a few more seemed convinced."


    "Tarja?"


    "She works at the tailor’s," explains Veli.


    "Oooooh!" Fresh realizes that this discussion must have happened in the dead of night, right as she was heading to the magistrate’s office. She supposes that the fairies have a meeting point somewhere. "Stay there!" she tells Veli, before quickly running down the stairs to the basement and then back up a minute later with the rebuilt fairy-house in her hands.


    It’s the same principle as before. A doll-house, essentially. But she’s now treated the wood and then carefully insulated it with crystal-drakonium. A weight-reducing iron-ring sits in the base of the foundation, together with an infused-crystal. In truth, this prototype is perhaps the most expensive item she has made, as it uses just about every idea that she has come up with in the west. The last thing she wants to figure out before considering it ‘market ready’ is a heating system.


    "Careful!" she says, setting it down on the counter. A second later, it lifts up off of the flat surface, hovering a few inches. "Ta-da! Magical floating fairy house!" she beams with pride. Veli gets up, rolling his shoulder with the broken arm as he walks towards it, his wet boots still back by the bottle. "Try it out, please," she asks. Veli nods, flying up to the little door that wasn’t there before and opening it before flying inside. "What do you think?"


    "The door needs to be wider," suggests Veli right away. "It’s like a human door. But we have wings, so it could be too tight in an emergency." She gasps, realizing that this is likely true. She had still designed the house according to a human’s needs and standards. "I like the higher ceiling now though, it feels a lot more comfortable." There is a small knocking. "It’s really quiet in here now too."


    For the next little while until the store opens, Fresh and Veli go through the last things that she should change about the building, in order to make it more ‘fairy conform’. She adds these things to her to-do list, together with the heating system. Asking Veli to tell the others that they can start gathering resources tomorrow already, if they need money for food, she grabs the house again and vanishes into the basement, leaving the store to the others today. People’s lives are counting on her, so she has to finish this project now, or at least get the ball rolling.


    "Magical~ float-ing~ fairy~ house~" hums Fresh to herself over and over as she works, making all of the adjustments to the house. Bigger doors. Tiny shutters to block the glass windows to hide their sleeping figures from hungry birds and to let them peep out into the world. A ‘nest’ room with kobold-fluff carpeting and several tiny ropes that things could be hung from wall to wall, rather than a bed. Beds aren’t great to sleep in with wings, apparently.


    As for the heating mechanism….


    Fresh ponders, scratching her cheek. She knows how to make a cooling mechanism, having already done so with the cabinet upstairs. But… she would likely need a fire-monster drop to make anything with heat properties and those are far and few between up here on the mountain. As she wonders curiously about what she should do, her eyes fall onto the fireplace and she listens to its crackling.


    Her thoughts seem to numb over for a while as she stares into the dancing flames, transfixed, listening to the popping voice of the fire. The idea comes to her as a foreign thing in her mind, but she accepts it nonetheless with a grateful nod to the fire. In return for its advice, she puts the biggest, fattest, heaviest and driest log from the wood-pile into the flames. Fair is fair.


    Running over, she carefully scoops up some of the still glowing ash with the metal scoop there, meant for cleaning, and carries it back to her table. Grabbing a magic-crystal, she carves out a little marble shape, which she then wraps in a tiny band of crystal-drakonium.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Extract(Sphere)]
          
        

      
    


    


    After that, she sets the marble down and puts on a pair of crystal-drakonium gloves to protect her hands. In truth, this isn’t a recipe that she is supposed to know. It isn’t one that the fountain has given her, it isn’t one that her damp-grimoire has given her. It is the one that the thing of the exact opposite of her destined nature has given her and while a somewhat unusual method, she trusts the fire’s reassurances that it will work.


    Now, Fresh knows that it’s odd to get ideas from a fire, let alone to attribute any sort of awareness to it. But, she also knows that the water has done such things for her in the past, so why can’t fire?


    She shrugs. It makes sense to her.


    Fresh checks her gloves and then grabs a handful of the ash with the still glowing embers inside of it. She needs this, but she also needs something warm, something ethereally so. Her eyes scan the basement, looking for a source of inspiration, for a familiar feeling to power her spell. Her gaze lands on Basil’s planters, on the sixth one where they had stood before and hugged. She sees the first green sprouts starting to push their way out through the dirt, reaching, striving for life.


    Smiling, she closes her eyes and unclenches her fist, opening her palm flat as she blows the glowing embers over the small marble.


    Perhaps the magical scholars and engineers of this world would call all of this humbug and would have laughed her out of any academy or institution of casters. Perhaps any wizard worth their salt would be howling at her odd methodologies. But they all didn’t get it, not in her eyes that have seen another world. Sure, there’s a science to so-called ‘wet-crafting’. It’s a lot like cooking. But more important than just an exact following of steps in a recipe, is the spark of personal passion. Of love for the process, for the creation, for the receiver thereof.


    Ash and glowing coals swirl around the small marble on the table, spinning and condensing around it as if bound into a ring by its gravity. She picks it up with both hands, cupping her fingers closed around it, as she holds her face to it and blows, as if nurturing a delicate, tiny ember in her hands, fostering it to grow into a proud flame.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Flame-infused crystal]{Fire}(Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            Infused with a burning magical resonance, this tiny crystal fragment passively radiates a constant heat out in all directions.
          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Can be recharged in direct sunlight
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.3kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 181: Close


  
    It is the next day.


    Veli doesn’t seem to have any magic yet, at least according to him when Fresh had asked him about his abilities. Much like with humans, some fairies are born with an innate natural talent for spell-casting from the day of their genesis. Others however, are late-bloomers and have to make do in other ways, until they come to grow an understanding of their powers.


    "Left," says Shamrock, flicking the little toy slime on the table. It wobbles menacingly towards Veli who jumps to the left and swings at it with a little, fairy-sized stick.


    To say that business is slow today is an understatement. There is no business.


    Perhaps it’s the rain. Perhaps it’s because it’s shortly before most of the lay-people get their new wages, having already spent most of their old pay. Perhaps it’s just a random coincidence that nobody felt like shopping today. But the end result is the same, the store is more or less empty. Their biggest customers today were the neighbors, who had come by for some hot coughee for their breakfast.


    With his good arm, Veli stabs the stick into the side of the slime. Shamrock flicks it again and the gelatinous mass wobbles into Veli, throwing him down onto his bottom, the stick staying stuck in the toy slime.


    "Don’t stab slimes," advises Shamrock, looking down at the fairy, who dusts himself off and gets back up. "They’re stab-proof," he explains, gesturing to the indifferently wobbling slime. The stick flops out of its body, rattling against the ground with a strand of goo still connecting it to the toy.


    "I’m paying a hundred Obols for this," says Jubilee with an annoyed tone from the side of the room, their head in their hand as they rest on the counter and look at the two of them. Shamrock looks over at them and then back down to Veli.


    "Employee benefits," says Shamrock.


    "The employee’s benefits are that they’re employed and that they get paid!" barks Jubilee at him, not bothering to lift their head.


    "Jubilee~" says Fresh, grabbing Jubilee from behind and wrapping her arms around their chest. "There’s no work today, let Veli learn some stuff."


    "You’re touching me again," says Jubilee, their free hand tapping against the counter in annoyance.


    "Mm," acknowledges Fresh, not letting go despite that. Jubilee sighs and both of them turn back to watch the only thing there is to watch. Veli, not being able to use any magic, has asked Shamrock to teach him how to fight without it. Fresh thinks that this is a horrible idea, since he only has six health-points. But who is she to judge? Shamrock didn’t hesitate for a moment before shoving a tiny stick into the fairy’s hand. She doesn’t even know where he got it from and she can’t help but think that he had one prepared in advance, having seen this sequence of events coming.


    Fresh doesn’t really get Shamrock sometimes. Given his quietly stoic nature and bouts of occasional silliness, he’s hard to get a real grasp on. But she can’t help but wonder how perceptive he really is. She has the feeling that it’s much more than he lets on.


    But then again, isn’t he likely the highest leveled out of all of them? That would entail having perhaps the highest intelligence and wisdom stats. Though, stats are apparently gained at a different rate, depending on your class and personal affinities. He had to survive on his own as a declared member of the witches’ sect for years, possibly. That certainly requires a certain amount of zealotry, but also wits and planning.


    "Right," says Shamrock, flicking the slime again as Veli makes his next attempt, coming from the other side. Fresh lowers herself down, resting her chin on top of Jubilee’s head.


    The rest of the day goes like this. The only reprieve is when Fresh leaves to go upstairs to cook lunch for everyone and then comes back down half an hour later with plates of pan-toasted sandwiches. She even made a tiny one for Veli and to her delight, she even got the portioning right. Basil’s, she delivers downstairs to the priestess, who is busy working on her plant creams today in the basement. Sparing a moment to chit-chat, she returns upstairs just in time as Veli, the now sweaty fairy, apparently gains his first stat-up for the day.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Veli: [+1 DEX]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh claps excitedly for him, praising him for his hard work. She realizes as she watches the window of his menu vanish, that she has never seen any of her friends get a stat-up. Then again, it’s not like they ever train.


    Basil comes through, bringing her already empty plate upstairs.


    The fairy-house prototype is in her eyes, finished. Veli had talked to the others last night, providing them with a list of herbs and flowers that Basil had made, describing each one and noting what to look out for or if there were any special requirements before harvesting. Fresh hopes that they aren’t out there working today though. Not in the forest in this weather.


    She scratches her cheek, watching as Veli drops down to start doing one-handed push-ups. Some of the fairies are real go-getters though, apparently having adopted the same attitude as him. Which is a little frightening, as it’s almost self-destructive.


    A hand grabs her hand, which is by her face, from behind. Fresh turns head around, seeing Basil with a tub of cream.


    "You’re going to rub your face open if you always scratch your skin like that," scolds the priestess, pressing a dab of cream onto her cheek and rubbing it in.


    "Ah, sorry," apologizes Fresh, not sure why she’s apologizing. "It’s a habit."


    "When you think?" asks Basil.


    "It can’t be much of a habit then," quips Jubilee. Fresh squeezes her other arm, which is still around them, tighter, as a sign of protest.


    Eventually, another customer comes through the door. The tired-man.


    "Hello!" says Fresh, greeting him. "How did you sleep?" she asks.


    "Never enough," yawns the tired-man, lurching through the aisle like a zombie as he heads towards the back shelf. Fresh frowns.


    "Can you let go of me?" asks Jubilee.


    "No," says Fresh, having now trapped both Jubilee and Basil here in a deathly snare, one with each arm. Neither of them seem to be putting up much of a fight though. That’s the good thing about this kind of weather. Cold, rainy days are great hugging weather. "Didn’t the ram help you?" she calls out over the shelves.


    "It did," replies the magistrate a moment later, shuffling around the bend, a few bottles in his hands. "Quiet sleep doesn’t make up for a lack of it," he explains.


    "Get more sleep then," she says. Jubilee nudges her. "What? It’s true," notes Fresh.


    "There isn’t much sleep to be had these days," replies the magistrate, placing the bottles onto the counter. He looks at the three of them.


    "Twenty seven Obols," says Jubilee, reaching for the change drawer to pull it open. Fresh twists to the side after they do so, pulling them a step back. "Hey!" snaps Jubilee. Basil, quietly laughing, takes the man’s coins, putting them into the open drawer. Fresh turns the other way, pushing Jubilee a step forward again and Basil back to the side.


    "You know…"


    "What?" asks Fresh. Jubilee sighs, grabbing the tired-man’s change and handing it to him, before Fresh pulls them back again and hits the drawer closed with her hip. "Thank you, come again!" she smiles at him.


    He stares at the three of them, perhaps deciding if there was even anything to say about this. But he doesn’t seem to find anything and he takes his coughee and leaves, yawning loudly as he goes.


    "Can you let me go now?"


    "No."


    


    
      
        
          	
            Veli: [+1 STR]
          
        

      
    


    


    Veli drops to the counter, his shaking body giving out after this latest bout of exercise.


    "Why don’t you do something productive, like him?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh blinks, looking between the two of them. "I am," she explains, squeezing tighter.

  


  Chapter 182: Faith


  
    Fresh cups her gloved hands, blowing another tuft of ash forward over the crystal marbles on the table. This doesn’t help the already dusty basement become any less of a nose-itching mess, but it does complete the process of enchanting the marbles.


    It is late in the morning of the next day. The rains continue and business is just as slow as yesterday, so Fresh has snuck away to do some more crafting downstairs.


    Shamrock has volunteered to sweep up the basement and he now stands next to her, broom in hand, watching as the cloud of fire-place ash spreads over the table and onto the floor.


    Feeling his gaze, Fresh blinks and looks over to the man with the broom in his hand. "Ah, sorry!" she apologizes. "It’s a messy crafting process," she explains, scratching her cheek again and smearing a streak of ash onto her face.


    Shamrock looks around the basement. "The air is bad."


    "Mm," nods Fresh, rubbing her forehead on her sleeve and returning to her work. "It’s been like this for a week or two now," she explains. "I figure it’s because we’ve had the fire on since then, for the coughee." She sighs. At least when they had the ghost, it was always nice and cold.


    Shamrock doesn’t say anything, sweeping the ground at her feet. Fresh stands on one leg and then on the other as he sweeps beneath her, working his way around the basement. By the fireplace, there is even more soot that leads straight to her workbench and Basil’s planters are basically ringed with loose crumbles of dirt as well.


    Smiling, satisfied, she sets the small palette of heating elements to the side and pulls over her grimoire, once Shamrock is too far away to accidentally read it. Flipping through the damp pages, she looks for a source of inspiration for some new idea.


    "Hey, Shamrock?" she asks, calling across the basement to Shamrock who has worked his way to the back corner by the stairs. "What’s with the other two witches? The ones who live in the south?"


    He stops sweeping, looking over her way.


    "Are they nice?" she asks, glancing over her shoulder.


    "It is daytime," advises Shamrock, suggesting against this conversation.


    "We’re in the basement and nobody’s around," she sighs, turning back to her book. "I’m just wondering, am I… you know, witchy? Am I doing what witches do?"


    "You are," says Shamrock, reassuring her. There is a rattling and she turns around, looking as he seems to be jamming the handle of the broom into the air-shaft that is dug into the wall.


    "Did you ever meet the others?"


    "I have," explains Shamrock.


    "Really?"


    "Yes."


    "Are they nice?"


    "They are," he says, pulling the broom back down as some blockage falls down out of the shaft. A clump of straw and feathers and fabric. Fresh narrows her eyes, trying to see what it is from over here. "A nest," explains Shamrock. Immediately, Fresh feels a familiar draft come back over her as the air circulation returns to the basement, now that the vent is unclogged for the first time in weeks.


    "A nest?" asks Fresh, setting down her work to walk over. An air shaft seems like an odd place for birds to be hiding, but then again, she supposes that there are weirder things. But as she looks at the thing, she realizes that this isn’t something that a bird could have made. It’s too tightly packed, too well dressed and there is a little bed, made out of kobold fluff.


    A fairy had been living here.


    "Shamrock…" she says, worried, already realizing the danger that this could imply. If a fairy had been in the air-shaft, does that mean that somebody had overheard her? That somebody had seen her witch-crafting? This is bad. Very bad. Criticality bad.


    Seeing that she’s tensing up, Shamrock places a hand on her shoulder and points at the bedding in the nest.


    "It has been forgotten. Look," he explains, pointing at a few bits of cobweb strung between some of the sticks.


    "Are you sure?" she asks. He nods, squeezing her shoulder once before grabbing the nest and setting it to the side. "Why would it be unused?"


    He looks at her, grabbing the broom to continue his work, apparently unfazed by the discovery. Fresh, seeing his calm demeanor, feels her own blood begin to settle again, together with the slowing of her heart. "They didn’t come home," he explains, returning to his sweeping.


    This answer, despite bringing her a lot of sudden relief, makes her cry as she walks back to her workbench, as she thinks about a fairy taking the time to make a comfortable nest in a warm, dry, safe place, perhaps with a spark of hope for the future in their eyes as they worked, only to then never return to it one day. The freshly blowing breeze that rushes past her, feeding the fire as it rises up the chimney, does little to cool her nerves.


    "They have given up," explains Shamrock. Fresh sniffles, rubbing her face on her shoulder for the second time now. "Gauden and Spillaholle have seen too much," says Shamrock. He bends down, setting the broom to the side and grabbing the scoop, as he collects the dirt together into it. "They could not keep the faith."


    Fresh nods, thinking that she understands. If the other witches had had a similar life to hers, then she is accepting if they’ve burnt out from the cruelty of this world and wanted to retreat away from it.


    "What about the sect?"


    "They serve."


    "Does that mean that everyone is in the south?"


    "Those who follow the two, yes," he explains, rising to his feet.


    "What about the rest of you?" asks Fresh, she rubs her arm, not really sure what to say. Having a sect of worshipers is certainly an oddity for her. "What’s so special about me? Is it that Perchta thing?" she asks. "I still don’t know what that is."


    Shamrock dips out the dust into a bin down next to the stairs. "Perchta was the witch of the forgotten."


    "Huh?"


    "The outcasts. The misplaced. The wrong." He taps the scoop against the bin, knocking out the rest of the dust. "The monsters." He looks over to her. "She led them all on the first wild hunt."


    "What’s that?"


    "A time of change," explains Shamrock. Fresh blinks, not really understanding. But she’s happy that Shamrock has talked to her so much. This might be the most that he’s ever said in the span of five minutes.


    "Thanks, Shamrock," beams Fresh at him before returning to her work, having received some answers at least.


    She shakes her head. A nest, huh? Fresh sighs and makes a mental note to ask Veli if he knows anything about this.


    


    Note for occultists - Perchta and the wild-hunt 

In order to understand Perchta and to learn about the wild-hunt, you first need to know who Frau Holle is. This is only the short version, but know that there is a whole bundle of knowledge about her that I will be leaving out because this would end up longer than several chapters otherwise. Frau Holle (Frau = German: woman/lady. Holle being her name. Though she is also often called Hulda/Holla/Mother Holle/Mother Frost, among other things) is a white-robed, female goddess of Germanic origin and is often mistakenly said to stem from a brother’s Grimm fairy-tale, written in 1812. However, this is wrong.

 In reality, her roots go back far, far deeper than that, likely stemming from an old pantheon of proto-Germanic gods who existed even before Odin, Thor, Loki and the likes. Frau Holle is one of those ancient beliefs that we’ve talked about before, the kind that became over-written by the catholic church after their arrival in the Germanic area and now, she exists in a half-state of common folklore and forgotten mythology. Frau Holle is ancient. She goes way, way, way back, likely being one of the oldest proto-Germanic deities that is well known to this day For those of you familiar with Scandinavian folklore, she is assumed to be related to the Hulder. But that isn’t relevant right now. If you are familiar with the american mythology of the ‘White Lady’, commonly seen in hitch-hiking ghost-stories, the white-robed Frau Holle also likely a strong candidate for the root of this mythos. But that also isn't relevant.

 Frau Holle dwells at the bottom of a well, she is the one who is said to have taught the first people to make linen out of flax. More darkly, she is the goddess who dead children's spirits find their way to, after passing untimely deaths. Frau Holle, because of this dark association, eventually ended up becoming a patron spirit of midwives, but I won't go too deep into that. But you should know that it's there. Is it relevant? Maybe.

 Finally, her magic is based on spinning and weaving specifically and she has an undeniable association with witchcraft in the folklore of German Catholicism. Stemming from her mythology, come the three variations of her character that have spread around several regions of Europe. 

 Spilleholle, Perchta and Gauden 

 But we’ll talk more about them next time!

  


  Chapter 183: Terms and conditions


  
    "A nest?" repeats Veli after being asked by Fresh about the thing in the basement. It is past closing time and the last customers have left. Veli scratches his head, looking around the shop, clearly a little uncomfortable.


    "Out with it," snaps Jubilee, their fingers tapping against the counter in agitation. They seemed to have taken the news quietly at first, after Fresh had told them about it during the day. But now that everyone is gone, their tenseness seems to rise to the surface. Fresh can tell by how stiff Jubilee’s posture is getting, they always stiffen up when they’re anxious about something. "You have three seconds," they threaten. "Three. Two. O -"


    "Okay!" says Veli, rising up into the air. "It was Irina’s nest. She used to live here," explains Veli. "That’s why a lot of the fairies come around here. She said you were nice." Fresh blinks, remembering the half-eaten candy that they had found on top of the heated shelf. "It’s why I asked to work for you. We trusted Irina. She was really smart."


    "What else did she say?" asks Jubilee, reaching down for the bag of dirt on their hip. Fresh quickly walks over, grabbing their hand.


    "Easy, Jubilee," says Fresh quietly, squeezing Jubilee’s shoulder with another hand. "Everything is fine."


    "It might not be," hisses Jubilee back to her. Fresh knows what Jubilee means, but she’s choosing to believe in the positive this time. If this fairy, Irina, was in the basement and had seen something she shouldn’t have seen, if she had heard something she shouldn’t have heard, this could be a disaster. If she tells anyone, if she says anything that she shouldn’t say, then they might have to leave the mountain. They would have to go on the run again before word spreads. Tonight.


    "That’s it," explains Veli, shaking his head. "I swear!" he exclaims, looking up at Shamrock and Basil who both are standing there in quiet contemplation, also having understood the gravity of the situation. "Please don’t fire me. I really need this job!"


    "You knew somebody was squatting here and you didn’t tell us?" asks Jubilee, still tapping against the counter with their free hand.


    Veli’s desperate expression falls heavily. "I didn’t think it mattered."


    "You didn’t think it mattered?" asks Jubilee, repeating his question, as if they didn’t hear it right. "You didn’t think it mattered that someone was secretly inside of our home?"


    "That was before you hired me!"


    "That’s a shitty excuse and I won’t accept it. And why didn’t you mention it after?" asks Jubilee, their demeanor having taken a less explosive turn, now that Fresh continues to hold them back. But she can tell Jubilee is still on edge.


    Fresh isn’t happy about being sure about this thought of hers. Jubilee has reached for the bag of dirt a few times as a joke before. But this time, she is sure that if she hadn’t stopped them, that they’d be looking for a new employee tomorrow.


    Veli hovers in the air, not saying anything as he looks away.


    "I thought so," says Jubilee, shaking their head. "Disappointing. I guess I was wrong about you." Jubilee looks at the others. "We don’t need somebody here who we can’t trust. All in favor of terminating Veli’s employment?" asks Jubilee, raising their hand. Fresh gasps, looking at the others.


    "Please!" begs Veli, clenching his good fist, his other arm still in the sling.


    Basil slowly raises her hand as well, leaning back with her eyes closed. Shamrock looks at Veli and then at Fresh, slowly shaking his head. He lifts his hand.


    Veli looks distraught, his wings giving out as he lowers himself back down to the counter.


    "You can’t throw him out!" says Fresh. "He needs the work!"


    "You know we don’t need this kind of trouble," says Jubilee. "It’s three against one."


    "I’m the party-leader!" argues Fresh.


    "This isn’t about our party, goo-brain!" snaps Jubilee up at her. "This is about our home." Fresh stops, looking at Jubilee and then at the others, letting go of Jubilee, who pulls open the change drawer and takes out a silver Obol, sliding it across the counter to Veli.


    "Veli!" cries Fresh, trying to find a way out of this for him, as she sees that he is close to crying, which is frightening for her to see, given how much he had suffered to get the job to begin with without so much as a squeak. "Where’s Irina?"


    "Irina’s dead!" states Veli. "That’s why I didn’t think it mattered!" he explains. "She never said anything except that she liked it here and that you seemed like nice people!"


    Fresh looks at him and then at the others who haven’t stirred from their spots. "What happened to her, Veli?" she asks, knowing full well that he has been trying to avoid explaining it. But she also knows that he needs to, for her plan to work. Veli looks at her and grabs his coin, getting ready to leave. She places a finger on it, stopping him. "What happened to her?"


    Veli stands there, holding onto the coin. "They tore off her wings."


    "Huh?"


    "They tore off her wings and put her in a jar!" shouts Veli.


    "And then?" asks Fresh, lifting her finger from the coin, as she sees that she’s opened the door that she needed to open. She hopes Veli can forgive her for this cruel manipulation. But she’s doing it for him.


    "They threw it…" says Veli, breaking down. Fresh cups her hand around his back to comfort him as she looks around the room at the others with a quivering lip. Basil stares at her for a moment, trying, but failing to be resolute.


    The priestess lowers her hand and sighs. "Let’s give him a second chance." Basil nudges Shamrock in his side. He lowers his gaze down to her and the two of them exchange a knowing look with each other. Shamrock lowers his hand as well.


    "You fucks!" barks Jubilee. "Are you really going to let some sob-story like that win you over?"


    "I am," says Basil, crossing her arms and looking to the ground.


    "Yes," says Shamrock, nodding once, his chest heaving.


    "Please, Jubileeeee~?" asks Fresh. "I promise I’ll take full responsibility if anything happens."


    "That gives me literally zero comfort!" yells Jubilee, placing their hands onto their hips. "But I guess it’s three against one now, so fuck me, right?"


    Fresh shakes her head, blocking sight of Veli with her other hand to give him some privacy as he cries. She realizes that this is probably more difficult for Jubilee than it is for herself or the others. They’re likely being protective of this new life that all they share with each other. The fact that they value it this much means a lot to Fresh, even if the end result is a little cruel in her eyes. Then again, she’s a bit of a softy herself and she knows it. "That’s not how this works, Jubilee. This is about our home. You need to be on-board too," explains Fresh, turning the conversation back around. "It’s all of us or none of us."


    Jubilee crosses their arms. "If you don’t want to, we understand," says Fresh. "Right guys?" she asks the others who quietly nod.


    "Fuck’s sake," mutters Jubilee, shaking their head and not saying anything for a moment. The storm continues on outside, echoing through the tunnel. "Fine. He can stay. BUT -!" says Jubilee, gesturing her over. Fresh leans down, leaving her hands on the counter as Jubilee whispers their conditions into her ear. Fresh nods, listening intently. Hearing it, she realizes that this is a sensible idea that she should have done already, honestly.


    "Tonight?!" she asks, surprised at the given time-frame for the second condition.


    "Tonight," states Jubilee.


    Fresh sighs. The conditions of the deal are fair, if not lenient. "Deal," she says, nodding to Jubilee. Standing back up, she looks behind her hand. "Are you okay now?" she asks. Veli nods, wiping his face on his sleeve, before he looks up at Fresh’s beaming face. Her plan had worked.


    "Thank you," mutters Veli, looking away.


    "Mm!" nods Fresh. "Go home, Veli. Get some sleep. We’ll see you tomorrow, right guys?" she asks.


    "Yup," grumbles Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    "Mhm," nods Basil, leaning against the wall and Shamrock’s side.


    Shamrock just exhales loudly, nodding his head once.


    Without anything else, Veli takes his coin and quickly leaves after Fresh carries him to the door and wishes him a good night. She sighs as it closes. There’s always trouble to be found somewhere.


    The others head upstairs. Fresh goes to the basement, fulfilling the first part of the deal. She heads to her workbench and makes a thin, mesh grate out of an iron-bar. This grate is then encased in a small, rectangular wooden frame that has the diameter of the air-shaft. Carefully, she slides it up the shaft and nests it in place. Now, nothing can fly into the basement. Though, she has her doubts that anything else will.


    "Irina, huh?" mutters Fresh, looking at the empty nest. She would have liked to meet her. Maybe if the fairy had come down and talked to her in some dark hour of the night, maybe things would have turned out differently.


    Letting out a long sigh, she dusts her hands off and washes up to get ready for bed. She wonders how the logistics of this are going to work, given the small space? Still, she thinks that it’s cute. Jubilee must have been very troubled by today’s revelations.


    Thunder crashes outside of the window. Fresh stops as she reaches the top of the stairs. Shamrock and Basil are fast asleep. She remembers that Jubilee was always a little troubled by storms back in the north. She supposes that it’s the same thing here. Or maybe it’s both things? Or maybe it’s just everything? These last few months have certainly been a lot for all of them.


    Heading across the room, she tucks in Shamrock and Basil and then grabs her blanket, knocking on Jubilee’s door. They open up and Fresh steps inside. Jubilee is wearing their mask, but they're also wearing something else. If Fresh didn’t know better, she’d say that Jubilee is wearing a night-time version of their obscuring outfit. The bright-green fabric is thinner, cleaner and looks softer. They’re odd pajamas, certainly, but they’re pajamas. She wonders if Jubilee wears this every night, or if they just made them now because she’s sleeping over. They haven’t had a sleep-over in a while, now that she thinks about it.


    "It’s going to be a little cramped," Fresh explains, looking at her bouncing reflection in the enchanted mirror. She waves to it and it waves back, before she covers it up with the drape hanging there. "If we put the mattress here sideways next to the bed, it should fit between the walls and stay upright," she explains, spreading her blanket out on the floor.


    "Shut up, goo-brain," says Jubilee, as a clash of thunder shakes the outside world. They climb onto their bed, laying sideways to face against the wall.


    Fresh stares at their back for a second and then down at the empty space on the mattress next to them. She smiles, sitting herself down and grabbing the blanket. "Are you scared of storms, Jubilee?" asks Fresh, pulling the blanket up over both of them. Laying down on her side, she lays her left arm over Jubilee, waiting for a reaction to shoo her away. But nothing comes as she traps them in an inescapable grip, feeling the warmth of her body radiate against Jubilee’s back, trapped beneath the blanket that they share.


    "They give me bad dreams," mumbles Jubilee.


    "I see," smiles Fresh, yawning loudly into the back of Jubilee’s head as she stares at the anti-dream sheep tucked into the corner of the bed.


    "Go to sleep, dumb-ass."


    "Good night, Jubilee."


    Jubilee mumbles something and Fresh closes her eyes, her right arm under the big pillow, her left arm laid over her friend as she pulls them against herself.


    It’s warm.


    There is a knock on the door. Fresh opens her eyes.


    "Fuck’s sake," sighs Jubilee. "I knew this would happen, that’s why I made the pajamas," they explain. "Come in!"


    The door opens. Basil and Shamrock stand there, peeking inside.


    "What’s up guys?" asks Fresh, yawning again.


    "Uh…" Basil and Shamrock look at each other. "Can we sleep over too?"


    Fresh blinks, looking around a little confused. She hadn’t expected this. "Jubilee?"


    "Fine, whatever," says Jubilee. Scooting against the wall. Fresh scoots with them, opening up a spot next to her. It’s going to be very tight though. Basil lays down on the edge of the bed, worming her way under the blanket next to Fresh. Fresh doesn’t really know how Shamrock is going to fit here, but the man seems to have just brought his entire mattress along with him and tosses it down next to the bed, closing the door behind himself.


    The storm rages on outside.


    Fresh wiggles herself back into position, wrapping her arms back around Jubilee as Basil does the same to her from the other side.


    It’s very warm.


    Fresh smiles, this is the best.


    


    Note for occultists - Perchta and the wild-hunt (2) 

Continuing our trivia from yesterday, there are three common variants of Frau Holle. These are spread across various regions and as such, are adaptations based on her character, but all of them have their own ‘thing’. Perchta, who Fresh is based off of, is the variant of Frau Holle that finds itself originating from Switzerland, Bavaria and Austria. (See Fresh’s hair-color and complexion). The brother’s Grimm lore, if we can trust it, states that Perchta was a white-robed goddess of alpine paganism who did little sewing herself, but rather oversaw spinning/weaving/tailoring, most often the kind that was undertaken by children (*cough*). Most often this happened around Xmas, but Fresh is busy all year round.

 The name, Perchta, refers to Berchta (Bertha → Berchthold) “the bright one” and she, as well as the original root Frau Holle, are considered ‘guardians of beasts’. This offshoot likely originated from a mixture of Alpine and Celtic mythology. Resulting in what we have now. Another possible root of the name is the old-high-German word ‘pergan ‘ which literally means hidden or obscured. Note that these names are very loose. If you head further east, the myth takes on a different spin again. But we’re focusing on the Germanic area in this story. And now, since we are talking about German fairy-tales here, so you know what’s coming next.

 When Perchta would enter a home and find that the children weren’t busy with their work, she would slit their stomachs open, remove their entrails and fill their bodies back up with pebbles and straw. But on a happier note, there was/is a literal ‘Cult of Perchta’ who left food and drink for her regularly, in the hopes that they would be blessed by her. (Leaving cookies out for Santa, anyone? I’d bet my left foot there’s a connection here if you dig down deeper.) But this practice was banned in 1468. I doubt anyone will stop you from doing it now though... Speaking of feet. Perchta is also said to have weird feet. Is that relevant? Probably not, this isn’t that kind of story. You guys don’t pay me enough for that. You could though. You know where my Patreon is.

 There are even more deviations of her character than that. In much of the old mythology, Perchta is either a kind, beautiful woman or she’s a bit of a grisly thing, having fangs, tusks and horse tails which she uses to drive out demons and ghosts. But this gets confusing, as I said, there are 10000 variations of the myth in every region. Particularly if we start talking about the Perchten, which is the name for her followers (who still exist to this day in the mountain regions of Austria!) who dress up as such on purpose, for their celebrations. She’s a conflicting figure to summarize. In some variations she’s kind and misunderstood, in others she’s cruel and strict and fearsome. But this leads us up to the next interesting part of her mythology, the fact that she is the leader of die wilde Jagd; the wild-hunt.

  


  Chapter 184: The thing that snips


  
    Fresh supposes that she has been afraid to use any of her curses for a while now. Not since the north. Maybe because of the mental connection to the somewhat traumatizing events that had taken place there, or maybe because she just doesn’t want to cause any trouble for her friends or to upset this life of theirs any more than she already has?


    But as she stands there on the balcony, during the early morning, looking through the telescope at the brightening sky spreading out over the world, she considers that maybe it’s time for her to get back to her roots. Again, she doesn’t know how she got this idea.


    Maybe it’s because she feels like she and her friends are healed in some intangible way, or maybe because she’s bored, or maybe because that cloud right there looks like a crab with a witch’s hat? That might be it.


    Fresh sighs. She wishes she had a pointy witch’s hat. But maybe it would be too on the nose? Maybe she could get a pet crab instead? Then again, crabs don’t seem like they would like it on the mountain and…


    Fresh blinks. Wait. Do crabs even exist here in this world?


    She turns around. "Jubilee~?" she asks.


    Jubilee, sitting at the table, looks up from their book. "What?"


    "Are crabs real?"


    Jubilee stares at her. "What?"


    "Crabs," explains Fresh, lifting her hands and making a pinching motion with the two of them. "Are they real?"


    Jubilee stares at her, before looking over at Basil who also stares, equally confused, over from the kitchenette. "What the fuck kind of question is that? Of course crabs are real, dumb-ass."


    "Thanks! I wasn’t sure for a second there," laughs Fresh, turning back to the notebook that she has been sketching things down in. Would telling her friends that she’s from another world make things weird?


    Maybe.


    Is it worth keeping as a secret?


    Probably not.


    But, things are comfortable now, so why rock the boat? If she fell off, the crabs might get her.


    Fresh looks up at the sun, rising on the edge of the distant horizon. "Can we go to the ocean? I wanna see a crab."


    Jubilee sighs loudly, lifting their book higher to block their view of her.


    Basil chimes in from behind. "The ocean is pretty far away. It isn’t that easy to get to from here."


    "Oh," says Fresh, disappointed. "Where is it?"


    "The nearest one is in the east."


    "In the desert? That’s super far," groans Fresh. "Isn’t there one around here?"


    Basil shakes her head, knocking the spoon in her hands against the pot. "No, west of here is just more forest for a good two or three months by foot. "The east is about a month away, if you take the road. But that’s kind of a long vacation for us."


    "We’ve never taken a vacation," argues Fresh.


    Jubilee shakes their head. "Because we’re trying to make money, dumb-ass."


    "For what though?" asks Fresh, half-sarcastically. Her inventory is chock full of floating coins. She hasn’t even bothered to look at the ledger in ages. She has more money than she knows what to do with. Though, she has always been a frugal spender. It’s not that she doesn’t buy things that she likes, it’s just that she kind of already has everything. Some hot food, some nice drinks, a roof over their heads and she’s happy. Maybe a bottle of dragon’s milk now and then as a treat.


    She sets the telescope and her notebook down, deciding that she’s seen enough. Though she isn’t quite sure what it is that she has seen.


    Fresh runs downstairs. "I’m going to the basement!"


    "Good, stay down there where you belong," calls Jubilee after her. Fresh laughs. Jubilee is just being extra ‘bitey’ today to make up for the embarrassment of their softness last night, she knows it and Jubilee knows that she knows it.


    "Crab~ Crab~ Crabbity crab~!" buzzes Fresh to herself as she goes downstairs and into the basement. Shamrock is down here as well, making some slimes at the workbench. He turns his head over towards her as she approaches. Fresh lifts her hands into the air, pinching her fingers as she scuttles sideways towards him. "Crab. Crab~" she says, explaining the purpose of her actions in so few words.


    Shamrock seems to simply accept this for what it is and turns his head back to his work without saying anything.


    "Whatcha doing?"


    "Making slimes," he replies.


    "Neat!" says Fresh, grabbing his arm with her pinched fingers as she looks over at his work. "How do you feel about crabs, Shamrock?"


    "They are acceptable."


    "Mm!" laughs Fresh, having expected this answer. "Let’s look at crabs sometime, Shamrock!" she says.


    "The ocean is far away."


    Fresh sighs. "I knooow~ Basil already told me it’s by the east."


    Shamrock turns to look at her disappointed face as she turns to gather her tools, so she can start working at the free spot next to him. "Sometimes, the clouds look like crabs," he explains.


    Fresh gasps, pretending as if she hadn’t seen exactly just this phenomenon herself only a minute ago.


    As she works, carving a piece of glass into a little glass crab, the two of them spend the morning hours before they open talking about different animals. Though, this is mostly just Fresh talking about different animals while Shamrock occasionally throws in a sentence of acknowledgment now and then. He’s really a great listener.


    "- I’m not annoying you, am I?" she asks, stopping herself after almost a full hour of talking about frogs and lizards. She isn’t sure why she has animals on the brain today, but she blames the crab-cloud.


    Shamrock shakes his head and Fresh beams, continuing her ramble while she carves the crab into shape.
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    Fresh’s eyes open wide, seeing that she’s finally leveled up her craftsman sub-class. Immediately, she starts jumping around in excitement before devolving back into the crab shuffle. Shamrock stares at her as she does this and then, apparently being unable to resist the horrible witch of the north, he lifts his hands and starts crab-walking around the basement together with her.


    "Crab!" cries Fresh.


    "Crab," says Shamrock.


    "Crab!"


    "Crab."


    "Hey, you shit-heads. We’re about to op -" Jubilee stands at the half-way point of the staircase, looking down at them as the two of them scuttle around the basement. "What the fuck?"


    Fresh looks up towards Jubilee from down below. "Crab!" she exclaims excitedly, turning her gaze over to Shamrock, who nods back down to her, immediately understanding her plan. The two of them start scuttling towards the bottom of the staircase and up towards Jubilee.


    "Fuck off!" barks Jubilee at them as they work their way up to them, pinching their fingers.


    "Crab!" calls Fresh.


    "Crab," repeats Shamrock, as they make their approach.


    Jubilee gets crabbed.


    "Guys?" asks Basil, popping her head around the door to look downstairs. "Veli’s going to be here soon, come on. We need to get the store rea- IAH!"


    Fresh’s hand shoots out of the darkness behind the door where she has been waiting.


    Basil too, suffers the crabbing.


    A little while later, all of them emerge from the basement. All of them covered in red-spots and light bruises from pinching each other, except for Shamrock who is immune to such things, which Fresh thinks is a bit unfair. But that’s just how it is.


    "We’re never going to talk about this again," instructs Jubilee.


    Basil rubs her sore arm, laughing quietly.


    Fresh nods, not really understanding, but feeling accepting of the way things have turned out.


    Today is going to be a good day, she can feel it.


    She sets the little glass crab down onto the counter. "Crab," she whispers.


    


    Note for occultists - Perchta and the wild-hunt(3) 

Die wilde Jagd, the wild-hunt is a term commonly used in northern European folklore. A wild-hunt is basically as the name describes, a hunt of the wild things. But rather than being the ones being hunted, they are the hunters. Souls, revenants, spectres and ghosts, werewolves, horses with fiery eyes, undead dogs and fairies, valkyries and elves are often thought to be the common participants of the hunt. In northern Germany, the goal of the hunters is said to be the pursuit and capture of one or more female demons. Though in other versions, there is no prey at all and they simply ride through the night because it’s cool. The leader of the hunt, depending on where you look in the world, can vary. In Scandinavian lore, it’s often Odin. In Germanic lore, it’s Holle/Perchta. In Christian lore, it’s the devil. But in Brittany, it’s oddly enough, king Arthur. Ireland, the Netherlands, Wales, Slovenia, France, no matter where you go, there is a different leader of the hunt. Usually, this is a figure that is already of some cultural/mythological significance to the region.

 Given the German fairy-tale inspirations for this story, we’re obviously going with the Germanic interpretation of the fable.

 In alternative German myth, the leader of the hunt is said to be the rider of a white horse. It’s an interesting connection, especially if you are familiar with Revelations. Though this version stems from the German book ‘The Rider on the White Horse (1888)’ which came far after the birth of the original myth, I myself choose to discard it and count it as ‘non-canon’.

 Should you encounter a wild hunt, or more aptly said, should one find you, then the best thing to do is to stay right in the middle of the road and let them ride around you. (Remember our crossroads trivia? Sometimes making no choice is the best choice) Alternatively, if you help the hunt in some way, you will be rewarded with either gold or the leg of a dead animal/person. Note: The leg is literally cursed and impossible to get rid of. The only way to lose it is to ask the leader of the hunt for salt. They won’t have any, so they’ll take their unsalted leg back. That being said, seeing the wild hunt is said to bring great misfortune no matter what. So even if you get away, you might just get Final Destinationed later.

 If you hinder the hunt, you will be ‘punished’ but if you think it’s a punishment really is up to you. In short, you might likely be taken to either the fairy-kingdom or the underworld (What happens there is undefined). Though, in some other interpretations, you will be ‘allowed’ to join the hunt. (Permanently). You get a cool flying horse with burning eyes and you get to ride around in a horde of ghosts and monsters for the rest of forever, so it doesn’t sound too bad in all honesty. I just hope you aren’t afraid of heights. This is likely the best result you can hope for. Interestingly enough, there are multiple documented, written attestation of Christian monks from 1000-1127AD, recorded in the Peterborough Chronicle, which is a ‘serious’ collection of history from the time, who claim to have seen the wild-hunt with their own eyes. These sightings ran all around northwestern Europe and the south-east of England.

 The wild-hunt is said to exist for many reasons. The one I find most interesting is the banding together of literal monsters to hunt demons. Apparently there is little friendship to be had there between them. All in all, it’s a huge chaotic mess, but a lot of fun at the same time, provided you get the ‘good ending’

  


  Chapter 185: Location Development


  
    Fresh darts around behind the counter, running past all of her friends as she works on carving the delivery-chute into the rock surface behind the wall. It’s an odd construction project, but Jubilee is right in their assessment that it will optimize their repair process. Plus, with the new deliveries of herbs coming in today from the first fairies, they needed a way to get the baskets out of the way quickly. The idea is simple enough.


    A hole will go into the wall behind the counter. On the other side of the wall is the empty head-space above the basement stairs. She’s going to build a small slide out of wood. Together with some small mechanisms to keep things from getting stuck.


    "Just set it down here," barks Jubilee at the first group of fairies flying in, carrying a tiny basket filled to the brim with assorted flowers and herbs. Their first delivery.


    "Yes, your majesty," says the lead fairy, as the four of them lower the basket down onto the counter. They all have such bouncy hair. Fresh is really jealous.


    "Stop calling me that, you little shits," barks Jubilee.


    "Sorry, your highness!" squeak the fairies, hiding behind the basket in fear.


    Basil calms them down, telling them not to worry about Jubilee as she rummages through the basket, inspecting their delivery and gauging its value. The list of plants she had made for them offered different prices for varying types of herbs, the rarer and harder to collect, the more the shop would pay for them. It seems like the obvious thing to do, but Fresh can’t help but wonder, as she scratches against the rock to mark it, if other vendors wouldn’t just try to scam them by paying them the same for the rare herbs as for the cheap ones? It’s not like the fairies would know, if nobody told them.


    "It looks good," says Basil. "A lot of common herbs, but there’s one good flower here." She runs the numbers in her head. "Normally this basket would be worth about twenty-five Obols, but let’s double it up to fifty since it’s their first."


    "Like hell!" snaps Jubilee, glaring at Basil.


    "Jubileeee~" cries Fresh from the side.


    Jubilee’s eye twitches. But they relent with a sigh, pulling open the drawer and taking out the coins. "Fine. Fifty Obols, but just this once," they say, turning their head away. "Good job."


    The fairies pop out from behind the basket, looking at each other and then at Jubilee warily.


    "You want it or not?" asks Jubilee, getting annoyed.


    "Yes!" says the green-haired leader, the rest of them follow her and they all collect the coins, putting them back into the now-empty basket. Basil sets the herbs down into a cloth bag for now, setting it to the side. "Thank you!"


    "Hey! Hey!" says one of them, pulling on the other’s sleeve. "Let’s buy candy!"


    "Veli! Veli!" calls the one who got tugged on, cupping their hands by their mouth to throw their voice. Veli looks over from his work. "Which candy is the best one?"


    "Uh…" Veli looks around, apparently not having an answer. His gaze falls on Shamrock. "Red," replies Veli. Shamrock gives him a proud thumb’s up. Fresh, however, feels a small bout of nausea rise in her. She still can’t look at the red candies for more than a few seconds. Jubilee takes the money for a piece of candy back out of the basket and the fairies fly off, carrying their basket and pay with them, as they load up a piece of candy as well for all of them to share together.


    Fresh thinks that they’re adorable.


    "What’s with this crab?" asks a human voice, talking to Shamrock. Fresh tries to blend it out, holding her hands to the wall. She hopes that she doesn’t break their house. Is this wall load-bearing?


    She stops, blinking for a second. It’ll probably be fine, right?
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    "Shamrock," she calls, turning around. "Can you push this through please?" she asks, pointing at the loose stone cube that is still sitting inside of the wall. It’s too heavy for her to budge. "Careful, it’s heavy," she says. Shamrock turns around, places his hand on the cube and pushes it through with relative ease.


    There is a loud crumbling sound on the other side. Fresh isn’t sure, but she has the feeling that she might have broken the steps down to the basement.


    "Woops…" she mutters.


    "Woops?" asks Jubilee suspiciously.


    "Ah, nothing! Thanks Shamrock!" she beams, quickly heading down into the basement and locking the door behind herself. Looking down, she sees that the two steps, that the heavy brick fell down against, are indeed chipped and broken. Jubilee is going to be so mad at her if they see this.


    Quickly, she sets to work hiding the evidence, sweeping away the broken bits of stone. The cracked stone steps, she does her best to refinish. Using a mixture of rock dust, ash and some plain, old, everyday moonwater-mud, she makes a mortar and redoes the cracked parts of the staircase.
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    The gray goo hardens into place as the magic leaves her hands, leaving an uneven, bumpy surface there. She sands it down smooth.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Sand(Fine)]
          
        

      
    


    


    Sighing in relief, she dusts her hands, having successfully hidden her crime.


    "Psst -!" calls out a voice. Fresh jumps, looking around for the source. Her eyes rise up, to the large square hole. Jubilee looks down at her. "I saw that."


    "AH~!" Fresh yelps, scrambling away, running down to her workbench to make a shutter to cover the hole with, so that her future crimes could go undetected.


    This is simple enough. A piece of wood with a sliding rail and a latch to lock it with. Though, she does take a second to etch some ornate decorations into the wood panel, so that it looks nice at least when it hangs there in the store. She takes her time, engraving dozens of small, flying sheep, who rise up in a spiral with a ram at their lead.


    There are also one or two crabs among the flock.
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    Satisfied with her work, she heads upstairs and back out of the basement, sheepishly scuttling to the hole in the wall, avoiding Jubilee’s gaze as best as she can by hiding behind Shamrock, as she attaches the panel to the stones with the sliding hinge and with a set of screws that she pushes deep into the rock.
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    Satisfied, she tests it by sliding it back and forth a few times. It’s oddly satisfying to do, actually. The panel always has a little momentum when you tug on it, as the rails are really sleek, so it always slides for a second longer than it feels like it should. She spends a minute standing there, just sliding it back and forth in fascination.


    "Do you mind?" asks Jubilee in a deeply annoyed tone.


    "Crab!" yelps Fresh, quickly scooting back down into the basement to make the ramp. The idea is simple enough. An angled wooden ramp, screwed deeply into the stone wall with some long screws and angled brackets. To allow the items to slide down easier, she simply makes a series of rollers; hollow metal cylinders which she attaches to either side of the frame with nails that poke into the hollow rods, so that they can spin. She remembers this principle from grocery stores in her old life.


    Fresh stops, looking up as she recalls the idea of a cash-register. Jubilee would really love something like that. But… she honestly doesn’t have the faintest idea where to begin. Oh well, one project at a time.


    She spins the roller, watching it go. Fascinated by this too, she spins it again, then again, then again.


    "Hey!" barks a voice from above. Jubilee, having opened the shutter, looks down at her again from above. "Get back to work!"


    "Yes, your crabbiness!" relents Fresh, going back to her bench to make the rest of the rollers. She needs about a hundred, though maybe less if she makes the single tubes really big instead of a lot of small ones. But maybe small ones would work better? She thinks for a second and then decides to put in the work of making a bunch of small tubes out of their surplus iron.


    Basil eventually comes downstairs too, carrying loads of herbs. The fairies are apparently hard at work, having already brought a second basket and it all needs to be processed. So she sets to the task and the two of them hustle around each other for a few hours as they both do their work.


    Business is really picking up again these days. Fresh smiles as she thinks about it, fastening the last screw of the construction.


    She wipes her sweaty forehead, beaming with pride as she looks at the ramp.


    From the hole up above the stairs, it runs down past the half-way point landing and then down to the side, where it then ends in a flat table-area. From there, they can sort all of the goods themselves into different categories. She’s already made three sections, marking them on the floor with chalk for now. Repairs. Herb delivery. Miscellaneous.


    "Ta-da!" she says, presenting the finished project to Basil.


    "It looks really good," says the priestess approvingly. "Does it work?"


    "Does it work?!" asks Fresh, laughing as if this was a hilarious question. Though, in truth, she has no idea.


    Does it work?


    "Shamrock~!" she calls up the stairs. A second later, the shutter opens. His head sticks through the hole and stares down her way.


    "Crab me, please!"


    Shamrock vanishes.


    "How does he even know what that means?" asks Basil, perplexed. She squeaks as Fresh pinches her again.


    "Crab!"


    "You’re really energetic today, huh?" laughs Basil, rubbing the sore spot on her stomach.


    Both of them look up as a very loud fuss can suddenly be heard from upstairs. "- OU FUCK!" A second later, Jubilee is placed through the slot and slides down the slide, bumping their way down the rollers. Fresh yelps, catching them as they come around the bend.


    "Are you okay, Jubilee?" asks Fresh, trying her best not to laugh. Though she is a little jealous. She wants to slide too.


    Jubilee pushes her hand off of themselves, as they grab their bag of dirt and stomp back upstairs. "Get ready to look for a new employee, because we’re about to lose one for good!"


    Laughing, Fresh runs up after Jubilee, doing her best to prevent a murder during work hours.

  


  Chapter 186: Shifting tides


  
    *NYAAAAH~!* shouts Mr. Mushroom, releasing his sonorous war-cry as he charges into battle. For some reason, he’s wearing a cape. Fresh sits on top of him, holding on to the leather reins as he charges through the dungeon, trampling through hordes of tiny, little wizards, all dressed in red, sending them flying in all directions. The ones that he misses, Fresh gets instead by lightly bonking them on the head with a white wooden-staff, adorned with a childishly crafted golden star, as she rides past them.


    Every time she taps their heads, the staff releases a shower of sparkles that fly through the air, mesmerizing the further away foes with a hypnotizing magic, so that they aren’t able to join in on the fight, because they are lost in the beauty of the spectacle. It’s the ultimate strategy.


    *Nyah!* howls Mr. Mushroom as they reach the boss-room of the dungeon. Fresh shares in, howling with him as well.


    "Nyaaaah~!"


    The ground shakes, the dungeon rattles as a giant mass begins to form and collect in the center of the room. Clothes and fabrics of all colors flow across the stones, crawling like snakes as they meet in the center of the chamber to form a giant entity; a colossus, made out of thousands of strands of fabric, out of hundreds of thousands of strings. Most of them are red.


    Fresh and Mr. Mushroom ready themselves for the fight, as the fabric comes together into the shape of a giant serpent, a jewel embedded in its forehead.


    A sharp snapping sound breaks the tension.


    Everything stops. The snake falls apart.


    Fresh finds herself lowering down to the ground, as Mr. Mushroom melts into a black puddle, his eyes staring questioningly up her way.


    *NyAhaHah…~* groans Mr. Mushroom as he dies. Fresh falls down into the black-tar that remains of him.


    A loud yawning can be heard from the side. Distraught, she looks towards it and sees Jubilee standing there, leaning against the wall with their arms crossed. Water pours out from their mask, flooding the stone floors of the dungeon, as if they were an endless source of water.


    "Man, talk about subtext. I can’t tell if these are issues from your old life or your new one. But you have problems, you know?" asks Jubilee, staring around the slowly liquefying arena.


    Fresh blinks as she stares at them, feeling ready to cry. She suddenly realizes that she is dreaming. She rises to her feet, looking at the spirit of the fountain that is masquerading as her cherished friend.


    "If I have problems, it’s your fault," says Fresh, crossing her arms.


    "Woah, woah," replies the fountain, Jubilee’s body raises its hands. "I didn’t do anything. You’re the one being a weirdo," it says, waving her off. The water rises to their knees and the fountain stretches its body out, rising to the tips of its toes.


    Fresh narrows her eyes. "I appreciate that you gave me this new life." she says. "But you’re making me do bad things and I don’t think it’s okay. I want the world to be a nicer place."


    The fountain looks at her, taking off the mask. Black-water floods out of the empty space where its face should be and Jubilee’s clothes fall down into a limp, empty heap that floats atop the surface of the water. The spirit of the fountain yawns, the noise echoing all around them. "I’m not making you do anything that you don’t need to do to survive."


    "Huh?"


    The water rises to her stomach. "Do you like this new life of yours? If not, I can put you back."


    "What?" asks Fresh.


    "I can put you back. Into your old life. Do you want that?"


    Her eyes shoot open wide, as the water reaches her neck. "No!" she pleads, leaning in forward with her fists clenched.


    "Really? Are you sure? I could set it up so that as soon as you open your eyes, you’ll wake up back in your old bed," it explains. "If you aren’t happy with the way things are here," it suggests. "Our deal was that you get the chance to find happiness and to make some money, it feels like both of those things have held up."


    "I don’t want to go back," says Fresh. The water rises to her neck.


    "Great!" says the fountain, "It looks like we’re on the same page then."


    "What do you want?" asks Fresh as her head is submerged beneath the black-water. Yet she has no trouble with the air in her lungs. It’s just a dream, after all.


    The water rushes around her, spinning her body around and around in a circle. As she looks down, she sees that her previous gestalt, present in the dream before, is now beginning to unravel like so many loose strings coming apart from fraying fabric, as the water carries pieces of her off and away into all directions.


    "I want you to get ready. We’re doing it quietly and peacefully this time. The gods are getting involved and we need to close things up nice and neat before they ruin everything again," explains the sleepy voice, lulling drolly through the water.


    "Get ready for what? Do what peacefully?" she asks, feeling the current carry the shapeless entity, that she herself now is, away into the darkness.


    "It’s almost time to leave."


    "Leave?" Fresh thinks for a second, before realizing that the fountain means the west, the mountain. "No! I don’t want to leave! We’re finally starting to feel like we have a home!" she protests. "Please!"


    "Having a home wasn’t part of the deal," replies the fountain. Her essence tumbles and twists as the light-less ocean carries her away. "You’ll know when it’s time. Leave then. Or I’ll make you and you won’t like it."


    Fresh opens her eyes, shooting upright in her bed. Her body is drenched from head to toe. The water stains her bedding and the bright-blue blanket that Jubilee had made for her. It also has the added advantage of concealing the tears streaming down her face. But this does nothing to hide the wailing of her lungs. Basil, already awake, sets down her mug on the table and quickly scoots over to her as she hears her distress, trying to figure out what’s wrong.


    Fresh hides her wet face in Basil’s robe for a while, doing her best to hide her snot-crying from the world. The priestess is unable to console her, and so, instead, simply holds her head to her chest. Her hand rests atop Fresh’s head, stroking her hair.


    It takes a while for Fresh to calm down, the dream staying present in her mind together with the instructions and the threats that would befall her in the case of her non-compliance. It takes a while longer for her to reach a state where she is capable of holding a rational discussion and not just short blurts, unsuccessfully trying to describe to her friends what she had seen and what they needed to know.


    After about fifteen minutes, Fresh changes into dry clothes and she and the others sit around the table, as Fresh explains to them what was told to her by the fountain. Minus the parts about her old life.


    They all already knew about her patron, in a sense. All of them have already seen her menu and the name of the entity that she serves, having mocked it as sounding like something that is blatantly evil. As these days have come to pass, Fresh hasn’t seldom wondered if they weren’t right about this assumption. Apart from that, all witches have patron spirits to begin with, so they aren’t surprised to hear her explain that she was speaking to hers.


    She finishes her story, her trembling hands locked down firmly against the table where her eyes rest as well, unable to look at any of them in the face.


    None of them have said anything yet while she explained, which makes things even worse for her. She wishes that they would at least yell at her or something.


    "If you guys want to stay here, I understand," says Fresh, clenching her fists. "I’ll just go by myseeelf~" she says, starting to cry again at this most terrible prospect.
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    "Ow!" yelps Fresh through her latest tears as the piece of candy donks off of her head and falls to the table, rolling away against the staircase wall.


    "Fuck off, shit-head!" snaps Jubilee at her. "As if!"
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    Fresh yelps again as Basil’s finger leaves her forehead. "Sorry," apologizes Basil to her. "But Jubilee is right," says the priestess, crossing her arms. "Fuck off." Fresh gasps, having never heard Basil say such a thing to her before. "As if," finishes the priestess, lifting her nose and looking away.


    Instinctively, Fresh closes her eyes, expecting Shamrock to come at her next. She hopes she doesn’t die. Nothing happens. Carefully, she slowly opens a watering eye to look across the table at the man, who hasn’t risen from the spot. His breastplate heaves, but he doesn’t say anything. He simply looks out through the open balcony door for a moment. "The moon has yet to fall to the world," is all that he says, bringing his part of the conversation to a much kinder close than the other two.


    "I’m sorry, guys," apologizes Fresh as she cries, realizing that she has such good friends. "What are we going to do?"


    "What we’ve been planning to do," says Basil, looking over at Jubilee. "Is everything okay on that end?"


    Jubilee leans back, their arms crossed. "Yeah. We’re good." They sigh as they look around the stone room. "I really liked it here though. Fuck."


    "Yeah," says Basil, pulling on her own sleeve quietly.


    "It will be good," says Shamrock. They look over to him. "What comes next, it will be good," he states, picking up the piece of green candy and popping it into his helmet.


    Fresh blinks, looking around the table, unsure what they’re all talking about. "Guys?"


    "We made a plan, remember?" asks Jubilee. "You were too busy being a fuck-off to help us with it, so we made it without you."


    "A plan?" asks Fresh, remembering that the three of them had made a business plan. Is that what they’re talking about?


    "A plan, goo-brain," repeats Jubilee, tapping their finger against the table. "As if we didn’t see this coming. Of course we’d have to leave eventually with you around causing trouble." Fresh looks at Jubilee, confused. "I mean, I figured it would have been because of another massive fuck-up of yours and not this. But whatever, the plan will still work."


    "We’ve been putting our money to the side since we got here," explains Basil. "We figured we’d need it when we have to go to a new city."


    "Why?" asks Fresh, wiping her tears away.


    Basil smiles at her. "Jubilee told us about that hero-dream you had, back in the north. We figured we’d prepare."


    "Why?" asks Fresh, her eyes wetting again no matter how often she rubs them dry.


    "Because it’s what friends do," sighs Basil, as if this were the obvious answer. Closing her eyes, she takes a long sip of her now cold tea.


    "Where are we going to go?" asks Fresh, as a ray of the rising morning-sun comes in through the balcony door, washing over them all together at once, as if the sky itself were partaking in their discussion. Fresh looks out through the balcony, staring at the distant sun which rises in the east.


    What about the fairies? What about all of this work they’ve been putting into their home? What about all of the things she still wants to do and to see here?


    "How long do we have?" asks Jubilee.


    "I don’t know," replies Fresh.


    "Well. Fuck." They snap their fingers at Shamrock. "You, meat-head. You’re taking the day off to install the - " Jubilee’s eyes twitch. "- Magical floating fairy houses in the forest." Shamrock rises to his feet without a word and heads downstairs. Jubilee points at Basil. "You. Run around town, set up fairy-deliveries to the local alchemists and dye-makers. Offer them money if you have to, to get them to consider it."


    Basil nods, emptying her mug as she walks downstairs.


    "You!" barks Jubilee, snapping their fingers at Fresh who stares back at them bewildered. "It could be tonight, it could be two weeks from now, it could be in a month," explains Jubilee. "Go downstairs into the basement. Pack as many resources, materials, bottles, weapons as you can in that fucky magical-storage of yours. We’re going to need them."


    "Jubilee?" asks Fresh.


    Jubilee gets up and gets off of their chair. "We’re doing it right this time. I’ll figure out what to do with Veli."


    Fresh’s crying breaks through her efforts to conceal it again as she grabs Jubilee in a hug. "You’re the best, Jubileeeee~" she howls.


    "I know!" barks Jubilee, trying to push her away. "Fuck off, will you?"


    "Noooo~!"

  


  Chapter 187: Packing


  
    Fresh runs around the basement, gathering up everything that they could possibly need during their travels and at their new destination, leaving only the necessities of what they might need here for the coming days. She doesn’t know how long it will be, but Jubilee is right. They need to be ready this time.


    Boxes of magic-crystals, ice-drake scales, snowman eyes, iron-bars, copper-bars, crystal-drakonium, tools, glass weapons. Literally anything that she can get her hands on, that could survive being kept inside of her underwater-inventory, gets thrown into the window. Water splashes out as she hurls the items inside by the fistfuls.


    She hates this.


    She wants to stay here. She wants to live in this place, together with her friends, forever. They were all becoming really happy, they were becoming safe, they were becoming nourished. Not nourished in body, though that might be true in her case most of all, but nourished in spirit, as all of them have slowly been satiating the inner hunger that has plagued them for so long as individuals. She wants to help the fairies, she doesn’t want to abandon them here to their fates, with only a few dinky tree-houses to keep them safe.


    What if they couldn’t find work? What about Veli? Isn’t he going to be heart-broken, after having worked so hard to become a part of their team? It seems unfair to him, most of all, in Fresh’s eyes.


    But what can she do?


    Of course, the thought of adopting Veli into their party comes to her. But that can’t work. He can’t leave the mountain and it would be a lot to hoist on him, even if the fairies don’t seem to have any preconceptions about witches, if they even know about them to begin with, that is.


    She really hates this.


    But there is little choice for her in the matter. She’s eternally grateful that her friends saw it the way that they did and that they’re such a supportive, tight-knit family.


    Fresh sighs, wiping her sweaty forehead on her sleeve as she stands back upright and looks around the basement.


    There’s still the matter of the thing in the water. The crystal that she had made in the midst of her ‘bad night’. There’s still the matter of the body in the chimney. There’s still the matter of the thieves’ guild and her invitation to it, that she has never accepted. Though, in all honesty, she has little desire to accept it to begin with. Are there answers to be had there?


    In all likelihood, yes. Maybe even more than she knows.


    But Fresh doesn’t care about any answers to any questions about her friends and their nature. She knows everything that she needs to know, this morning was proof enough of that. Fresh makes a mental note, on that matter, to pack Jubilee’s mirror into her inventory before they go.


    She frowns, looking at the construction behind herself, the slide which she had spent a whole day making with intricate care, setting up something to make their future easier. Another waste of time. It was like all of the walls she had fixed in their house in the north. In the end, apart from proving her warm intent, it didn’t really mean anything, practically speaking.


    Fresh shakes her head, wondering why there’s always trouble wherever she goes. She throws a telescope into her inventory.


    By the time the store opens an hour later, a good chunk of the basement has vanished into her menu. Fresh stands upstairs behind the counter, playing with a bottle of coughee, sliding it back and forth over and over.


    The others are all still gone and she’s here alone with Veli. Thankfully, business is slow today, being the day before most common people got their pay. She watches him zip around, working himself to the bone as he, even in the empty store, desperately scrubs and polishes and wipes and cleans every little surface, nook and cranny. His arm is finally starting to get better and, while he isn’t able to fully use it yet, he is able to at least hold things with his fingers again, while he works with his other arm.


    Jubilee and Basil come back inside.


    "Hey guys," says Fresh, greeting them. Jubilee nods to her and Basil passes with a quiet smile, rubbing her back as she walks by and heads upstairs.


    Jubilee snaps their fingers. "Hey!" they call out to Veli. "Come here." Instantly, Veli zips across the store, landing on the counter next to Jubilee, who is reaching down under it. Using the back of their hand, they gently push Veli to the side and place the ledger down open where he was standing. "I’m only going to explain this once, so pay attention -" starts Jubilee. Fresh stands there, finally opening her coughee. Jubilee explains the basics of book-keeping to Veli, showing them how they write the ledgers and how to document sales and purchases, much to Fresh’s surprise.


    Seeing that Jubilee has the store covered, Fresh heads upstairs.


    "Hey, Basil?" asks Fresh, looking back downstairs. "What’s going on?" she asks the priestess, who is rummaging through her wardrobe. The enchanted-lantern has apparently escaped from the pantry and is flying after her. Though she seems to simply accept its presence now.


    "Just making some future preparations," replies Fresh’s favorite priestess. "You know what I’m going to miss the most?" she asks.


    "Huh? Uh… the balcony?" guesses Fresh.


    Basil shakes her head. "The balcony is nice. But what I’m going to miss most is the always hot bath." Fresh nods in agreement, such a thing is indeed a luxury beyond compare. In the north, the only real bath was present in the adventurers’ guild and going there always brought its own problems with it.


    "What’s the east like, Basil?" asks Fresh, stroking the lantern.


    "It’s warm, so we’ll need different clothes for sure. These will be far too hot."


    "So it’s a desert, right?"


    "Some parts of it. Though the city is in a more lush area. It’s more open."


    Fresh thinks for a moment, scratching her cheek. "Sorry about your planter-boxes, I don’t think we can take them."


    "That’s okay," replies Basil, shaking her head. "The idea is what matters and besides that, in the east they’ll love the skin cream because of how dry the air is. So I’ll seal them with wax and then you can pack them too."


    Fresh nods.


    "What about you?" asks Basil. "What are you going to miss the most?"


    Fresh looks around the room. The balcony is certainly her favorite feature of the house, next to the bath. But then her eyes fall to the table. "I’m going to miss having breakfast together everyday at the table."


    "We can still do that somewhere else," laughs Basil. Fresh isn’t sure why she hadn’t realized this obvious fact before, but hearing it brings her a great deal of relief. Maybe their time in this place is coming to an end, but their time with each other isn’t and in the end, that is what she cares about most.


    Delighted, she runs around, accomplishing the rest of her tasks for the day. After another hour, Shamrock returns, covered in twigs and leaves that jut out of his armor from every gap.


    "What happened to you?" asks Fresh in a worried tone, picking the sticks out of him.


    Shamrock’s chest heaves as he sighs. "I hid. I was followed."


    "Did you manage to hang the houses up?" asks Fresh.


    "All of them," nods Shamrock.


    Fresh sighs in relief, plucking out another bunch of leaves. "Nobody saw, right? They’re still a secret? Did they like them? Did they float right? You attached them to the trees, right?" asks Fresh. "Up in the branches where they’re hidden, rig-" Shamrock stops her, shushing her with a giant metal finger against her mouth. Fresh blinks and then pulls the twig out of his gauntlet.


    "It is fine."


    She nods, understanding that he was stopping her from going on another tangent, stopping her from possibly losing herself to her growing panic once again.


    Jubilee shoos Veli away, sending him back to the shelves as they close the ledger and place it back underneath the counter. "What was that about?" asks Fresh quietly.


    "Business plan," repeats Jubilee, tapping against the side of their head. "You’re on good terms with the magistrate, right? There’s something I need you to go and talk to him about."


    "But I think he likes you, Jubilee," replies Fresh.


    "Shut up," snaps Jubilee rolling their eyes and placing their hands on their hips. "Listen. We need to get some final stuff stamped off, so this all doesn’t crash and burn. Work with me here, okay?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh blinks, not sure what’s going on. But it’s rare that Jubilee asks for her help directly. It must be really important. She nods, listening to what they have to say.

  


  Chapter 188: Cleaning up


  
    Fresh and Basil stand there, holding a set of poles that they’ve submerged into the water of the river. Basil had asked if this was really a priority task right now. Her question received no more answer than the, perhaps, most venomous glare from Fresh that the priestess had ever received.


    Obviously, this is a critical task that needs to be taken care of immediately. It’s already long overdue.


    Fresh pulls the hooked pole of the water, hoisting another water-logged sheep out of the river. She holds it in front of herself, seeing if it’s okay. The sheep kicks its soggy legs, trying to walk in mid-air. The floating iron-ring that was fastened around its leg is missing, together with the rest of the leg. Frowning, she sets the poor thing down next to all of the others that they had pulled out of the water. There are really a lot of them. All of them are missing legs, eyes, bits of their bodies and bits of fluff. Most of them, far-past waterlogged, are covered in burns and blemishes.


    One particularly unfortunate specimen has simply been cut in half, right down the middle. Tragically, that one still tries to walk with its two legs. She had to put it at the bottom of the pile, so that she wouldn’t start crying out in public.


    "I think that’s about all of them," says Basil, pulling her empty hook out of the river. Fresh sighs, scraping one last time around the grate with her hook to be sure, but she thinks Basil is right.


    "What do you think happened to them?" asks Fresh, setting her hook down and bundling the wet sheep up in a fabric bag. "Why would somebody do this to them?" she asks, rubbing one’s eyeless head consolingly with her thumb, as she sets it into her bag.


    Basil thinks for a second. "I don’t think it was anyone in particular, maybe it was just everyone."


    "Huh?"


    Basil points up the river, back towards their home. "They were using them in the dungeon. Maybe when they set off some traps, they got knocked into the dungeon-river and got carried out of the instance-gate?"


    Fresh blinks. "Does that work like that?"


    Basil crosses her arms, thinking. "It’s my only idea. I doubt there’s a sheep-killer around town," she says. "That would be… odd."


    Fresh isn’t convinced. Could these just be sheep that were used to trigger traps? Perhaps. Could there be a devious sheep-killer, running amok in the city in the dead of night? In her eyes, this is equally as probable.


    Basil takes the hooks and Fresh hoists the wet bag, full of sheep over her shoulders and the two of them make their way back, stopping by a baker’s cart to get some fresh, still hot seed-bread and a dark, floral honey for their breakfast.


    "Do you want me to go with you later?" asks Basil.


    "To the magistrate’s?" Fresh considers it for a moment. "I think I can manage, thanks Basil," she declines. "I really need you to help the fairies today. Please~"


    Basil fidgets with her fingers, playing with the rim of her sleeve. "You’re really taking this whole fairy situation seriously, huh?"


    "I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night for the rest of my life if I didn’t," replies Fresh.


    The two of them get home. There is already a group of fairies floating inside of the storefront. Surprisingly, they are well-behaved. They sit in a large, quiet group all around Jubilee who, to Fresh’s surprise, offers no protest at their presence. Maybe because they’re all sitting quietly and behaving. Or maybe because they have apparently brought Jubilee a flower as tribute and it now sits tucked into the side of their hood. Jubilee is standing there, reading a book and some of the fairies are perched on their shoulder and arm and stare down with them. Fresh thinks this is unusually cute, that they actually went out of their way to do that. She’s a little jealous though.


    Veli flies over. "I brought everyone, we’re a little early."


    "That’s okay," says Fresh. Veli hasn’t been informed about the situation yet. As far as he knows, he was just running errands and getting an education. "You ready, Basil?"


    Basil nods to her with a smile. The priestess straightens up, lifting her head upright and standing tall. She claps her hands together once. "Okay everyone, follow me please," instructs the priestess. "Veli has told you about our day already, yes?"


    "Yeah," says the green-haired fairy that Fresh recognizes. She and her group have been diligently bringing them deliveries of herbs. Several more baskets are here already, apparently. The group of fairies all rise up and follow after Basil to the far side of the counter, where Shamrock has prepared everything for the lecture.


    "Thanks," says Basil to Shamrock, placing a hand on his arm as she scoots past him. "Okay everyone, pay attention. In the next few days, I’m going to show you how to make simple creams, medicines and salves out of the plants that you’ve been gathering." She taps a metal can. "Today, we’ll start with the easiest thing - "


    Fresh smiles, setting the bag of sheep down. "I’m going to the magistrate’s in a minute, Jubilee," she explains. First, she heads upstairs and cuts the bread, smearing it with a generous amount of honey. Together with some dried fruits and some sweet-tea, she makes a small platter which she then brings downstairs, so that everyone can have some breakfast.


    She holds it out to Shamrock who takes a piece of the bread.


    "Thanks," is all that he says, as he slides the food into his helmet.


    The rest of it, she sets down next to the ‘class’ of fairies and Basil. "Eat up, guys. You can’t learn on an empty stomach," she smiles. The fairies, previously paying close attention to Basil’s lecture, all jump up to their feet and rush the platter, apparently more than hungry. Fresh apologizes to Basil for the interruption and quickly scoots away. "I left your plate upstairs, Jubilee," she says, sneaking away from the chaos.


    "Thanks," says Jubilee, waving her off as they stand there, reading their book.


    Fresh grabs her bag, scooting out from behind the counter. She grabs some coughee as her bribe to get inside of the city-hall and makes her way through town.


    "We took care of the sheep," says Fresh first thing as she enters the city-hall.


    The old woman looks up at her from behind the counter. "Good morning, you’re a real darling."


    Fresh beams at the praise, sliding the woman her coughee. "Is the magistrate here?" she asks.


    The woman takes the bottle. "You know the way. He might be asleep though, so knock first."


    "Okay, thank you!" says Fresh, heading up the staircase and towards the familiar door. She knocks on it.


    No response.


    Fresh knocks again.


    Still no response.


    She looks around the hallway curiously. Shrugging to herself, she slowly opens the door and peeks inside.


    The room looks far different during the day than it does at night. The prismatic, pastel glow of the many crystals is sparse and hardly visible beneath the radiant, orange glow of the autumn sun which shines down through the glass of the windowed walls and ceiling.


    "Excuse me?" asks Fresh, looking around for the magistrate. She steps inside of the room. "Hello?" she asks. Down near the raised telescope platform, she sees a figure, laid out over a crystal-drakonium mattress. The man lays there, asleep in his work-clothes, surrounded by her sheep on all sides. The anti-dream ram stands on top of his chest, looking around from its high perch. Occasionally, it will run down the length of his body, up onto his arched knee or over to his shoulder as it charges towards something that she can’t see, some invisible force that it keeps at bay with its stubborn assaults.


    She nods to it, feeling like a proud mother as she watches it at work, fulfilling its mission with dignity and purpose.


    Fresh closes the door behind herself, wondering what she should do? Should she wake him up? The man clearly needed as much sleep as he could get and she doesn’t want to rob him of that, but at the same time, she needs to talk to him. It’s important.


    Deciding that she has time, she quietly walks past him, heading up to the platform. Fresh wonders if he’d mind if she looks through his telescope, at least until he wakes up? She kind of wants to.


    For one reason or another, as the tempting idea came to her, she remembers the vision in her mind’s eye of the fairies in their store this morning. All of them were sitting quietly, all of them were behaving themselves, because they were guests. Because they wanted something. They had even brought a gift. Rather spontaneously realizing that she may have learned something today, Fresh quietly sits herself down on a chair near the door, setting the bottle of coughee down to the side.


    She waits quietly, hoping that this isn’t a creepy thing to do. She’s trying to be better, after all.

  


  Chapter 189: Vivid light


  
    The magistrate looks at Fresh. He’s sitting on the chair across from her in an unusual moment of quiet rest, as he swirls the bottle of coughee around in his hands, considering her request.


    "It’s unusual," he explains. "I don’t think anything like this has happened before." His eyes wander up towards the ceiling. His haggard, overworked face is covered by several days’ worth of stubble. "Are you sure about leaving? You guys are making a real splash here."


    Fresh rubs her arm. "We’d really like to stay, your city is very nice. But we have to go," she explains. "There’s nothing we can do about it."


    The tired man sighs, taking a sip of the coughee. The sheep that had accompanied him in his bedding are now busy flying around the room again, as the ram leads them around the room, flying through the air.


    "Where are you heading?"


    "I can’t tell you," says Fresh.


    "I see," he says. "And you’re sure you don’t just want to sell the structure back to the city? We can arrange for the money to be ready in a couple of days at the latest," he offers. "All one-hundred and forty thousand. There's no ghost anymore, after all."


    Fresh thinks for a minute. Jubilee had already told her that this would be a possibility. All purchases regarding housing in this city have to go through the magistrate first and so, he’s also the first to offer on any emptying buildings. But the choice was left up for her to make. Fresh is sure that Jubilee already knew, though, what she would choose. Her friends had planned for their future without using the large heap of Obols that ‘they’ had paid for the house.


    She shakes her head. "I’d really like to follow through with our plan," she explains, scratching her cheek as the magistrate’s gaze lowers back down to her. "If you’d bless it."


    He sighs, rubbing his tired eyes. "It’s going to be a huge hassle. I’ll have to talk to the council and get them to sign off on it," he explains. "They’re a real bunch of hard-asses, you know?" he mutters unenthusiastically. "Bureaucrats."


    "The fairies will earn their keep," explains Fresh, reciting the arguments that Jubilee had repeated to her three or four times. "We’re teaching them how to make things and how to run a business," she says. "They’ll become productive, tax-paying members of your city and they’ll get out of everyone’s hair. We’re covering all expenses ourselves."


    "What about the forest and your fairy-houses out there?" asks the magistrate.


    "Not all of them will want to live in the city," explains Fresh. "Or maybe some of them won’t get along with the others. They’ll be able to stay out there instead. Everything is already set up."


    "When are you leaving?"


    "I can’t tell you."


    He frowns, continuing to swirl the bottle in his hands around. It’s quiet for a minute. "I like the idea. You have my blessing," he explains.


    "Really?!" asks Fresh, jumping up halfway out of her chair.


    "But there are some conditions," states the magistrate.


    She eyes him, a little warily. "What?"


    "You need to designate a single owner of the structure, who we can contact for any tax issues."


    "Done."


    He thinks for a second. "We need a list of the names of everyone who is going to live there."


    "Done," nods Fresh.


    "You also need to teach them the recipe for this," he explains, pointing to the bottle in his hands. Fresh nods, laughing. "And leave the temperature cabinets." She nods, also understanding of this, though she’ll have to find a way to let the moonwater in the cooling mechanism recharge without her active help. "And also," finishes the tired-man, looking at her. "City employees get a twenty-five percent discount."


    Jubilee won’t like that last one. But Fresh nods. "I’ll arrange it."


    The tired man nods back, satisfied. But then sighs again, not saying anything else.


    "Hey," asks Fresh, leaning in forward. There’s something that she’s been meaning to ask. Something that she’s come to understand a little better lately. Maybe it’s because of her raising stats, or maybe she’s just growing up a little as a person. "Do you like Jubilee?" asks Fresh, a little embarrassed, holding her hand to the side of her mouth as if to muffle her words, like a flustered child speaking of scandalous schoolyard rumors.


    "As you get older," starts the tired man. "You’ll start to realize that you have an affinity for certain patterns, even if they seem bad for you," he explains, finishing his coughee.


    "Was your wife mean to you too?" asks Fresh. Only after she asked her question, does she realize the rudeness of what she had just asked. Especially since she knows that the man’s family is gone. "Ah… I’m sorry," she mutters, leaning back again and looking away to the ground.


    "That’s okay," says the magistrate. "She was," he laughs. "But you need to understand that sometimes, people are mean because they just don’t know any other way to act." Fresh nods, she has assumed this much about Jubilee already. He gets up. "It doesn’t mean they’re bad people. It just means that they’ve adapted to the place that they developed their personality in," he says, rising to his feet. "We need to give them a new environment to grow in once again."


    He holds his hand out to her. Fresh gets up, grabbing it. The two of them shake hands.


    "Let's do our best to get rid of those bad places," says Fresh.


    "Let’s," nods the magistrate.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [The pact is sealed]
          
        

      
    


    


    Happy, but a little worried about this ominous menu-window, Fresh makes her departure. All in all though, it looks like the plan is working. Well, it was Jubilee’s plan, after all. Not hers. Jubilee had told her that her floating fairy-houses were stupid and that they had a better idea. The idea was that they’ll just give Veli ownership of the house when they leave. All of the fairies can stay there together, creating a cooperative business to sustain themselves. They’re going to teach them the fundamentals of it all.


    Basil is going to show them how to make her herbal items and Fresh is going to show them the fundamentals of crafting. Jubilee is teaching the smarter ones book-keeping and logistics and Shamrock is undertaking a crash-course in fighting and combat for those of them more trimmed to a brash lifestyle. Plus, it’s important for them to know how to protect their new home.


    By the time Fresh gets back, it looks like the class has broken up for the day.


    "How was it?" asks Jubilee.


    "Good," says Fresh. "Everything is set up like you wanted."


    "Like we wanted," corrects Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    "Like we wanted," smiles Fresh, realizing that Jubilee likely doesn’t want the weight of this good deed crushing down on them alone. Seeing that the others are busy with the store, she decides that she has something else to take care of and sneaks past everyone, heading down into the basement.


    The areas at the bottom of the slide are already full of items that are ready to be sorted. Repairs. Materials and so on. But that can wait. Making sure that the area is clear, she heads to her workbench and opens her inventory.


    During the ‘bad night’ as she calls it, during that night of the fair when she was confronted by the man from the thieves’ guild, who she is dutifully ignoring, Patala, during the night she had felt just as bitter and desperately lonely and unwanted and out of place as she always had in her old life, she had come home and made something that she knows that she shouldn’t have made.


    Maybe it was the whispering influence of the fountain, trying to get her to do something horrible. Maybe it was the crackling of the fire, pushing odd ideas into her mind for the sake of disruption, or maybe and perhaps most truthfully, as Jubilee would say -


    - She fucked up.


    It’s an odd thing for Fresh to realize so blatantly, as she reaches into her inventory. But she did something bad, in a sense. Very bad. She’s deeply ashamed of herself for giving into those dark feelings even just once. But she’s growing up now as a person, a party-leader, as an entity who has learned that she gains her joy not from being nurtured and doted on all day, but rather, by doing these things for others. That’s where her happiness lies and she’s ashamed that it took her this long to find out.


    As she pulls the thing that she had removed from the bath a few days ago, the ghost-warding engraved crystal, powered up with witch-magic, out of her inventory and carefully lays it on the table, she realizes why her friends were always warning her and telling her that people are terrified of witches.


    Taking a deep breath, she looks at the thing before her, pulsating with a dark, twisting magic.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [The Shard of True-Sleep](UNIQUE){CURSE OF THE BAD NIGHT}

          
        


        
          	
            After death, a soul is usually returned to the [WELL OF SOULS]. After a cool-down period, the entity is able to reincarnate into a new life and to try again with fresh eyes.


            Engraved with intricate ghost-warding sigil-work, this powerfully resonant crystal holds inside of itself true-darkness, born of a sickly mind lost beneath the crushing weight of the black-water.


            From so far down below the surface, there is no light left to see.

          
        


        
          	
            CURSE OF THE BAD NIGHT:


            When activated by a dark true-wish, during the bleakest night of a lunar-cycle:


            -) Permanently steals 100% of the [HEALTH-POINTS] and [SOUL-POINTS] of the {USER} touching this crystal


            -) Permanently removes the {USER} from the [WELL OF SOULS], allowing them to reach a final true-sleep, from which there is no waking

          
        


        
          	
            "§$%&amp;$-
          

          	
            &amp;§$?-!
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh holds her hands up, closing her eyes, knowing that her friends would never forgive her if they found out about her having created such a horrible thing. She has a lot of problems, a lot of issues that she’s been fighting her way through. But so have her friends and now, Fresh feels like she is at a point where she can put her own sufferings behind her. Thinking about the intimate moments she’s had with them all, with Jubilee, with Basil, with Shamrock, she realizes that she has no reason to be that person who she was anymore. It’s time to let go of that distant past and to start swimming up to the surface of the ocean.


    She doesn’t know if she deserves to be happy, or if anyone even really does. The universe doesn’t work on the basis of what anyone deserves. But, she does know that that won’t matter to her from now on. Because she’s going to take it, happiness. When the universe tries to beat her down, she’s going to grab Jubilee and smother them with unwanted affection, until they get flustered and embarrassed and can’t look her way anymore.


    Because that makes her happy.


    Her hands glow.


    When she’s sad and terrified and scared of the terrible dreams that she has, of the horrible things that she left behind and still has yet to run into. She’s going to grab Basil’s hand, the priestess suffering many of the same ailments as her, and she’s going to run and jump around with her all day, no matter how stupid it looks and how embarrassed she gets.


    Because that makes her happy.


    The glow leaves her fingers, illuminating even her closed eyes with the radiance of the bright purple aura.


    When the nights get long and sad and lonely, she’s going to stand up straight and tall and press forward towards the coming day with resolute conviction, like Shamrock has been showing her. No matter how much it’s going to hurt or no matter what people are going to say about it. She’s going to stand up on both of her feet and take another step forward.


    Because that makes her happy.


    The table vibrates.


    And no matter what happens in the future, no matter how bad things are going to get, no matter how many times they have to leave their cherished homes to fulfill goals of some, likely-terrible, mission, she’s never going to stop. Every time they move, she’s going to put in this effort into their newest home. Every time her friends get sad and frustrated, she’s going to put this effort into them.


    And most importantly, every time she herself feels such things, she’s going to do the same from now on for herself.


    Because it doesn’t matter if she deserves to be happy or not. She’s going to make sure that she is. If she has to tear the heavens and the world apart. She’s going to make sure that she and her family are happy, until the day that they die and then even in the days after that, when they might perhaps reunite in another life.


    But for now, she has to assure that this shared life of theirs will go on for as long as it can. She needs to change directions, because she can tell that this road that they’re on will lead to nowhere but ruin and tragedy. She doesn’t know if there’s a way for her to get out of this, but there is a way for her friends to survive the end of this adventure of theirs, should that day ever come to pass. It will, though. She’s sure of it.


    All adventures come to an end eventually, right? The person she trusts most in this or any world had told her just as much.


    The fire crackles loudly next to her, overpowering any sounds of the water that might have once been coming from the bath. She knows that for now, this secret of hers, will stay just that. The fountain will not know of this, as this time, the source of her magic stems from another place.


    She nods to the fire. It nods back. There is no pact or any such chicanery, rather, it’s just the polite thing to do.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Fresh uses: [Hair of the dog]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [The Shard of the Rising Sun](UNIQUE){CURSE OF THE NEW DAY}

          
        


        
          	
            Engraved with intricate ghost-warding sigil-work, this powerfully resonant crystal holds inside of itself true love, born of a healed mind wandering towards a dawning morning sun. It pulsates with a bright, prismatic energy which leaks out of the mortal plane, dripping back into the [WELL OF SOULS] with colorful, vibrant light.

          
        


        
          	
            CURSE OF THE NEW DAY:


            When activated by a heartfelt true-wish, during a brightest hour of life:


            -) Acts as a resonant, cosmic beacon. Establishing a link with the [SUMMONED HERO]


            -) Imprints a smudge of your [SOUL] onto the crystal, allowing the owner to see what you have seen and feel what you felt

          
        


        
          	
            "§$%&amp;$-
          

          	
            &amp;§$?-!
          
        

      
    


    


    The fire crackles louder, its radiant, orange hue reflecting off of the sheen, lustrous surface of the crystal, as if it were the glow of a rising sun, coming to break the spell of a long, dark night. Fresh leans down over the crystal, holding it tightly in her hands, as she whispers into it.

  


  Chapter 190: A stretch


  
    Fresh lets out a pitiful yelp as her lower back painfully pops. Her fingers, touching her toes, twitch for a flash of a second as the jolt shoots through her. She hangs there for a moment, feeling the stretch run up through the back of her legs. She realizes that she can barely touch her own toes. She feels like she should be able to, ideally.


    Slowly rising back upright, she lifts her hands into the air and rises up onto the tips of her toes, stretching upwards towards the ceiling.


    "What the fuck are you doing?" asks Jubilee, who is sitting at the table upstairs, their elbow on the surface and their head resting lazily in their hand.


    "I’m stretching, Jubilee," explains Fresh, pursing her lips and closing her eyes as she puts some effort into the extension. She lowers herself back down a moment later, holding her right arm out ahead of herself. Locking her left hand under her right bicep, she twists her upper body towards the left, feeling the tension in her back.


    "Yeah, I see that," says Jubilee. "But why?" Fresh switches arms, repeating the movement into the other direction.


    It’s later in the day, just before nightfall. The store has closed. Fresh and Jubilee are upstairs. Basil is down taking a bath and Shamrock has gone into the dungeon to gather some more materials for them to take with them when they leave. "Because I want to be ready," explains Fresh.


    "For what?"


    "For when we have to go," she says, sadly. "We’re gonna have to walk really, really far, right?"


    "Well, we could try to get an anqa," replies Jubilee. "But an anqa and a cart won’t help us much in the forest."


    "Oh no," says Fresh, realizing. "Do we have to go through there again?"


    "Sure do, if we want to go east."


    "Why east?" asks Fresh, as she places her left foot a step forward and her right one a step back. She holds onto her knee, stretching out her hip one side at a time. "Why don’t we go further west, where that dragon-farm is?" asks Fresh. "It sounds fun."


    "Because we’re running out of dungeons and the next closest one is in the east," explains Jubilee. "Also, I’m not going to become a farmer."


    "But Jubileeee~" protests Fresh jokingly as she switches legs. "I think you’d look cute in a straw-hat and overalls."


    "Shut up."


    Fresh laughs. "I’d get some too and we could wear matching clothes!"


    Jubilee sighs. "We’re not going to do that."


    "Aren’t you going to get hot in the east though?" asks Fresh, looking at her friend a bit worried.


    Jubilee leans back, pulling their head up as they cross their arms and kick their feet up onto the table. "It’s the desert, we’re all going to get hot."


    Fresh lowers herself down to the ground, lying flat on her stomach. Placing her hands on either side of her chest, she pushes her upper body up while pressing her legs down, feeling a stretch run through the area just below her stomach. "Yeah, but you wear a lot of stuff, Jubilee. I don’t want you to get a heatstroke and die."


    "I’ll be fine, you baby."


    "You wanna stretch with me?" asks Fresh, wiggling her feet as she notices her toes starting to tingle from this position.


    "Pass."


    Fresh thinks for a minute as she holds that pose. "Have you been to the east before, Jubilee?"


    "I have."


    "You’ve sure traveled a lot!" states Fresh giddily. "Will you show us some nice places there?" she asks. "We never got to do a lot of ‘outside stuff’ here," she explains, her expression becoming a little somber. She readjusts, sitting down cross-legged on the floor. Fresh places the soles of her bare feet against each other, slowly pressing her knees down to the ground.


    "I’m an inside-person," explains Jubilee.


    "You sure traveled a lot for an ‘inside-person’," quips Fresh, wincing as she presses her stretch a little too fast and too deep.


    "Eventually, you get tired of going outside," replies Jubilee. "When you’ve seen enough."


    Fresh nods, thinking that she knows what Jubilee means. The outside is where adventure is, where treasures such as excitement and wonder can be found. But it’s also where the bad-things are. Those bad-things seem to have a much harder time finding you if you just stay inside and socially cut-off forever. If you keep your feet under the blanket, the demons can’t get them.


    "You know what I like about the idea of traveling, though, Jubilee?" asks Fresh. She lays down on her back, arching her knees upward. Splaying her arms out to the sides to hold her upper body steady, she lifts her right leg into the air and twists her lower body to the left. "When we go to new places, it lets us be new people. I’m not an outside-person either," says Fresh, holding that position for a moment as her foot reaches the ground. A sharp tug runs up the right side of her back. "But in the east, nobody knows that. So maybe I can pretend to be one and they’ll believe it," says Fresh, pulling back to the middle and then switching over to her other leg and direction.


    "And then?"


    "And then maybe I’ll believe it too, after a while," says Fresh, wincing as her big toe touches the ground.


    "And then?" asks Basil, coming up the stairs, rubbing her hair dry with a towel.


    Fresh tilts her head backwards, looking up at the priestess. "And then I’ll convince you guys to try it and we can all live long, happy lives together," says Fresh.


    Basil thinks for a second, but then nods as she walks over Fresh, heading to the kitchenette. "Sounds good to me."


    "Don’t encourage her!" snaps Jubilee. "Otherwise we’re going to end up running some kind of tavern or something annoying like that!"


    Fresh gasps, sitting straight upright.


    "No!" barks Jubilee, pointing at her before she can say anything. "Dungeon. Item. SHOP," says Jubilee, tapping against the table with their finger. "We’re not making a tavern."


    Fresh sighs, a little disappointed.


    Basil grabs a bottle of herbal-tea. "We could at least have a little celebration before we leave," she suggests. "Maybe a nice dinner and some drinks, just to say goodbye to our home."


    "Don’t you start too," says Jubilee, leaning back on their chair and looking at Basil. She just shrugs.


    "It seems appropriate. It’s been a good home for us." She looks around. "When are you going to tell Veli?"


    "I’ll get to it," replies Jubilee.


    "But what if we have to leave tonight?" asks the priestess. Jubilee doesn’t respond, simply sliding back into their chair and crossing their arms. "You really need to tell him soon."


    "Fine, I’ll tell him tomorrow."


    Fresh rubs her arm. "You think he’s going to be sad?"


    Basil shakes her hair out, going through it with her fingers. "The young struggle with abandonment the most. It scars them the deepest."


    "We’re giving him a whole house, he should shut up and be happy about it," says Jubilee.


    "That didn’t help you, did it?" asks Basil, showing surprising bravery as she walks past Jubilee to sit down at the table as well, next to them. Fresh still remembers how terrified Basil was of Jubilee back when they first met. Even if they’re at each other’s throats now and then, she realizes that the two of them are friends with each other, as much as they are with herself.


    "Look, it’s not like we can ask him to tag along," says Jubilee, apparently letting her remark slide. "Besides, we hardly know him. We can’t take in every sap with a sob story, like we did with you."


    Basil lifts her nose, taking a measured sip of her tea. "I just think he’s cute, is all. I like his determination. Considering what his queen is like, I think he’s a real charm."


    "That’s just his survival instinct. Not everyone has one, apparently," replies Jubilee threateningly.


    "Yes, yes," sighs Basil. Fresh, sitting there cross legged on the floor, can’t help but laugh at the two of them, bickering like a married couple. It’s true that Veli can’t leave the mountain, being bound to it. But even if he could, they needed someone strong-willed to stay here and to run the new ‘Dungeon Fairy Shop’ as Fresh has nicknamed the project. Someone needs to look after the rest of the fairies.


    The sound of the door downstairs, together with the heavy steps of metal boots a moment later give credence to Shamrock’s return. The giant makes his way upstairs.


    "Hi, Shamrock," says Fresh, tilting her head backwards again and looking at the upside down man. He stands there, several boss-cores in his hands. "You’ve been busy! Are you okay? Do you want something to eat?" she asks.


    Shamrock shakes his head, setting the cores down on her lap. "Tribute."


    "Thanks, Shamrock!" beams Fresh, realizing that she’s completely neglected to use boss-cores again. Maybe tomorrow would be a good day for it. "You’re the best!"


    "Do you ever get a little jealous too?" asks Basil to Jubilee.


    "Yeah, nobody ever brings me tribute," notes Jubilee, placing their head back into their hand.


    "You got a flower just this morning from the fairies," argues Basil.


    "That doesn’t count," sighs Jubilee. "Where did they even get that idea?" Fresh blinks, quickly averting her gaze to the outside of the balcony, as if she had no idea about who could have whispered such an idea to the fairies.

  


  Chapter 191: Ta-day


  
    Fresh rolls the boss-core back and forth over her workbench as she thinks, unsure of what to do. More aptly said, it’s not that she doesn’t know what she wants to do, it’s just that she isn’t sure if she should do it. This moment of quiet contemplation on her part, she realizes, would be considered a miracle by Jubilee, who would have no hesitation in telling her exactly that.


    She sighs. But is it really her choice to make? She can make the item. There’s nothing wrong with that. But it isn’t up to her to decide the direction of someone else’s life. She realizes that too, as she watches her warped reflection pass her by from left to right over and over. It isn’t right. Though... it might end up destroying all of the plans which they had spent the last days meticulously making.


    Her fingers wrap themselves around the boss-core, bringing it to a stop as she sets to work. It’s going to be a long, sleepless night. But she has to do it now, who knows how long they’ll have left? Maybe they’ll have to leave in two days, maybe in five minutes from now. She’s wasting time.


    Fresh nods to herself. She’s going to open the door, but she doesn’t get to choose who stays on which side of it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Crush}]
          
        

      
    


    


    The boss-core shatters into a heap of jagged shards in an instant, as the magical glow vanishes from her fingers. These pieces are going to serve as a strong source of power. Piling them all carefully together, she grabs a magic-crystal and extracts as many tiny spheres from it as she can. Each of them is about the size of a small pellet, hardly a few millimeters in any direction.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Extract(Sphere)}] x99
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Magic-Crystal Sphere]{Tiny}(Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            A minuscule sphere, extracted with precision from a magical-crystal, born of the mountain rock.
          
        

      
    


    


    The crystal falls apart. Tiny, little beads fall down down to the table, bouncing and rolling away in every direction, falling off of the sides. Fresh yelps, trying to catch as many as she can, wrapping her arms around the base of the table. A few clatter down to the floor, but she saves most of them.


    Sighing in relief, she piles them up. That’s two pieces down. Now she needs…


    "Hmm…" Fresh thinks, looking around the basement. Tiny rings? Tiny necklaces? Maybe tiny rings, worn as tiny necklaces?


    She gasps, that’s it!


    It was stylish, and more importantly, it would let the fairies choose what they preferred more. Jubilee would call it inefficient craftsmanship, but Fresh doesn’t let that deter her. Sometimes you have to be inefficient to get the results you want. Plus it’s also symbolic, in a way.


    Cutting tiny strands of crystal-drakonium for necklace straps is easy enough. She does that herself, with her knife.


    As for the ring, she already has the ring-crafting process nailed down. It’s just a matter of scale now. She thinks she has a good gauge on how big a fairy’s fingers are, but she decides to make a few size variations, just to be sure.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Iron Rings]{Tiny}(Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            Tiny, bare, iron bands. Unadorned with any stones.

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Durability is increased by 20%

          
        

      
    


    


    Nodding in satisfaction, she sets the collection of bite-sized iron rings to the side.


    Grabbing the boss-core fragments, Fresh then scoops them into an empty bowl, together with some dirt and then pours in a generous amount of harvest-moonwater.


    "Moondirt," mutters Fresh to herself, reminiscing about her conversation with Jubilee. Grabbing a pestle, she begins grinding it all into a very scratchy paste.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Moondirt](Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            Moondirt.

          
        

      
    


    


    She laughs quietly to herself at this memory and then throws in the beads into the muck. For anyone else, this crafting process would likely have just resulted in a dangerous, goopy, finger-cutting mess. But Fresh, thankful for the abilities that her new life has granted her, holds her hands over the bowl and focuses on her intent.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-crafting: Heartstone]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Heartstone](Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            This rock of the mountain pulsates with large amounts of low-frequency magical energy, sending out streams of it in all directions. Imbued with the spirit of the mountain, this material sustains any life-form bound to it, outside of its reaches.

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: This material can recharge its energies in the light of the moon.

          
        

      
    


    


    The beads that she had placed into the goop have now changed, the magic-crystals having absorbed the mixture of harvest-moonwater and dirt from the mountain. They’re now less translucent, rather, they look like solid, chalky rocks. Grabbing one, she squeezes it, hoping that it isn’t brittle. It isn’t, the little sphere doesn’t give in the least beneath the pressure of her fingers. It would be bad if a fairy’s charm broke while they were outside.


    Taking special precautions however, she takes one final step and grabs a pot. Using Shamrock’s technique for melting crystal-drakonium, she then slowly lowers the beads into the melted rubbery material, pulling them out and letting them harden, so that the cores are surrounded by the dampening shell of the crystal-drakonium.


    This is about all that she can do for them and she hopes it’s enough. It might not be the prettiest thing. But it would work.


    Fresh sighs, rubbing her tired face on her sleeve. But then she returns to her work right after, embedding the little heartstone-gems into the tiny rings, one by one. Then, finally, she loops the little strings around them, through the bands. It takes her the rest of the night and then another morning hour too, but she finishes the first batch eventually.


    Exhausted, she rests her head down on her filthy workbench, a bit of goo and some metal-shavings sticking to her cheek, as she stares at her handiwork, the pride of her stay here on the mountain.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Heartstone Rings]{Holy}{Tiny}(Excellent)
          
        


        
          	
            A lovingly crafted ring, embedded with rare-heartstone that stems from the depths of the mountain. This tiny ring radiates a constant magical warmth to its wearer, passively replenishing burnt life-energies.

          
        


        
          	
            Allows the wearer to access the magical properties of the mountain, even while away from it.

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: This material can recharge its energies in the light of the moon

          
        

      
    


    


    "Ta-da~" she says quietly to herself, her voice echoing around the basement. She hopes the fairies will like them. Her eyes are very heavy.


    "Are you down here?" asks Basil’s voice from upstairs.


    "Ta-daaaaa~" yawns Fresh, listening to the steps coming down the stairs.


    "Good morning," says Basil, placing a hand on her shoulder as she peeks over her from behind her. "You’ve been busy."


    Fresh closes her tired eyes. "Ta-"


    " - Daaaaa~" finishes Basil, picking up a tiny ring. "Oh, wow!" exclaims the priestess. Fresh smiles, always happy when someone is excited about her work. "These are really something."


    "Right?" asks Fresh. "You’re not going to say that I made some item that people are going to murder for, are you?" she asks warily, still not opening her eyes.


    In an unusual gesture, a hand finds its way to the top of her head. "Well, I was going to say that it took several masterwork jewelers from the church an entire season to make one single charm like this, for that fairy that I told you about. The one from that old hero-party," says the priestess.


    "Please don’t."


    The fingers rub her head. "Don’t worry, I won’t."


    "Thanks Basil, you’re the best," yawns Fresh, resting there with her head against the workbench as the priestess pets her head. She’s living the dream.


    Fresh falls asleep.

  


  Chapter 192: Walk through the city


  
    The four of them walk around town together, having decided to take a stroll to really see the sights one last time. Though, the ‘decision’ wasn’t exactly that for everyone. Fresh had to beg and plead with Jubilee, in order to convince them to go outside with the rest of them. Jubilee had joked that it was embarrassing to be seen out in public with them. Fresh cried.


    After that, Jubilee had little choice but to give in. They really are getting soft.


    "Where are we going?" they ask.


    
"We’re walking," explains Fresh, looking over at Jubilee.


    "To where?"


    Fresh shrugs. "We’re just walking so that we can walk."


    Basil holds out her arms to Jubilee. "Would you like me to carry you? I’m used to carrying kids."


    Jubilee glares at her. "Only if you want to leave the mountain with fewer fingers than you arrived with." In truth, Fresh knows that Jubilee is just a little cranky. Veli didn’t take the news well at all. The fairy had assumed straight off of the bat that they were leaving because he hasn’t been working hard enough. Logically, that idea obviously doesn’t make sense. But logic wasn’t at play in that conversation. It broke Fresh’s heart to hear, especially when he promised Jubilee to do better. This hurt her even more, because she knows that he had been trying his best without fail for weeks now, even with his broken arm that was finally starting to heal.


    Basil had been off-put by it as well and even if the priestess doesn’t say anything, Fresh knows that, as someone who has been abandoned and has abandoned others, the topic sits deeply in her heart as well.


    Fresh giving him one of the heartstone-rings didn’t help alleviate his grief. Given the way he broke down in the store, they might as well have told him that everything he loves is dead and maybe that’s exactly what they did. She doesn’t know if he has much to do outside of the purpose that he had defined for himself with his work, in all honesty. He took a lot of pride in it. The fact that he would be in charge of the new enterprise, that he would be given legal control of a full-fledged human house didn’t seem to help him either. The house and the business aren’t what he wanted.


    As the four of them walk quietly down along the river, stopping occasionally to look at the windows of the many stores around themselves, or to buy a drink or a snack at a stall, Fresh can’t help but think that the fairy Veli simply wants the same thing she wanted when she was like him. He’s hungry for community, purpose, a sense of belonging. An empty house and some magical jewelry can’t replace that.


    But she doesn’t know if they can offer him those things.


    They don’t all know each other that well. Outside of work, they have no idea about Veli and he has no idea about them. Let alone her class and the secrecy-driven nature of their existence. Having no real, deep context of the morality of this world, he likely wouldn’t be fearful of her if they told him the truth. But who’s to say that that itself wouldn’t cause a problem? What if he, in his fairy excitement, says something he shouldn’t say to the wrong person? What if he does something he shouldn’t do? What if his actions, born of a desperation for belonging, born of a desire to prove his worthiness, causes trouble for her new life?


    Fresh stops, staring down at the reflection in the water, at the wobbly visage staring back up her way. That last doubt of hers rings around her mind, over and over, filling her with a deep sense of irony and shame. Hadn’t she done all of those things herself?


    And now here she is, worried that someone else is going to do what she herself has done, because this time, it could inconvenience her. Just like she had inconvenienced Jubilee. But Jubilee had let her do it.


    She really is very selfish, isn’t she? Looking back up towards her friends who have stopped walking, perhaps wondering why she was just standing there, she realizes that if Jubilee has become too soft from her presence, then maybe she herself was becoming too hard in some senses, too greedy. This new life of hers, she might be clutching it too tightly and if she keeps squeezing, she might end up strangling it instead of simply keeping it held firm.


    In reality, maybe that hardness is exactly what she needs to have, in order for them to survive and to thrive like she wants them to. But Fresh doesn’t and never has lived based on the foundations of pragmatic reality. Pragmatic reality is what has made the world that they’re in so horrible to begin with.


    "Fuck off," says Jubilee, perhaps having already seen the lines form beneath the corners of her eyes, as she scrunches her face, about to ask an uncomfortable question. Perhaps they had seen the fidgeting of her arm, rubbing the other in a familiar tick, or perhaps Jubilee simply knows her too well at this point. "We’re not doing it. The last thing I need is another one of you babies to corral."


    Basil crosses her arms. "It might do you some good to actually do some work though," states the priestess. Shamrock’s hand lowers itself down, blocking Jubilee, who looks like they’re about to push Basil into the river.


    Both of them look up at Shamrock. The man speaks, throwing in his opinion into the conversation, the topic of which they all know about already without stating it. "He did a lot of push-ups."


    "What does that have to do with anything?!" barks Jubilee.


    Shamrock shrugs. Basil sighs, not having a clear answer either to the dilemma, apparently. Fresh however, has made up her mind.


    "Let’s ask Veli to come with us," she says.


    Basil yelps and Jubilee lets out an annoyed grunt as Shamrock picks both of them up with a hand each and sets them down in front of Fresh, so that they can speak with quieter voices.


    "If you pick me up again, I’m going to sell your armor to the forge," snaps Jubilee at the man. Basil doesn’t say anything, simply dusting herself off. Fresh assumes she’s gotten used to the hoisting at this point.


    "Not my helmet," says Shamrock, tapping his head. Jubilee glares up at him. "- Because you can’t rea-"


    *Kaduuung*


    Jubilee’s boot kicks against his shin, interrupting his sentence.


    "Come on guys, let’s not fight," laughs Fresh. "We need to talk about this."


    Jubilee’s glare turns her way again. "It’s a bad idea. Talk over," they say.


    "What do you guys think?" asks Fresh, looking at Basil and Shamrock.


    "I don’t know," sighs Basil.


    "He did a lot of sit-ups too," explains Shamrock, lifting a finger.


    Jubilee steps on his foot. "That isn’t relevant!"


    Shamrock looks down at Jubilee. "More sit-ups than you."


    "I don’t do sit-ups!" says Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    Shamrock does something that Fresh hadn’t expected the man to do. He lowers himself down, placing a single finger against Jubilee’s stomach and poking it ever so slightly. "You should." Basil snorts, covering her mouth very quickly.


    "If we get rid of you, we might have a slot open after all," states Jubilee in a cold, emotionless voice, leaning in forward against his finger to prove a point.


    "Hidden beauty must be preserved," says the man, his breastplate heaving. "Even if none can see it. For we know it is there."


    Jubilee continues to glare at him, but then quietly looks away, crossing their arms. "Shut up."


    "What a save," laughs Basil. Jubilee grumbles something inaudibly.


    Fresh blinks, her finger scratching her cheek. She isn’t really sure what just happened, but she thinks it’s cute.


    "It’s dangerous," explains Basil, seeing that she’s waiting for their conversation to continue.


    "I know," replies Fresh.


    "This carries great risk," says Shamrock.


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, knowing that already too.


    Jubilee sighs. "Whatever, who even gives a fuck anymore?"


    "You’re the best, Jubilee!" beams Fresh, knowing that this is just Jubilee’s way of agreeing to her question. Fresh is delighted. The four of them make their way through town, heading towards the gate to find Veli.

  


  Chapter 193: Isolation


  
    "What do you mean ‘he left’?" asks Fresh, staring up at the familiar fairy, who looks out of the fairy-house hanging in the branches above the grave that she had dug.


    The fairy from the tailor’s shop, Tarja, looks down at her from out of a small, open window. "He left," she says again. "Flew right off the mountain."


    "Oh no…" says Fresh, looking distraught at her friends. Jubilee stands there with crossed arms, leaned back against a tree and Basil simply looks away. "Is he coming back?"


    Tarja shakes her head. "You tell me!" snaps the fairy down at her with surprising sharpness to her voice. Fresh is taken aback by the mixture of her tone and the grim expression on her face. She hasn’t seen any of the fairies ever make a face like that before. "The last time he looked like that was after Irina," explains Tarja, looking out and away over the side of the mountain, her expression calming down as she does so.


    Fresh rubs her arm, hoping her friends will come up with an answer. But none of them have anything to say. The treetops are lined with fairy-houses, all tethered up high against the inner crowns of the trees, where they are not only hidden, but also out of reach. A few faces watch them warily out of the tiny windows. But only Tarja and the familiar green-haired leader of the one fairy-party are interested in talking to them.


    "Hey," says the green-haired fairy. "You got any more of those rings?"


    Fresh nods. "We have a whole bunch. Everyone who wants one can come get one tomorrow." Seeing that they’re unwelcome here right now, she turns around and scoots her friends away. "If Veli comes back, please tell him that we want him to come with us."


    "Then you should have told him that before!" shouts Tarja after her as they leave. Fresh frowns, but doesn’t say anything.


    The four of them walk back through the forest.


    "Well, we tried," says Jubilee, dusting their hands.


    Basil looks around. "Do you get the feeling that they were mad at us?"


    Jubilee shakes their head. "Seems a little ungrateful, considering we were getting yelled at from houses that we donated."


    "Do you guys think Veli is going to be okay?" asks Fresh. "He’s all by himself. What if a hungry bird sees him, or a snake?" She rubs her arm again, feeling terrified for his sake.


    Jubilee shakes their head. "He’s probably going to die, if he isn’t dead already."


    "Jubilee!" shouts Fresh, ready to cry.


    Jubilee shrugs indifferently, walking on further as Fresh stands there, horrified. "It’s a big world and he’s a little guy. I don’t know what to tell you."


    Fresh runs after them, looking at Shamrock and at Basil, hoping that their expressions would show that Jubilee was just being mean. But when she sees Shamrock’s gaze locked dead ahead and Basil looking down and away to the side, she knows that they’re thinking the same thing. The priestess turns her face towards her, her hand rubbing Fresh’s back. "I’m sure he’ll be okay," she consoles. But Fresh knows that she doesn’t mean it.


    The four of them make their way back, by the time they exit the forest, Fresh has finished crying.


    "Let’s go to bed," suggests Basil, as they step inside of their front door. Jubilee and Shamrock nod in agreement. Fresh shakes her head, waving them off as she heads to the basement.


    "I want to finish packing some more stuff," she explains, closing the door behind herself as she heads downstairs by herself. The basement has been, despite how they found it, a place of great comfort for her during their stay here. Whenever her body ached, she could go to the warm waters of the bath. Whenever her spirit ached or was overwhelmed with the energetic currents of her life, she could retreat down here to the sanctuary of the underground. She supposes, that in this life, much like her old one, that she is still a reclusive person.


    There’s nothing wrong with that, of course. But as she heads over to her workbench, she remembers the thoughts that she had had upon arriving in this world. Thoughts of some grand adventure, of becoming some cherished person of value. In a sense, both of those things have come true. In a sense, the fountain had fulfilled its obligations to her. She had made money, she had had chances to be happy and these days, she feels that she is exactly that, more often than not.


    She rubs her arm once more, looking around the basement. Fresh winces, pulling her hand back from her body. She had rubbed too high. The area on her shoulder is still deeply scarred from her initial struggles in this world. It stings with a sharp tinge as her fingers graze over the area.


    Her wandering eyes find their way to the stack of Basil’s scar-healing creams, that the priestess had been carefully coating in wax so that the metal tins could be stored in her inventory when they left. As her fingers run over her shoulder again, triggering a new pain, she realizes the obvious. She could use some of the ointment, maybe it will help. She’s sure Basil would be more than happy to let her have a can of it.


    She winces, feeling the painful bump on her shoulder again as her fingers run over it a third time. She shakes her head. No, she doesn’t want to get rid of the scars.


    The basement door opens and she listens as a pair of heavy boots come downstairs. "Hi, Shamrock," says Fresh, lowering her hand and looking at the approaching giant.


    "Hi," is all that he says as he walks up to her and grabs her, hoisting her over his shoulder.


    Fresh yelps in surprise as she finds herself being carried back to the staircase. "What’s up?" she asks, worried that something has happened. Are they running away? Did someone come and recognize them who shouldn’t have? Is tonight the night that they had to leave?!


    "Bed time," he says, his gruff voice breaking the terror forming in her mind.


    "Huh?" Fresh blinks.


    "Bed time," repeats the man.


    "…Huh?"


    He doesn’t repeat himself a third time, bending down to fit through the door with her on his shoulder, before heading upstairs.


    "Thanks, Shamrock," smiles Basil at him as they walk past. Fresh gasps, her own weapon had been used against her. Shamrock flashes the priestess a thumbs-up before he turns around. Fresh feels Basil unstringing her boots and taking them off. A moment later, Shamrock tosses her down off of his shoulder and onto her bed.


    "Good night," is all that he says, before walking away to his own bed and simply falling down into it. The frame rattles as he lands. Fresh blinks at the sight, feeling confusion, but also pride in her craftsmanship of his bed. She’s still not sure what just happened though. Fresh looks over at Basil, who sets down her boots and turns down the light of her lantern.


    "Good night everyone," says Basil, looking around the room.


    A vague grumbling can be heard from Jubilee’s room as the light goes out.


    Fresh stares around the darkness, still not sure what had just happened. She had been kidnapped and brought to her bed early in some insidious scheme designed to…


    - Prevent her from being alone in the basement?


    She worms her way out of her robe, neglecting her pajamas for the night, crawling instead down under her blanket, burrowing down as deep as she can go to hide herself from the world. Basil had taken off her boots. Was she conspiring with the foot-demons? Fresh thinks this is unlikely. But she can’t help but consider the possibility.


    Having friends is a really complicated business.


    "Good night, Basil," she says, digging her way back up and out. "Goodnight, Shamrock." She turns her head to the wall next to her, placing her hand by her mouth to project her voice. "Goodnight, Jubilee."


    She sighs, getting comfortable as she wishes her final goodnight to the fairy, Veli, who she hopes receives it, wherever he might be.

  


  Chapter 194: The south


  
    Jubilee draws a line down over the crude map on the table. "We’ll head down this way. We’re gonna have to dip into the south a little," they explain. "But only about a day’s worth of walking, it’ll be fine."


    "Can’t we just go around the center, to the north?" asks Basil, a little worried about this proposition.


    Jubilee shakes their head. "With our luck, some rider will be heading between the north and the center and end up recognizing us," explains Jubilee. "We’re better off taking the other way. We’ve done well staying hidden this far, despite how blatantly public we are," they say, glaring at the giant, dark-armoured man for a moment. "No point in ruining that now."


    "But…"


    Jubilee taps the map again, making their point clear to the priestess.


    Fresh chimes in. "Can’t we just go through the central city?"


    Jubilee looks at her. "If by ‘go through’, you mean ‘get executed at the front gate and have our bodies thrown out of the back one’, then yes."


    Fresh frowns, crossing her arms as her eyes drift towards the ceiling. "But weren’t you there before, Jubilee?" she asks, remembering Jubilee’s conversation with the man who had needed his rare-wood staff repaired.


    "Those were different days," explains Jubilee.


    "We should get an anqa and a cart," suggests Basil. "We’d save weeks of travel."


    "We have the funds, but it’ll cut deep into our savings. Plus I’m still convinced we should stay off the roads as much as possible."


    Shamrock looks up from the map. "Time is precious."


    "So is being alive, meat-head," replies Jubilee.


    Basil, still not convinced, jumps back in. "But the south…?"


    "We’re not going to the south, we’re making a slight bend towards it, while we head east," explains a frustrated Jubilee.


    Fresh blinks, looking around the room. "Why don’t we just go to the south?" she asks, bringing the question out of the forefront of her mind. Basil and Jubilee look her way, both with very different expressions. "If that’s where the other witches are, then I’d really like to meet them."


    "Fuck off, goo-brain!" says Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "Absolutely not!" exclaims Basil, staring at her with horrified eyes.


    Fresh frowns, feeling the harsh, yet worried eyes that have fallen onto her. Feeling a sense of nervousness that she hasn’t felt in a very long time, she notices that her foot has lifted itself up an inch, as if she were about to step back and run away. She lowers it back down.


    "Inadvisable," says Shamrock, shaking his head. "This side still has much to see."


    "Huh? This side?" asks Fresh, a little surprised by her friends’ direct reactions.


    "This side," repeats Shamrock, tapping against, not the map, but the table itself.


    Jubilee scratches a line across the sheet of paper from left to right, a hand’s width below the central city and roughly scribbles out the entire area beneath it. "See this?" asks Jubilee, glaring at her as they point at the marked-out area. "This is all ‘get fucked’ territory," they explain. "If you want to go anywhere near there, my answer to you is going to be ‘get fucked,’ shit-head!" yells Jubilee at her. "The fuck is your problem?"


    Fresh blinks, taken aback by the reaction that seems harsh, even for Jubilee. She did something wrong again, didn’t she? She can feel it. Their reactions aren’t in proportion with the question that she thought she was asking. It’s been a while, but she recalls this feeling of melancholic disappointment inside of herself all too well. Her eyes lower themselves down, unable to meet any of theirs and she finds her hand up on her arm again, fiddling around the area with the painful scars.


    "Sorry," says Fresh, noticing a tightening in her chest and a damp welling in her eyes. "I didn’t know that there’s something wrong with going there."


    The others are quiet for a moment. But then, Basil speaks. "Aren’t you from the southern area?"


    "That was a lie," admits Fresh, clearing the air right away.


    "Oh…"


    Fresh looks at Basil. "I’m sorry, Basil. I had to come up with something when you asked me back then," she explains. "I was worried you’d find out about my class."


    "Huh…" says the priestess, her hand playing with her sleeve. She looks a bit disappointed, which Fresh understands. Friends shouldn’t lie to each other. The priestess sighs. But to Fresh’s surprise, Basil’s shoulders seem to lighten and her posture seems to loosen itself. "So you don’t know what the south is?" asks Basil. Fresh shakes her head.


    The priestess shoots a glare over to Jubilee, whose posture has lost its tension as well. "Honestly! Haven’t you taught her anything?!"


    "Shove it!" barks Jubilee. "I’m not a mother-goose. I taught her how to stay alive. Everything after that isn’t my problem!"


    "Apparently, you didn't!" snaps Basil back at them. The two of them devolve into a fight. While they sort things out between themselves, Fresh looks around the room. She’s happy that nobody is mad at her anymore, but she still doesn’t understand her friends’ reactions.


    There is a tearing sound, as Shamrock rips off the entire scribbled-out section of the map. He tears that piece in half as well, before turning to her and drying her damp eyes with the two scraps.


    "Thanks Shamrock," sniffles Fresh. He nods to her, before then crumpling both of the bits of paper into two balls and throwing them. The first one donks against Basil’s head and the priestess yelps in surprise. Just as Jubilee starts laughing, they too are silenced, as the second ball thuds against their forehead, before bouncing back onto the table. Both Basil and Jubilee stare at Shamrock in deep agitation, having been unceremoniously torn out of their verbal scuffle.


    "Enough." He taps the table again, its legs wobbling as he applies a significant amount of force with his hand, perhaps being annoyed as well, though at them, rather than at her.


    The two of them look his way and then at each other. Jubilee and Basil seem to come to a silent understanding, both of them standing next to each other at the table again.


    "Sorry," says Basil.


    "Sorry," mutters Jubilee.


    Fresh blinks, now entirely lost. "Guys…?"


    Basil, Jubilee and Shamrock look at each other. Fresh’s eyes wander between them all, seeing that they are once again coming to a silent conclusion of some kind together, without her. Jubilee nods. Basil seems hesitant, but she nods quietly as well. Shamrock gives his blessing to their arrangement as well.


    "Too heavy," explains the giant man. "The world is sinking."


    Fresh watches her friends. "Huh?"


    "Too many heavy souls," he explains. Fresh remembers him speaking about this before, back in the forest on their way here to the west. She had assumed that he was being metaphorical.


    Basil takes over. "The south has been vanishing, it’s been sinking into -"


    "- It’s fucked!" explains Jubilee, cutting Basil off and getting to the point. "If you go to the south, you aren’t coming back. It’s a one way trip."


    Fresh looks at them. "It’s sinking into the ocean or something?" she asks, scratching her cheek.


    Shamrock exhales, his powerful breath causing the small ball of paper to roll across the table towards Jubilee. "Black-water has taken the surface," explains Shamrock. "Black-water has taken the souls there."


    "Black-water?" asks Fresh, her eyes going wide.


    Basil sits down, not wanting to stand anymore as they speak about such a thing. "The south is sinking into the spirit world," she explains. "To ‘go there’ means to die. Forever."


    "Wait, then the other witches? The sect?" asks Fresh, her eyes going wide. "I thought they’re still alive."


    "They are," explains Shamrock. "But they have given up," he says again, like he had told her down in the basement a few nights ago. He breathes for a moment. "They reside in the south. There is no return."


    Basil nods. "You can go to the spirit world. But once it has marked your soul, there’s no coming back to this side," she says. "I bet they’re content with the world sinking away, honestly."


    "It wouldn’t sink, if it wasn’t heavy," explains Shamrock with unusual verbosity. Basil looks at him, clearly about to object, maybe because of what this statement of his implies. But she stops herself and looks back down to the table, perhaps realizing that he has a point. The souls in this world are too heavy, too cruel and so, the world itself is sinking back down into the realm of the dead, from which it, as well as all life here, had once emerged aeons ago.


    "So… they’re not dead?" asks Fresh.


    "They might as well be," says Jubilee. "Look. The south is fucked, okay? If you want to die, then tell me, so I can slit your throat myself," says Jubilee.


    "I don’t," says Fresh, realizing that this is essentially what she had told her friends. Or at least what they had initially understood from her statement. It was no wonder that they were so mad at her.


    "If you die here," explains Basil. "You’ll be able to return to the well of souls. But…" she shakes her head. "If you go to the south, that’s it. You’re done."


    "Done?" asks Fresh.


    "Done," nods Basil. "No afterlife. No cosmic bestowance. No reincarnation. You’re done."


    "I don’t know about any of that kooky bullshit," says Jubilee, waving Basil off. "But I do know that if you go there, it’s the end," they say, pushing the map back onto the table and swiping their hand over it, to get the ball of paper off. It flies away, rolling across the floor until it hits the wall.


    "The end," nods Shamrock in agreement.


    The four of them quietly stand around the table, looking at the torn map. The frayed, torn off edge on the bottom of the sheet of paper still carries the ink stains from Jubilee’s wild scribbling and as Fresh stares at it, she can’t help but notice that the black ink is still seeping just a little bit further upwards, ever so slowly, bit by bit.

  


  Chapter 195: Next of kin


  
    "That’s the last of it," says Jubilee, dusting their hands as more water splashes out of Fresh’s open inventory. The four of them stand in the cleared out basement. "With all of these materials and our money, we’ll be up and running in a couple of days, when we get there."


    "It’s certainly nice to have some advance warning," says Basil, nodding as she looks around the room. "But what are we going to do with the building now?" she asks. "With Veli gone, should we just… sell it back to the magistrate?"


    "More money is always good," agrees Jubilee.


    Fresh shakes her head, closing her window. "But what about the fairies? What about the fairy-item-shop?"


    "It’s all fucked without Veli," says Jubilee. "Don’t know what to tell you."


    Fresh frowns. "What if we sign over the house to some other fairy? That one with the green-hair," she suggests. "She seems like she knows what she’s doing."


    "You want to give our house to a stranger?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh lifts her finger. "I want to donate our house to the needy. Just like before." She leans against the workbench. "Besides, she’s been watching you teach Veli. I think she picked a lot of stuff up."


    "She didn’t seem too happy to see us before," sighs Basil.


    "I don’t have any other ideas, guys," relents Fresh.


    Jubilee shakes their head. "It’s not our problem to begin with. We already did a lot for the fairies. We can’t save everybody."


    "But we haven’t saved anybody, Jubilee," argues Fresh.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Fine. Fuck me. She wanted one of those rings in the morning. We’ll ask her then," concedes Jubilee. "But if she wants a ring, she probably wants to leave the mountain too." They cross their arms. "Hell. They might all want to leave the mountain."


    Fresh nods, having considered this a possibility as well. The four of them head upstairs. Fresh sleeps unwell that night, dreaming of the fairy Veli, being chased across an endless branch of a tree by a slug that is twice his size. It wants to eat his eyes for some unexplained reason.


    The morning comes. She is well rested despite that odd dream. Breakfast is warm and delicious and the conversations over the table are surprisingly light and energizing. Her coughee is on the edge of warm, but not hot-hot and the cool morning breeze, wafting in through the window, carries with it many energetic voices from the outside-world.


    Today is a good day. She can tell, even before it has really begun.


    An hour passes. They are downstairs, the store has already opened. "You want me to what?" asks the green-haired fairy, who they have dragged to the side, to speak with her in private.


    "We wanted Veli, but you’re the next best option," explains Jubilee. "We’re giving you the building and the store, if you want it."


    "Why?" she asks suspiciously, the tiny heart-stone necklace already strapped around her neck.


    "So that you squeaky fucks have a place to live," explains Jubilee.


    "We like the fairy-houses," says the fairy, her green hair bouncing as she hovers in the air. Fresh stares at it, always jealous of how bouncy fairy-hair is.


    "Yeah, guess who made those? For free?" asks Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "No," says the green-haired fairy, looking over her shoulder at her party. "We’re flying to the north. We want to become adventurers there!" she explains. Fresh blinks. "We heard the northern-dungeon is easier," says the fairy excitedly, her eyes shining with an energy that Fresh hasn’t seen since the fairy’s first night of life. "I’m going to become a priestess!"


    Basil looks over from the side.


    "I don’t know if they take fairies," says Jubilee.


    "They will!" explains the fairy. "I heard that since some super-evil, super-ugly, super-mean witch showed up, they’ve been recruiting everyone they can!" She hovers away, heading back to her group. "Bye!"


    "You’re welcome," calls Jubilee snarkily after them. Fresh sighs. They hadn’t been thanked for the necklaces or for the fairy-houses, let alone for this newest offer of theirs. Obviously, she would have done all of it anyway, but still. "Fuck’s sake," sighs Jubilee. "You can’t even give a fucking house away these days." They look up at her. "There. Can we sell it now?"


    "What about Tarja?" asks Fresh, looking around the room for the fairy from the tailor’s shop.


    "What about me?" asks a sharp voice, flying upside in front of her face. The heart-stone necklace hangs upside from her neck. It seems like literally every fairy has come to get one. Are they really all going to leave?


    Fresh blinks, surprised that she’s here. "You want a house?" asks Fresh. "Everyone can stay here."


    "I have a house," says Tarja, shaking her head. "Besides, I’m leaving."


    "Huh?"


    She nods. "Yeah, me and some of the others are heading to the east. We heard it’s super warm there," explains Tarja. "We’re going to open a tailoring shop and I’ll be able to make a lot of nice clothes for people!" she says excitedly.


    "Ah…" says Fresh, not sure if this is going to be a problem. Jubilee seems indifferent to the statement though, judging by their body language. So Fresh decides that it isn’t a threat if anyone from the west sees them in the east. She looks down towards Jubilee, who stares back her way, apparently already knowing what her next question is going to be. They shake their head, signaling ‘no’. The fairies aren’t allowed to travel together with them.


    "Anyways, I gotta go!" says Tarja, seeing that the rest of her group is carrying a bottle of sweet-tea together to the counter. "Bye!"


    "Bye!" calls Fresh after her.


    "Satisfied?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh frowns, lowering her head sideways on top of Jubilee’s. "Nooo~" she moans. "They’re all leaving, it’s so dangerous out there, Jubilee."


    "It’s dangerous everywhere, goo-brain."


    Shamrock wiggles a toy-slime back and forth. "Let them walk on two feet."


    "But they can fly, Shamrock," says Fresh, blinking as she stares at the sideways man. He looks at her, his finger stuck in the slime. He doesn't respond.


    "Can you let go?" asks Jubilee, sounding annoyed.


    "No," says Fresh, turning her face and planting her nose on top of Jubilee’s head, pressing it into the fabric of their hood, feeling the soft give of a layer of hair beneath it.


    "Can you just not?"


    Fresh can not ‘not’. Instead, she stands there, her face buried on top of Jubilee’s head as she thinks, breathing in the air that smells like her friend. It helps her think. Also, Jubilee smells nice. Like summer flowers with a soft hint of soap. She realizes that there is also a familiar smell to them, buried in the fabric. That of Basil’s cream. It makes her smile, knowing that Jubilee is taking care of themself.


    "You’re being creepy in public," says Jubilee, their arms crossed.


    "Sorry," apologizes Fresh, but she still stays there, not moving. "I’m thinking."


    "Can you think in a way that doesn’t involve me?" asks Jubilee. "Usually people like you get their ideas by finger-painting or eating glue."


    "You’re being mean again, Jubilee~."


    "Sorry. Dumb-ass," sighs Jubilee, standing there much the same.


    "I guess we’re out of options now," concedes Fresh.


    Jubilee shakes their head, Fresh feels it moving beneath her face. "In regards to the fairies, yeah. We’re fucked."


    Fresh sighs. "So…"


    "So we’re selling it."


    She frowns, but sees no other way out. Money is always good, but it isn’t what she was hoping for in her heart of hearts. But, if nobody needs the house, then it’s the only sensible thing to do.


    Basil chimes in. "I have an idea." Fresh lifts her head, looking at the priestess. "There are others," explains Basil. "People who need a home, but can’t afford the adventurers’ guild."


    Jubilee shifts. "Fuck off."


    Basil crosses her arms. "How is it any different than the fairies?"


    Jubilee locks their hands to their hips. "Because I have good will towards them. Those fucking orphans can fuck right off and die."


    "Jubilee~!" scolds Fresh.


    Jubilee grumbles under their breath, but then seems to relent. Leaning over sideways, they look at Shamrock. "Hey, meat-head," Shamrock looks over their way. "Go outside and find that little shit we met when we arrived here." Shamrock nods, setting down his toy slime. "Throw those orphans into the river if you need to humble them," instructs Jubilee, pointing at him.


    "Please don’t throw the children into the river, Shamrock," asks Basil.


    Shamrock looks to Fresh for guidance on this newest dilemma. She shakes her head ‘no’. Flashing her a thumbs-up, Shamrock leaves, heading out on his personal quest.


    Jubilee lets out a disappointed sigh.

  


  Chapter 196: Dress up


  
    "What do you think about this one?" asks Basil, coming out of the dressing room of the tailor’s shop.


    Fresh looks up from the shelf that she’s browsing through. "It looks really great, Basil!"


    Basil sighs, but smiles. "You said the same thing about the last three."


    "They all look great on you!" says Fresh, pulling out a dress to look at. By the time she looks back up, Basil has already vanished back into the dressing room. The two of them are out in the city, buying clothes to prepare for the desert. Fresh isn’t too sure what she wants, in all honesty. Maybe she’ll just ask Jubilee to make something for her, that way she’ll like it no matter what it looks like. The rings of the curtain slide along the bar as Basil comes out again.


    "What about this one?"


    "It looks great!" says Fresh, seeing the drab, off-green robe with golden embroidery that the priestess has on. Seeing that this answer wasn’t helping Basil make up her mind, she decides to explain her reasoning. "The muted color really makes your eyes and hair stand out more," she explains.


    Basil looks down at herself. "Really?"


    "Mm!" Fresh blinks, staring at Basil for a second. "Stay there!" she says, running across the shop to get something she saw before. A wide, flat-brimmed hat. It looks like a typical wizard’s hat, but squished and flatter and it has the same color as the dress.


    "Huh?" asks Basil, watching her vanish into the fabric jungle. A minute later she appears back out on the other side. "How did you get there?" asks Basil, confused.


    "I got lost," admits Fresh, scratching her cheek.


    Basil does her best not to laugh. Fresh drags her a step away from the closet and presses the hat down onto her head. "A hat?" asks the priestess. "I never really wear hats."


    "Mm," nods Fresh. "Neither do I, but the desert is super hot and sunny," she explains. "So this will stop your skin from getting burnt!"


    "Huh, you might have a point there," admits the priestess, somewhat surprised. Fresh nods with pride, spinning her around and letting her look at herself in the mirror. "What do you think?" asks Basil, adjusting the hat as she stares at herself.


    "It looks great!" says Fresh. Basil sighs, but then starts laughing. In truth, Fresh really is sure that it does. But it’s still missing something. The color suits her well and the cut is nice. Plus the hat makes her look very ‘adventurery’ which Fresh thinks is fantastic. But there’s still something missing to help frame her face a little more.


    "Do you have eye problems, Basil?" asks Fresh, adjusting the fabric on the back of her robe.


    "Eye problems?" The priestess thinks for a moment. "No, I mean, I saw better when I was growing up. But I think that’s just normal stuff. Why?" she asks, looking down at the robe. "Don’t you like it?"


    "No, it’s great!" says Fresh. "I just had an idea, is all. You should get glasses, you’d look super cute!"


    "Glasses?" asks Basil, turning her head around to look over her shoulder. Fresh ducks under the wide brim of the hat, spinning her way. She seems intrigued, but uncertain.


    "Glasses," repeats Fresh, rolling her index fingers and thumbs together into two ‘O’s and placing them in front of her eyes. Basil stares at her, confused. "Don’t you know what glasses are, Basil?" asks Fresh. Basil shakes her head.


    Fresh gasps. She hadn’t accounted for this. Maybe glasses don’t exist here? She frowns, thinking for a second. It makes sense to her. If telescopes are rare and super-expensive, that means lens-crafting is probably a very specialistic technique. Maybe for normal adventurers, things like glasses just don’t exist. She’d be surprised if the nobles didn’t have them though.


    She nods, determined now. Dragging Basil to the counter by her hand, they pay for her clothes. They fit off the rack and don’t need any adjusting.


    "What about you?" asks Basil as they leave. "Your robe is going to be way too hot there with all of the fluff."


    "I didn’t see anything that really did it for me," admits Fresh, dragging a confused Basil back home.


    The shop is closed, they had hung up a sign to tell any customers just as much. Only the fairies are inside, together with Jubilee and Shamrock. They’re undergoing the last of their education, before they all depart from the mountain. Having abandoned the teaching of business techniques, they’re now teaching them about survival out in the wilderness and about what they can expect in the other cities. "Hey guys!" says Fresh, scooting past everyone with Basil in tow. Jubilee is busy cursing at some fairy who had asked a question and Shamrock nods to them. Fresh suddenly stops in her tracks, standing behind Shamrock.


    "What’s up?" asks Basil, confused at her sudden stopping.


    Fresh turns to her, opening the shutters for the repair slide. "Meet me down in the basement, Basil!" says Fresh to the confused priestess, before pushing herself into the hole in the wall.


    She had always wanted to do this.


    Sliding down the rollers with her hands out in front of herself, she rushes down the incline of the slide, the construction rattling noisily as she shoots around the bend, just a little too fast. Fresh yelps, spinning around in an attempt to slow herself down. She reaches the end of the slide, scooting off of the sorting corner and falling bottom-first onto the floor.


    Fresh rubs her back, scooting away a little and laughing, surprised she didn’t take any damage from that fall. "Ow…"


    Her lamentation is interrupted as a moment later, Basil’s voice comes down from the staircase as well, her wordless shout sounding oddly bumpy, as if she were being shaken up and down. Fresh only realizes a second too late, as she sees the priestess coming around the bend, that she too had opted to try out the slide, her wide hat clutched against her body. "Look out!" calls Basil, but before she can escape, the priestess flies down and crashes into her.


    Fresh yelps as Basil flies down against her as she half-manages to catch her, falling onto her back. "Are you okay, Basil?" winces Fresh, feeling the return of the painful pulling sensation in her lower spine.


    "It was faster than I expected it to be," says the voice, stemming out from the face that is pressed down next to her head. One of her legs is still hanging up on the edge of the table. "Sorry, I’m fine, are you?" asks the priestess, dusting herself off as she pushes herself up. "It seemed like a fun idea," she laughs, placing her hands on the stones above Fresh’s shoulders and pushing herself up and off of her.


    "Mm," nods Fresh, opting not to tell Basil that her back really hurts now. It was a lot of fun, even if it was kind of scary. She’s surprised that Basil wanted to slide too. Fresh can’t help but wonder if she isn’t a bad influence on her friends sometimes. She tilts her head, looking past Basil for a moment, as in a brief instant of terror, she expects Shamrock to come down the slide next. But nobody else ever shows up. She sighs in relief, turning her head back forward and looking back up to Basil, whose face is still there, hovering over hers, her long hair draped down around them as she stares with a look that Fresh can’t make heads or tails of.


    "Basil?" asks Fresh, blinking.


    Basil blinks too, jumping up rather quickly a second later. "Sorry!" she says, sitting upright and climbing off, helping her get up. "Is your back okay?" she asks, seeing Fresh wobble up to her feet.


    "It’s fiiine~" moans Fresh, holding her back with one hand, as she hobbles over to the workbench.


    "Oh no, I’m sorry! Should I get Shamrock?"


    "No!" replies Fresh quickly, not wanting to be shaken out again like last time. It helped, but it really did hurt a lot. She hovers over the workbench and the few materials that still remain. Copper seems like the right material for this.


    Grabbing a copper-bar, she cuts off four long strips lengthwise from it, as well as one shorter one. All of them are only a few millimetres thick.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Cut}] x5
          
        

      
    


    


    Taking one of the long ones, she holds it against the side of Basil’s head, figuring out the length that she needs. Once she’s figured it out, she bends both of the two metal ‘twigs’, down near the end, with just her hands. So that there is a slight downward hook.


    Then, taking the other two long pieces, she uses her abilities to cut out a tiny channel along the length of both of them.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman {Extract(Rectangle)}] x2
          
        

      
    


    


    Next, she takes those two strips and bends them into a circle, so that the small channel groove is on the inside of them. She grabs one, holding it up to Basil’s face, against her eye, trying to see if the size is right. It isn’t, so she adjusts it again, bending it on the sides to make it more inwardly squished.


    As for the lenses, she still has a whole box of various glass lenses for her telescopes, so she slides that over to Basil. A lot of them she had made ‘wrong’ so they weren’t suited for the purpose of being a telescope lens. But it seemed like a shame to throw them out. "Look through these, tell me which one helps you see the best," she says and Basil, still confused, obliges, picking out two a minute later and handing them to Fresh. She nods, taking them and cutting their edges down so that they fit into the squished circle-frames. She notices that Basil has chosen two lenses that she had made out of moonglass.


    With a dab of glue, she carefully wedges them into the channels that she had carved and then, presses the circular frame back shut around them, closing it up with her abilities.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Blacksmithing {Join Metal}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh beams, they’re starting to take shape. Now she just needs to combine the ‘wings’ and to make the nose-bridge. The flappy ‘ear-sticks’ are easy enough. She doesn’t know what they’re supposed to be called. But she knows what she means. She just uses a tiny hinge to attach them, one on each side, to the circular frames. Basil stares curiously over her shoulder meanwhile.


    Finally, taking the tiny strip of copper that she had cut off before, she cuts that in half again and sands it, leaving only a tiny, smooth wire.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Blacksmithing {Cut Metal}]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Sand {Smooth}]
          
        

      
    


    


    With some glue, she glues on two tiny nubs of crystal-drakonium, so that they won’t slide and then she puts it all together.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Blacksmithing {Join Metal}]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Moonglasses](Holy){Excellent}

          
        


        
          	
            A pair of large, round spectacles with low strength lenses. Helps the wearer see marginally better.

          
        


        
          	
            While equipped:


              -) Vision: -0.75D


              -) +1 INT


              -) +1 WIS

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect:


              -) Lenses are resistant to bright sun-light


              -) Lenses are resistant to oil smears


              -) Lenses are non-reflective

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.06kg

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    "Ta-da!" says Fresh, holding out the glasses to Basil who takes them, looking at them curiously.


    "What are they?"


    "They’re glasses."


    "What do they do?"


    "You wear them," explains Fresh, making the gesture around her eyes again with her fingers. Grabbing the glasses, she unfolds them and sets them onto Basil’s face, adjusting them.


    "Oh, Wow," says Basil in quiet bewilderment as she looks around the basement. "Everything looks so sharp!"


    Fresh gasps, seeing her. She reaches over the table, grabbing Basil’s hat and sets it back on top of her head, adjusting it. She gasps again. Quickly, she runs across the basement, grabbing Basil’s adventuring bag from the corner and slinging it over her shoulders. "Basil!" calls Fresh excitedly.


    "Y…yes?" asks Basil, blinking a few times as she stares through the glasses at her.


    Fresh clenches her fists, leaning in towards the nervous priestess. "You look great!"


    "Really?" asks Basil, grabbing the straps of her bag. "You think?" she asks, embarrassed.


    [image: Img]

  


  Chapter 197: Make it weird


  
    "Come on. Chop, chop," barks Jubilee at Shamrock as he passes by and heads out of the front-door with several boxes in his hands. He spares a glance down towards Jubilee, opting not to say anything as he loads the contents into the tiny half-carriage. Dried provisions, materials, blankets, all sorts of those traveling necessitates that they’ll need on the road have already been bought by Jubilee and loaded into the small wagon that they’ve also arranged.


    Basil is in town, securing an adolescent Anqa. Though Jubilee had insisted that the three of them just take turns pulling the wagon. Everyone declined that offer, opting rather to pitch in a bit of all of their own personal funds to just buy an Anqa and be done with it. Basil, having experience with the creatures, is in charge of that. Shamrock, Fresh and Jubilee are loading up the cart.


    As for the house, Jubilee begrudgingly agreed to give it to the party of children who had accosted Shamrock on several occasions. They obviously seemed skeptical at first, especially the feisty, black-haired boy, who is apparently the leader of their party. They only ended up believing them after Shamrock confirmed that their offer was real.


    Fresh isn’t sure why the kids trusted Shamrock blindly, especially after he had rejected them and their invitations so often, but to them, his word was law. Maybe there’s something to be said for the sheer effect that a strong, stoic presence like his has, especially on wayward children. Shamrock is a bit of a silly person, but she can imagine how he would appear as a lawful authority figure to the lost. After all, he had been the same for her.


    It’s a wild world, apparently. Orphans here don’t even need legal guardians. Things such as the orphanage that Basil used to work at, are a luxury. Most ‘lost’ children ended up either disappearing or banding together in small packs, much like the fairies. There’s safety in numbers. That’s what the group of kids here had been doing. Apparently, the six of them, classless, have been making ends meet for over a year by just grinding the few levels of the dungeon that they can manage within every reset.


    Everyone tries so hard to survive in this world and she’s just living a life of love and comfort, realizes Fresh. It makes her feel bad, in a way. Even if she knows that it isn’t something to feel bad about. Fresh makes a note to tighten up the locks on the windows and doors before they leave and to build a few extra beds. Maybe she could make some bunk-beds? That would save space for them. Jubilee is going to take care of the paperwork after this. Speaking of space…


    "Jubilee?" she asks, carrying the soft, sky-blue blanket that Jubilee had made for her, folded up and close to her chest.


    "What?" asks Jubilee, watching as she carefully stows it away, tucking it tenderly into a box.


    Fresh looks over her shoulder. "When we leave, do you want to sit on my lap?"


    Jubilee places their hands on their hips. "What is wrong with you?"


    Fresh frowns. "I’m just asking! It’s going to be cramped," she says, patting the small cart. "It’s such a little thing."


    "It would be less cramped if you had stopped eating all of those candies," replies Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    "I haven’t had any candy in weeks!" exclaims Fresh. "Right, Shamrock?"


    Shamrock nods, poking a finger against her stomach. "Like steel," is all that he says, before walking back inside to get another box. Fresh beams, making a show out of flexing her arms.


    "Anyways," sighs Jubilee. "The biggest piece of dead-weight here is this guy," they add on, pointing over their shoulder towards Shamrock. "He’ll take up half the cart by himself."


    Shamrock turns his head around, looking at Jubilee. "My lap is also free."


    "Fuck off!" barks Jubilee. Shamrock shrugs and leaves. "I’m not sitting on anyone’s lap, you degenerates!"


    "But Jubileeee~" argues Fresh. "We can make a lap-stack!"


    Jubilee stares at her for a moment. "A what?"


    "A lap-stack," explains Fresh, gesturing with her hands. "We’ll arrange ourselves from biggest to smallest and then we’ll sit on each other’s laps together in one spot." She scratches her cheek, considering the merits of this idea. It would really save a lot of space. Plus she bets it would be fun.


    "Here’s a better idea; we’ll make a noose and then drag my dead body behind the cart," counters Jubilee. "Because that’s a preferable alternative."


    Fresh sighs, going to get another box. "So you don’t like the lap-stack idea?"


    "I do not like the lap-stack idea."


    Fresh tilts her head, moving on to her next question. "Do you want to share a room in our next house, Jubilee?" asks Fresh. "We can have a sleep-over every night then!"


    "What? So you can crush my bones all night with your weird, grabby, crab-fingers?" asks Jubilee. "No thanks," they say. "Besides, the others will probably get weird about it."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, confused, looking around at her fingers. They don’t look weird, grabby or crabby to her. "Why would they get weird about it?"


    Jubilee looks at her for a moment, but then just shoos her away, their shoulders drooping. "Don’t you worry your empty, little head about it. Come on. Who knows how much time we have left."


    "Mm," nods Fresh, heading upstairs to pack away Jubilee’s mirror into her inventory. They’ve certainly already prepared a lot more for this move than for their last one, but there are still a few tidbits left to take care of. "Hey, Jubilee?" asks Fresh.


    "What?" asks Jubilee, clearly exasperated.


    Fresh heads to the cold-cabinet, grabbing a handful of the fairy-house heating beads from behind the counter. These are different kinds though. Rather than constructing them with ash from the fire, she had taken a bit of ice from the dungeon. They worked the exact opposite way now, offering a cooling mechanism with which she intends to replace the crystal in the pot of the cooling-cabinet with. "When the fair was going on, a guy called Patala talked to me."


    Jubilee looks at her, their loosened posture tightening again. They narrow their eyes. "The fair was ages ago," they say, their voice taking a sharper tone. "That conniving fuck…" they begin to mutter. "Wait. What did he tell you?" asks Jubilee quickly.


    Fresh shakes her head. "I told him to leave me alone," she explains. "He was super obviously-evil," says Fresh. "He always wore a hood and I could never see his face and… uh…" she looks at Jubilee. "But in a different way," she adds on, lifting a finger.


    "And?" asks an increasingly nervous Jubilee.


    She shrugs, taking the pot out of the cabinet and opening the lid. She smiles down to the magic-crystal, taking it out of the water. "Good job!" she whispers to it, before turning to Jubilee. "He gave me some instructions to go to the adventurers’ guild and to order the fish or whatever. I don’t remember," she says.


    "And?"


    "I didn’t go," shrugs Fresh, looking at her friend. "Jubilee, friends can have secrets and it’s not my business what you do," she explains. "But I’d like it if you didn’t talk to clearly-evil people like that." She places the cooling marbles into the pot and closes the lid, setting it back into the top of the cabinet. She doesn’t think that the kids are going to run a store, but they’ll surely appreciate the luxury of such a piece of furniture. "I know the thieves’ guild has been helping us, but I don’t want them to. I don’t trust them," says Fresh, staring at the cool vapor that begins to sink down through the glass door of the cabinet. "But I trust you."


    Jubilee looks at her for a moment without saying anything. "You being too nice is going to get you killed one day, you know?" they ask.


    Fresh shakes her head. "No, because I know you’ll keep me safe," she explains, walking towards Jubilee with open arms. "So that’s why you have to sit on my lap."


    "Fuck off," says Jubilee, pointing at her. "And this isn’t a hug-moment," they threaten.


    "It is," says Fresh, approaching, her arms widening.


    "It’s not," says Jubilee, stepping a step back and away warily. Suddenly, Fresh freezes, stopping in her tracks, her arms held there as she stands completely still, as if frozen in time, not blinking, not breathing. Jubilee stares at her, also standing where they were. "What th- ?"


    "CHICKEN-BUTT!" yells Fresh, leaping in towards the confused Jubilee for the kill. Jubilee, quick as ever, ducks back and away from Fresh’s closing arms. She lands on the floor, her grip empty, her narrowing eyes looking up towards her friend. Jubilee stares at her warily from a few steps away.


    "Jubilee~"


    Jubilee shifts their posture. "What?"


    Fresh points at them. "I’m gonna get you."


    "Like hell!"


    "BAKAW!" yells Fresh, lurching up from all fours as she makes her next run at Jubilee.


    "FUCK OFF!" barks Jubilee, shooting out of her way again before jumping over the counter and making a run up the stairs. Jubilee reaches the top step, falling over forward however in the last second, as something grabs their ankle. "Let go, you gangly fuck!" they shout down at her, as they hold on to the edge of the bottom of the stone handrail for dear life. Jubilee looks up towards Shamrock, who is folding blankets. "Shamrock! Do something!"


    Shamrock nods to Jubilee, giving them a thumbs-up. He then continues folding blankets.


    "You traitorous FU- AHG!"


    Jubilee is dragged down the staircase and suffers their cruel fate.

  


  Chapter 198: Squawk


  
    Fresh leans her forehead to the side. Shamrock obliges and dabs her sweaty face with the cloth that he’s holding. "Thanks, Shamrock," says Fresh, continuing the last of the work on the bunk-beds. In essence, she just added an iron and wooden frame to the three of their beds and then had Shamrock help her add a second platform on top of each one. She’s busy fastening the last screws now for the ladders, so that the kids can climb up.


    "You know, we’re already giving them a furnished house," says Jubilee, watching from the table. They’re rubbing the side of their torso. Fresh had squeezed a little too hard before. "There are working people in this city who can’t afford a house," they explain. "You don’t have to literally make them beds too."


    "But where are they all going to sleep if I don’t?" asks Fresh.


    "In the same beds? On the floor? In the dungeon?" suggests Jubilee. "It’ll help them build some character."


    "Hmm…" says Fresh, tightening the last screw, before pulling on the ladder to see if it’s stable. It seems to be holding well. The frame holding the construction together doesn’t wobble at all. Nodding to herself, satisfied, she grabs a few crystal-drakonium mattresses and starts getting the bedding ready on the new bunks. "But I don’t want them to sleep on the floor or in the dungeon. It’s cold. What if they get sick?"


    "Not our problem," says Jubilee.


    "It’s my problem," says Fresh, shaking her head. "I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if I didn’t try my best."


    Jubilee sighs. "You’re going to be the death of me one day."


    The door rattles downstairs. "I’m home!" calls Basil. "Uh… I need some help, please! AH! stay! STAY!" she calls. Fresh blinks, looking at the others. Jubilee lifts their book up, pretending like they didn’t hear or see anything.


    "Coming!" calls Fresh, grabbing Shamrock’s wrist. The giant allows himself to be pulled along. The two of them make their way down the stairs, listening to the chaos unfolding below. "Are you okay, Ba -" Fresh stops on the staircase, halfway down, one foot in the air as she stares out into the storefront and sees the anqa running around between the shelves.


    "I’m sorry!" says Basil, pulling on the reins to try and get it to move back outside. "It’s still young, so it’s very stubborn!" she explains, pulling again. "Come on! We’re going outside!" She says. The anqa looks at her and then looks away, fully intending to do no such thing. It’s a beautiful bird, still young and only half the size of an adult. Its white and pastel-yellow plumed head only reaches to about Basil’s neck.


    Fresh gasps. "Basil! It’s so cute!"


    "Get that fucking thing out of the house!" yells Jubilee’s voice from upstairs, having heard out the context of this conversation.


    "I’m trying!" yells Basil back up. "Shamrock, help me, please!" she asks, pulling on the reins to no avail. The anqa is stronger than she is by a good measure.


    The bird turns its gaze, looking at the man coming down the stairs, but then its eyes move past him and land on Fresh, who is still looking down at it from the staircase. The large, bipedal bird freezes, its muscles stiffening and the feathers on its crown rising up as it lifts them in a threatening display.


    *KIYAH!* squawks the anqa, spinning around and spreading its wings open wide between the shelves. Basil yelps, jumping to the side as the wing presses her away.


    "Woah, woah, settle down boy," she tries to console it. "Everything is fine. Easy-"


    Shamrock approaches, his hands held out forward, but the bird doesn’t have eyes for him or Basil. It’s staring at Fresh with a cold, intense glare. It squawks again, releasing a sound that only Fresh can interpret, thanks to her ability to speak with forest creatures.


    "PERGAN!" shouts the anqa in a voice that only Fresh can understand, scratching the floor with its clawed foot, leaving deep scratches in the stone. "PERCHTA!" it shrieks. Remembering Basil’s anqa from the north and foreseeing where this is going, Fresh has already begun to take a step back up the staircase.


    "Look out!" shouts Basil.


    The anqa breaks forward, knocking Basil back against the shelf and rushing towards Shamrock. Fresh yelps, running up the stairs as fast as she can as she watches the creature slip past Shamrock and bound over the counter. She sprints around the corner, running to the rooms in the back. "JUBILEEEEEE~!" she bolts past the table.


    *KIYAAAAH!* screams the anqa, barreling against the wall at the end of the staircase as it is unable to keep its momentum around the tight corner.


    "WHAT THE FUCK?!"


    "JUBILEEEEE~!" shouts Fresh again, grabbing Jubilee’s hand and tearing them off of the chair. She runs into their room, dragging them along and slams the door shut behind them.


    *KIYAAAH!* screams the giant bird. A second later, there it a loud crashing against the door.


    "You fucking people!" yells Jubilee at her. Fresh keeps her back against the door, crying.


    "Jubileeeee~"


    "Shut up!"


    Fresh closes her eyes, feeling the wood shaking against her back. "Jubileeeee~!"


    "WHAT?!" snaps Jubilee, their hands on their hips as the door shakes again. The sounds of Shamrock and Basil running up and trying to calm the anqa down can be heard from the other side of the door.


    "I don’t knooooow~!" cries Fresh. There is a loud squawking. It sounds like some kind of scuffle.


    "Be gentle with him, Shamrock!" yells Basil. "He has soft bones!"


    The anqa shrieks. The sound of its sharp voice grows quieter and quieter as it is apparently moved downstairs by the giant, who has managed to get a hold of it. There is a knocking on the door a second later. "You can come out," says Basil. "Everything is fine now!"


    Fresh looks at Jubilee and then carefully opens the door, peeking outside.


    "Are you alright?" asks the priestess, seeing her worried face. Fresh opens the door, looking Basil up and down to see if she’s okay.


    "I’m okay, what about you?"


    "I’m fine," says Basil. "Sorry, I lost control of him."


    Jubilee pushes their way past them. "No shit?"


    Fresh steps out of the room. The table is overturned and a leg is broken off, as well as one of the chairs, where it had likely vaulted itself over during its assault. Jubilee’s book seems to have been shredded by a large talon as well. "Fuck’s sake," sighs Jubilee, picking up the ruined thing.


    "I’m sorry!" apologizes Basil. "I don’t know why he did that. He was really well behaved this whole time."


    "Why the fuck do you think?" asks Jubilee, glaring at Fresh.


    "I didn’t do anything!" protests Fresh. "I don’t think anqas like me. It’s like with the one you had in the north, Basil," she explains. "I think it’s because of my class."


    "Your class?" asks the priestess.


    "Yeah, they don’t seem to like, uh…" Fresh looks around. "You know."


    Basil sighs. "This is a problem. We should have talked about this before."


    Fresh rubs her arm. "I’m sorry. I thought it would be okay," she explains. "I thought your old anqa didn’t like me because he was from the church."


    "It’s a bird, goo-brain. How does that make any sense?" says Jubilee, throwing their ruined book onto the broken table. It slides right off, falling back down to the floor. They leave it laying there.


    "What do we do now?" asks Fresh.


    "I’m assuming there are no refunds?" asks Jubilee. Basil shakes her head. Jubilee looks around the chaos. "Well… I guess we’ll make a box."


    "A box?" asks Fresh


    "Yeah, we’ll make a box and you’ll just have to stay inside of it till we get to the east."


    "I don’t want to be boxed!" protests Fresh, puffing out a cheek.


    Jubilee crosses their arms. "Sounds good to me, then you’ll be out of everyone’s hair too."


    "Jubileee~!"


    Jubilee turns their glare towards Basil. "Why the fuck was it even here? Where are we supposed to keep a fucking anqa?"


    Basil fidgets with her sleeve. "I had to bring him with me. Once I bought him, he wasn’t allowed to stay at the stall anymore."


    "You shit-head!" barks Jubilee. "What if we have to stay for another month here?!" they ask. "Are we just supposed to keep it in the fucking basement or something?!"


    "Sorry, I didn’t know what else to do," apologizes Basil. "But we’ll have to figure something out. Come on, let’s find Shamrock," says the priestess. Jubilee sighs and walks after them.


    "You stay here, goo-brain," they tell Fresh. "Fix this place up."


    "Okay…" sighs Fresh, rubbing her arm and starting to pick up the debris. Basil and Jubilee head down the stairs. Fresh’s fingers run over the torn cover of Jubilee’s book. She’s not sure how, but she’s going to try to fix this for them too. She flips it over, looking at the familiar cover. Her fingers run over the tattered leather. Somehow, she hadn’t noticed before, but this is a copy of the book that she had found upstairs in the northern house, on the large bench by the window.


    ‘Of demons and the night-sky'

  


  Chapter 199: Tidbits


  
    Several days have come to pass, each consecutive one seemingly shorter than the last and the nights feel much the same.


    Excitedly, the children run around the store every day, much to Jubilee’s annoyance and they constantly line themselves up and ask when the four of them are leaving. Jubilee threatens them to not push their luck, or they’ll cave the stone house in, before they go.


    This threat usually works to get them to calm down, at least until the next day arrives and they show up again. Fresh often finds herself staring at them, finding that they remind her exactly of the fairies. They’re essentially the same, just bigger. Overly excited, happy, adventurous. But beaten down by the world. She wonders what they have seen to have led them to band together into their group. She wonders how many of them didn’t make it this far?


    The leader seems to be the rowdy, loud and extroverted boy, who Shamrock had thrown into the river on their first day here. The rest of them all seem more or less retreated into the safety of their numbers, only ever showing an excited face or a laugh when they thought they were alone and unwatched.


    Fresh realizes how hard being a child in this merciless world must be, let alone being one all by yourself. She’s glad that they had found each other, but she feels a tinge of worry for all of those who find no-one. She recalls Basil’s statement, about the children who already had the luxury of being taken into the orphanage.


    ‘Most of them don’t make it through the winter.’


    What a horrible world. It’s no wonder that it’s sinking.


    As for the anqa, Shamrock had indeed foisted it down into the basement, which it didn’t appreciate. But it seems to have calmed down significantly. It makes going to the washroom very difficult though, at least for Fresh. All of the others, it doesn’t mind. Despite that, she does her best to try to get it to like her.


    Fresh tried talking to it from a distance, but it raged at her again.


    Then she did some research on anqas, trying to learn what they liked and made some corresponding treats, in the shape of little cookies. But it just destroyed the platter and stomped every single cookie into dust. Shamrock had to drag her away, before her heart-broken crying made the bird even angrier.


    Having recuperated a day later from that cruel desecration of her soul, she then spent a while trying to figure out why it wouldn’t like her to begin with. Jubilee had said that animals can sense evil. That obviously didn’t make her feel better.


    But clearly, the anqas as a species have some innate knowledge of her witchiness, or at least some instinct that makes them deeply suspicious, if not aggressive towards it. Basil can’t really explain this.


    "Anqas are originally from the forests on the eastern border, but…" the priestess shakes her head, not having any answers. "Maybe there’s some witch-history there?" she guesses. "But I don’t know how they would pass this on to each other, especially ones bred in captivity." She looks to the side. "Shamrock?"


    The man shrugs, having no idea either.


    Fresh frowns. "Hmm…"


    "The box idea is still on the table," throws in Jubilee from the side.


    "No!" protests Fresh, not wanting to be boxed. "Only if you sit inside the box with me."


    "Fat chance," says Jubilee, lifting up the book that Fresh had spent a night lovingly patching back together, as best as she could. The tattered pages, she obviously was unable to fill in, not knowing what the original content was. So she made do by filling the patches in the words with cute notes and terrible drawings of her and everyone else.


    "Page sixty-three," says Fresh, crossing her arms.


    Jubilee stares up at her, before flipping through the pages in their book to the stated page. Fresh had drawn a large, detailed depiction of herself, sticking out her tongue on that one.


    Another day passes and Fresh explains to the blue-haired elf and member of the ‘orphan-party’, as Jubilee had dubbed them, how to recharge the marbles that keep the cold-cabinet running, which reminds her of something else that is very important.


    "Do you want to fight in the dungeon?" asks Fresh, noticing that the girl has a lot of bruises and cuts on her skinny arms.


    The elf-child looks at her, shaking her head and holding on to the dinky stick that she uses as a staff. Fresh has noticed that she’s the quiet-one of the group, always teetering on the edge and never saying a single word. "Mm!" nods Fresh, understanding. "Come on, I’ll teach you how to make some cool stuff! You can make money with that," she explains. Maybe the store idea could live on in some form, after all? Why not teach them to use their original survival strategy?


    The ones who could go into the dungeon could gather resources, the ones who couldn’t could earn their keep by crafting and making useful things.


    "- and then you just strain it through these, see?" says Fresh, finishing showing the small blue-haired elf how to make the coughee. "It’s super hot though, so be careful!" she warns. Some of the others are watching from the side, none of them ever let any of the others go anywhere alone. She looks at them, they don’t seem convinced. "Jubilee?" calls Fresh to her friend, who has locked themselves in their room.


    "What do you want?" barks their sharp voice from behind the closed door.


    "How much money do we make with just the coughee every day?"


    "About two-hundred for the dry powder, double that for the ready-made ones," replies Jubilee from behind their door, not missing a beat.


    The healer of their group chimes up from the side-lines. "A day?!"


    "Mm!" nods Fresh. "The dungeon is really great, but remember that there are smarter ways to make money," she explains. "You’ll have to organize the first materials, but once you get the ball rolling, you guys can live off of making that alone."


    "Six-hundred?! We’re gonna be rich!"


    "Uh…" Fresh scratches her cheek, a little taken aback. Is six-hundred Obols a day ‘rich’? Sure, it’s a lot of money. But maybe she’s lost context since her first hard days in this world. "Jubileeee~?"


    "What is it?" asks Jubilee in an annoyed tone, tearing open their door. The blue-haired elf jumps a step to the side, hiding behind Fresh.


    "Are we rich?"


    "We’re giving away an entire house for free to these runts, so sure, let’s pretend that we are."


    "Thanks, Jubilee!" beams Fresh to her friend who rolls their eyes and shuts their door again. Fresh claps her hands together once. "Okay everyone, pay attention. I’m going to show you one more time how to make it!" she says, setting the old pot to the side. Now convinced, the entire group huddles closer around her and watches her every move. "Oh, but if the magistrate comes around, you have to give him a discount. It’s the law," she explains, lifting a finger before setting to work.


    The next day comes and she tries her luck with the anqa again. Shamrock is out teaching the orphan-party the fundamentals of group combat. Fresh doesn’t really know what that means, but they all seemed super-excited as they ran after him and out of the house. Fresh thought it was really cute.


    Basil has been downstairs meanwhile, taking care of the anqa and the two of them seem to get along great. Basil has a real affinity for creatures like the large bird, much like with children, they all seem to take a quick liking to her for whatever reasons. Not that Fresh blames them. Basil is the best. But so is Jubilee and so is Shamrock. At least in her eyes.


    Basil had also taken some time to explain the basics of producing medicine and tending to wounds to the healer-girl of the orphan-party. Though, the young girl doesn’t have a class yet. She’s just doing her best to ‘heal’, by running around with a bag full of cloth bandages and water and a single can of herbal cream that may or may not be stolen from their shelves. Fresh makes a note to make her some simple tools like tweezers and scissors too tonight.


    "Can I come down?" asks Fresh, peeking warily into the basement.


    "Sure," replies Basil’s voice. "But don’t take the slide, you’ll spook him."


    Fresh, a little upset about that, but still understanding makes her way halfway down the staircase, getting ready to run on a moment’s notice. The anqa, laying on its stomach, tenses up as it sees her, its head lifting.


    "Ah-ah!" scolds Basil, wagging a finger. The anqa narrows its eyes, glaring at Fresh, but then it lowers its head back onto the priestess’ lap and Basil lavishes it with praise, stroking its feathers. It doesn’t close its eyes though, always looking up her way. Basil looks up to Fresh. "Maybe don’t get too close though, Thyme needs some time."


    "Huh?" Fresh scratches her head. "Time needs some time? What does that mean?"


    "No, Thyme," explains Basil. "That’s his name."


    "Time is a weird name for a bird, Basil," notes Fresh, perplexed.


    The priestess laughs. "Nooo! Thyme, like the plant!"


    "Oooh!" says Fresh, her fist striking her open palm. "That’s a cute name. It doesn’t sound very birdy though."


    "You’re one to talk," says Basil.


    "Huh?"


    "It’s tradition to give the adopted names stemming from the natural world," explains Basil, rubbing a spot on the back of the anqa’s head. "The wayward are, in a sense, cast out and they often feel like they don’t belong," she explains, looking back up to Fresh. "By giving them a name from nature, we try to remind them that they’re a part of this world. That’s the idea, at least."


    Fresh nods, understanding. It’s a nice idea. She stays there for a while, making small-talk with Basil, before heading upstairs to make a few pieces of various useful, simple equipment to leave behind.

  


  Chapter 200 (!!): Fortunate moon


  
    Fresh stands out on the balcony and stares out over the city. It’s time.


    All four of them know it and so, all four of them stand there in silence, staring out over the world which stretches on before themselves, nigh-boundlessly. The houses which dot the mountain are all open and their doors ajar, the light escaping their windows paints the rock with a yellow-hue. It is as if the entire mountain were glowing with more than just the radiating moonlight that washes over the world, nearly drowning it with its overpowering presence.


    Many voices ring out over the mountain, many confused cries and calls as people run around in a dazed half-panic. But Fresh and her friends just stand there, looking out at the swarm of worried people running around beneath them. All of them have seen what they have seen and now, every pair of eyes on the mountain stares up to look at the same thing. Every soul, every individual, no matter what their experiences or predilections have led them to be, now gazes up towards the too-bright night-sky, at the looming face that stares down over them all.


    The witch’s moon has come to shine once again. The clouds in the sky cover the full-moon in such an impossibly unnatural way, giving it the appearance of a crooked, long-nosed face, jutting out of a crescent moon. The only difference is that this time, the moonglow light is soft and yellow, rather than the disgusting, rust-toned orange-red that it was before.


    "You think we could have gotten something more subtle?" asks Jubilee. "How about a letter? Or maybe just a vision telling you to go?" they state, shaking their head. "Fucking primordial entities, always making such a show of shit."


    "It’s certainly an unsettling sign. The church will be on high-alert," says Basil.


    "Fuck em," says Jubilee. "I hope every single person there doesn’t sleep for the next week."


    "They have their faith," says Shamrock, standing behind them. "We have ours."


    The midnight wind blows over the balcony, through her tousling hair and over her fingers that are clenched onto the railing, as Fresh feels a tinge of sadness come over her. It truly is time to go. This home of theirs, the west, the people here, the fairies, the magistrate, the ice-dungeon, the rowdy adventurers’ guild and all of the questions and hopes and wants she had left for this place are now invalidated and struck through. They simply weren’t meant to be.


    She takes in a deep breath, letting go of the railing. Everything is prepared. The beds are made and ready, the boy has already been given a key and the papers signed over to his name. They had left food and some materials and Fresh had gone out of her way, together with Basil, to make each of the members of the orphan-party some useful equipment for them to get started with. Plus a tiny food-fund she had given the magistrate, for them to survive the first weeks with. As for the fairies, most of them have already left the mountain or were going to in short order.


    She turns around, sparing one last glance out over the city that she had come to care for, despite the few sad moments that had happened here.


    "Let’s go home, guys," she says to her friends, grabbing her bag and heading downstairs, hearing three sets of boots behind her. Her hands run along the railing of the staircase as she heads down it one last time. Shamrock moves past them, further downstairs, getting the anqa together with Basil, as Jubilee and Fresh take a few bottles of coughee with them from the heated cabinet and make their way outside to the cart.


    Fresh’s hand lets go of the door as she steps out of it for the last time, her physical presence leaving the house. It was a good home for them, she hopes it will be just as kind to those who come after they have left.


    "You’re taking this surprisingly well," notes Jubilee, unlatching the small covered cart from the post that it was chained to, outside of the door. "I figured you’d start crying or something."


    Fresh crosses her arms, looking around the tunnel and down at the river that runs outside of the door. "Maybe later," she says. "Can we cry together, Jubilee?" she asks.


    "I’m not going to cry about some stupid house," says Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    "I am," says Fresh, rubbing her face before it starts becoming wet.


    Jubilee sighs. "Sure, whatever. Do what you need to do."


    "You’re the best, Jubilee," says Fresh. Shamrock and Basil return with an annoyed looking anqa. Fresh hides behind the cart, looking at the creature, warily. It shoots her a gaze that is much the same as her own, but then, feeling Basil’s hand stroking its head, it walks towards the front of the cart, as it had been trained to do.


    "Good boy!" praises Basil, securing the bird to the front of the cart. "I’ll handle the cart," says the priestess, climbing up to the small seat at the front of it. Basil is, in all honesty, the only one of them who even knows how to drive a cart or control an anqa, so it’s obvious that she’d be the one to do it. But Fresh is still glad that she said it herself too.


    Jubilee climbs onto the cart, shuffling past some boxes and letting out an annoyed grunt as Shamrock steps on to, squishing them against the inner wooden lip, behind where Basil is sitting. "Watch out, fat-ass!"


    "No, you," replies Shamrock, sitting down. Jubilee glares at him, shaking their head. There is just enough room for the two of them to sit next to each other. Shamrock does have to hunch over forward and lower his head though, so that he doesn’t rip through the canvas that covers the top of the cart. Fresh closes the door to the house behind them, letting her hand rest on the wood for a while. Everything is in place. She’s done everything that she possibly could have done. The fairies, the kids, the crystal that she has re-hidden beneath the loose brick in the bath.


    Everything is in place, now she can only hope that somehow, all of these things manage to survive the world long enough to reach their full potential.


    "Well?" asks Jubilee, clapping their hands. "Chop, chop! Time is money, goo-brain."


    Fresh pulls on the door, jiggling it once to make sure that it’s really shut and she climbs up onto the cart, deciding that maybe now is the time to start crying after all. Thankfully, since she’s sitting across from them, Jubilee isn’t far away and she can lean over forward and hide her face in their chest.


    There is a loud whipping of leather against leather, as Basil swings the reins against themselves. The cart starts moving, the anqa pulls it at a steady pace, entirely indifferent to any of the weight loaded onto it. They are brutally strong creatures when it comes to pulling things behind themselves, having been bred over generations for specifically this task. Though, there are other kinds too, that Basil had told her about, that the military uses. They had a special breeding bloodline for anqas that were particularly strong as mounts for armored riders.


    The small cart, just big enough for the four of them to sit together in, squished in with some boxes, rattles on slowly down the mountain path and out of the tunnel, as Basil winds them through the city and along the river. Fresh wants to looks around to spare one last glimpse at all of the things that have become such an intricate part of her daily life, at all of the still-closed vendors and stalls and the ornate gate of the tunnel and the breath-taking view from the side of the mountain, at the people wandering around them, all staring curiously at the moon and making small-talk. But she doesn’t manage to lift her face, not because of Jubilee’s hand which is rubbing the top of her head, but because she’s busy getting it all out now, before it can become a problem later.


    After a few minutes, they reach the central entrance plaza, passing by the city-hall. She imagines the magistrate is furiously at work, gazing through his telescope. The door to the adventurers’ guild is open and the noises of the party inside can be heard, even out here. Apparently most of them are indifferent to the odd moon and then, not a couple minutes after that, they exit out through the gate and head through the forest.


    "Say goodbye, everyone," says Basil to them, turning around to look over her shoulder. Shamrock and Jubilee turn their heads to look at the gate as they leave, but neither of them say anything. Fresh just cries louder.


    Lights dart around them in an excited fashion. The buzzing of wings coming to her ears. "Hey! Hey!" calls an excited voice.


    "Fuck off," says Jubilee to Tarja the fairy.


    "Where are you going?" asks the fairy excitedly, flying into the cart together with a few others.


    "We’re leaving," says Jubilee, softly jabbing a finger into her chest. The fairy giggles, apparently not realizing that this was supposed to be an offensive gesture. "We’re sick of the mountain. It sucks here," they lie.


    "Us too!" says Tarja. "The mother’s moon is a sign! We’re heading east, I really want to go somewhere warm!" she explains. The fairy lifts her ring-necklace into the air. "Thank you for the necklaces!" she says. Fresh opens her eyes, staring at the fairy. This is the first ‘thank you’ that they’ve gotten for their efforts.


    "The fucking what?" asks Jubilee.


    "Where are you going?" asks another fairy. Shamrock and Jubilee exchange a look, together with Basil who also spares a glance back at the situation. Fresh doesn’t think that her friends would hurt the fairies, but she also doesn’t like that nervousness in their eyes. That fear. It can lead to irrational, uncharacteristic behavior.


    "East," says Fresh. Jubilee pinches her. She sits upright, grabbing Jubilee’s pinchy hand and just holding it. "We’re heading east," she repeats, rubbing her eyes dry.


    "Can we go with you?!" asks Tarja, flying not to Fresh or to Basil or to Shamrock, but to Jubilee. She clenches her hands together and the others fly up behind her, doing the same. "Pleeease~?" she begs, her eyes wide and her posture mimicking a pose that Fresh realizes is one that she herself has often taken. The fairies are truly cunning, little creatures, they had studied Jubilee and learned their weakness. "We’ll be good!"


    Jubilee sighs, leaning back against the cart and lifting their free hand. "All in favor?"


    Shamrock lifts his hand. Basil, looking at everyone does the same and then Fresh does too.


    "You can ride," says Jubilee. "But you’re responsible for getting your own food. If you fall behind, you get left behind," they explain.


    "Thank you, your majesty!" says Tarja, she turns around, whistling. Another dozen fairies come out of the forest, all of them carrying a connected set of three fairy houses with them, suspended in a self-made net.


    Jubilee’s eye twitches. "You little shits…"


    The fairies unload the three houses, nesting them into the back corner of the cart, before most of them vanish inside of it together.


    Fresh can’t help but laugh, feeling a little better as she looks at her friends who all stare her way. Perhaps they were assuming that she had something to do with this.


    "Oh, I almost forgot!" says Tarja, flying back to Jubilee with a flower. "Here you are!"


    Jubilee sighs, taking it, before shooing the fairy away. Their eyes glare back up to Fresh. "What did you do, goo-brain?"


    "Nothing!" she denies, waving her hands. But she can’t help but smile at this, in her eyes fortunate, turn of events nonetheless. As the cart makes its way out of the forest and over the bridge to head down the mountain-path, she can’t help but notice how light the world seems to feel tonight, even under the light of the odd moon.


    


    Note for occultists - Departure 

Departure, the act of leaving a place, is sort of an odd one in terms of mythology. There are certainly dozens and dozens of well known myths about a god/pantheon leaving a place, most often because of their untimely deaths. But there is little mythology about the act of departure itself. Some of the few mythological departures that we know of stem from Anatolia, modern-day Turkey. I am not including the ‘deaths’ of gods under the category of departure. Though, some common god-death examples could be found in the Titan mythology from the Greeks or in Ragnarök in Norse mythology. No, we’re just talking about packing your bags and leaving ‘departure’.

 There are some other examples of this to be found in Abrahamic mythology, for example in the concept of ‘ascension’ (Entering Heaven alive) but I’m steering clear of that for today’s lecture. Instead, I want to head towards Anatolia, as we said before. You might remember the region from a previous trivia, Anatolia, which is now modern day Turkey, took on many different characteristics of mythology, laying in a very prominent region of human foot-travel, there are huge swathes of mythology from all around it that have condensed here, making it a prime spot, historically speaking, for ‘human lore’. In roughly 1700-1800 BC, lived two groups of people known as the Hattians and the Hittites. These two folk shared a common mythology in many ways, one of which is the story of Hannahanna and Telipinu. In Hittite mythology, interestingly enough, the simple vanishing of a god is a common theme.

 Telipinu was a god of the Hittite-people, he is held to be an agriculture god and son of the solar-goddess Arinniti. Every nine years, come autumn, a festival would be held in which exactly one-thousand sheep were sacrificed.

 One day, according to the lore, Telipinu simply leaves and to summarize, things go wrong.

 "Mist covers the windows. Smoke covers the houses. The logs suffocated. The temples of gods suffocated. The sheep suffocated. The cows suffocated. Mothers refused their children. Telipnes left, stealing with him the abundance of the people, both their grain and their fertility. He left to the meadows and left both human and god to starve." 

 In order to stop this from continuing, Ḫannaḫanna, the maternal mother-goddess, sends a bee to find him. It does so, but that’s a whole story for another time. 

 Interestingly enough, Ḫannaḫanna herself departs as well in a separate myth with eerily similar consequences, that is until her unrelenting anger is banished to a spooky underworld place that is quite literally called the ‘Dark Earth’ 

 I wouldn’t worry about it though.

  


  Chapter 201: Fireside


  
    The wooden boxes in the cart rattle as they move along the road, which they have decided to take after all. Jubilee seemed untrusting of this plan, but the convenience of such easy travel seems to outweigh any potential risks in their mind. Fresh keeps herself busy by playing games with the fairies, most of which end up annoying Jubilee.


    "I spy with my little eye…" says Fresh. "- something green."


    One of the fairies pops up from behind Jubilee’s head. "Is it a tree?"


    "No," says Fresh, shaking her head.


    Another fairy, sitting on top of Shamrock’s head, takes his turn. "Is it grass?"


    "No," replies Fresh.


    "Is it my robe?" asks Basil from the front.


    Fresh gasps, not sure how she had figured out the great mystery.


    This goes on for the better part of the day, Jubilee remains surprisingly patient however, as does Shamrock, who is pestered by the fairies as often as he was by the people of the western city. Though, in a less crude manner. The fairies mostly just want to know how he got so big and if his armor isn’t heavy.


    When the night comes and darkness begins to fall, they park off by the side of the road and make a small camp. Fresh takes the opportunity to mount the fairy-houses inside of the cart, so that the fairies are up a little off of the ground, as they seem to prefer to be.


    "Okay, you," says Jubilee, pointing to the fairies looking out of the first of three fairy houses. "You’re on first watch together with Shamrock." They point to the next house. "Then you guys and then you guys with you and then me," explains Jubilee, pointing to the third house and then to Basil and themselves. "Every shift is one group of fairies and one of us."


    "That’s a lot of people, Jubilee," wonders Fresh, noticing that she has been left out of this calculation once again. "Isn’t one person being awake enough?"


    "It’s not," says Jubilee. "Unless you want to get eaten in your sleep by a slime."


    "I don’t want that," mutters Fresh, scratching her cheek. "But I don’t think slimes would want to eat me."


    "They would," says Shamrock.


    Basil nods. "Slimes aren’t discriminatory. They’re little gluttons."


    "What’s a slime?" asks Tarja.


    Jubilee sighs, going into the details of what everyone’s tasks for the night are, taking some time to instruct the fairies on what to look out for out here in the wild. Shamrock then shows them how to make a fire.


    "Why don’t you just use magic?" asks one of the fairies, holding its hands out as he sits there, before a pile of wood. A stream of fire shoots from its fingers, igniting the entire pile of wood in an instant. Shamrock stares at the flames for a moment, pulling back his gauntlets that were still very close. Basil, sitting next to him yelps in surprise as the flames shoot out, flinching back an inch.


    "Watch what you’re doing!" scolds Tarja, flicking the fire-fairy in the head. His hair bounces. He yelps, rubbing the sore spot.


    "Sorry…" he apologizes. Fresh laughs, wondering if the fairies really aren’t taking after them a little too closely. "You have magic, right?" asks the fairy, rubbing the sore spot on his head.


    Shamrock stares at them for a moment, the light of the fire reflecting off of his dark-cobalt armor, giving the rough metal an odd hue that Fresh can’t quite describe as she lays across from the fire in her bedroll, trying to sleep. Like sunlight against black fabric, there is a shine atop it, but it does little to alter the dark tone that it washes over.


    "I do not," answers Shamrock.


    "Huuh?" asks the fairy. "You don’t have any spel- OW!" he yelps as Tarja flicks him again.


    "Stop being rude to our hosts, you dummy!" she barks at him, clearly channeling Jubilee’s energy into her character. Fresh supposes that its natural, since she’s the leader of their group, that she spent the most time learning from the perceived leader of theirs.


    "I do not," says Shamrock.


    "Tarja doesn’t have any yet eithe- OW!"


    "Will you shut up?!" snaps Tarja at the fairy, who finally seems to relent.


    Basil looks at Tarja. "You’ll grow into it."


    "Thanks," she says. "I heard it can take a couple of months for some of us," she nods.


    "But what about you?" asks the fire-fairy, picking up the topic again and quickly flying away before Tarja can get him a third time. He lands on the top of the cart, still rubbing his sore forehead.


    "I am done growing," replies Shamrock, staring into the fire.


    The energetic fairy zips past him, flying down from the cart a second after landing, as it is apparently unable to sit still. "Is it because you’re evil?" it asks. "You look like you’re evil!"


    "Pentti! Enough!" shouts one of the other fairies, flying up with Tarja after the fire-fairy and snatching him out of the air. The three of them tumble downward and land in Shamrock’s cupped hands that quickly find themselves held not far beneath them.


    "Ow! You’re hurting me!" complains Pentti, the fire-fairy.


    Tarja hisses at him, grabbing the cuff of his collar. "Behave! Or we’re kicking you out and you can travel by yourself!"


    "You wouldn’t!" he gasps. Tarja narrows her eyes. She would and Pentti sees it, lowering his gaze. "Sorry…" he relents again.


    "I’m sorry," apologizes Tarja to Shamrock and Basil, pushing the fairy’s head down along with hers. "Pentti has had the luxury of living a spoiled life. He hasn’t learned any manners yet," she hisses.


    Shamrock nods, holding his hands up and the three of them fly away, separating again. "Some grow slow, some grow fast," he says, seemingly understandingly, his breastplate lurching. He lowers his arms again.


    "I didn’t know you didn’t have any abilities?" asks Basil quietly, leaning in from the side. Shamrock shrugs.


    "I don’t need them."


    "But…" Basil starts, clearly following a train of thought somewhere. But she seems to decide that she doesn’t need to do so and simply waves her hand, dropping the topic by herself. The priestess leans sideways, laying the side of her face against the man’s armor. "If you ever need anything, let me know, okay?" she says, yawning and closing her eyes.


    This yawn infects Fresh, as does the closing of the eyes and she quickly finds herself vanishing into sleep, happy that her friends are friends with each other just as much as they are with her.


    She does wish they would let her be a part of the night-watch though.


    The night passes and then the next day comes together with a peacefully rising sun. "We only have three shifts," says Jubilee. "You’re number four, so enjoy it and stop complaining."


    Fresh crosses her arms, sitting in her seat in the rattling carriage. "You just don’t want me to be a lookout because you think I’ll do something wrong," she suggests, offended.


    Jubilee lifts a finger, pointing at her. "Yes. That is correct."


    "Hey!" she protests, looking away. "You don’t have to admit it…"


    "Friends don’t lie," says Jubilee, but by the time Fresh looks back towards them, surprised at them making such an open statement, their gaze is averted and they look out ahead of the cart.

  


  Chapter 202: On the road


  
    "Look, see?" asks Basil as she holds out the crushed, wet leaves in her hands. A deeply floral, sharp smell fills the inside of the cart, which is once more parked by the side of the road. It is the morning of the next day and they have stopped for a few minutes, because Basil saw some useful herbs on the side of the road. "You crush them while they’re still wet and all of the oils really start to come out," she explains, setting the damp, ripped up pieces of the flower down onto an unfolded cloth.


    The fairies fly around her, watching excitedly. "Then what?" asks Tarja, sniffing the air. "It smells really nice!"


    Basil nods, grabbing the edges of the cloth and folds it up into a small bundle. "Then we put them inside of some cloth, like this, and hang it up," she explains, rising up and hanging the herb-bundle onto the rafter above their heads. "In about three days, it will stop being bitter and it’ll be dry enough to use."


    "For what?" asks one of the other fairies.


    "This kind of flower is called ‘Mentha’," explains Basil, wiping her hands off on her robe. "Once it’s dried, it’s great for teas for when you get sick, stressed or just for a stuffy nose." She taps the fabric. "Plus we can use the oil-soaked fabric as a disinfecting bandage. But it stings a lot," she warns. The fairies nod. Fresh smells the air, noticing that this plant smells exactly like she remembers mint smelling.


    Checking that everyone is there and accounted for, Basil sits back down onto the carriage seat and gets the cart moving again. The anqa seems to be enjoying itself and its work, though Fresh does often find herself getting a wary eye from time to time from the creature. She does her best to sit still and to not provoke the large bird any. The last thing they needed was for it to go berserk while attached to the cart.


    These days of traveling, despite her deep melancholy at having to leave the west, are all still very fun for her. She spends a lot of time pestering Jubilee, or sitting across from Shamrock and teaching him how to play ‘pat-a-cake’.


    "Ready?" she asks. Shamrock nods and holds his hands up with his palms together. Fresh nods back and the two of them start, going over the now, after an hour, well rehearsed ritual.


    "Pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake, baker’s man! Bake me a cake as fast as- you- can~!" starts Fresh and the two of them start clapping their hands against each other in rhythm as they go through the verses once more.


    "I’m going to put myself in an oven if I have to hear that fucking song one more time," snaps Jubilee from the side, glaring at them.


    The fairies, having been watching as well, seem to have formed small groups and have started playing amongst themselves too. Though they have somehow adapted the game to their larger number, clapping their hands together in a large circle, as they sit on top of one of the crates.


    "What’s the matter, Jubilee?" asks Fresh. "Don’t you like cakes?"


    "I have nothing against cake," replies Jubilee. "But you’re driving me crazy with that rhyming."


    Fresh gasps, realizing. "Jubilee! Do you want to play too?" she asks, only now noticing that she hadn’t asked Jubilee to join in. Jubilee sighs and lifts their book back up, pretending they didn’t hear her. Fresh frowns but then finds herself wondering about something new. "Hey, do you think we should open a bakery?" asks Fresh. "We could make a lot of nice stuff!"


    "No," replies Jubilee without any hesitation, not looking away from their book.


    "What’s a bakery?" asks a fairy from the circle.


    Fresh blinks, not having expected this question. Before she can answer, Tarja seems to take the initiative and starts explaining different kinds of stores and professions to the fairies.


    A few of them are interested in working together with Tarja in her venture, but after hearing her explanations of the different kinds of businesses that exist, some of them seem to get other ideas, wanting to open just about every kind of venture that they had explained, many of them opting for two or three different things at the same time.


    "You can only do one thing, dummy!" says Tarja to one of the fairies who had just finished listing his great, new dream of being a blacksmithing-baker and carpenter, who also does alchemy on the side.


    "Huuuh?" he asks, disappointed.


    She shakes her head. "Besides, we’re small. So we need to work a lot harder to make human-sized things."


    "So we’ll just make fairy-sized things?" suggests the fairy.


    "We’re the only fairies, dumb-dumb," says Tarja, placing her hands on her hips.


    He thinks for a second. "So will you guys buy my stuff?"


    "I’ll buy your stuff!" exclaims his neighbor excitedly and the two of them shake hands.


    Tarja sighs. "You don’t have any money to buy his stuff with!"


    "Oh…" says the fairy, thinking for a second, before looking at her other neighbor. "Hey, will you buy my stuff, so I can buy his stuff?"


    "Sure thing!"


    "None of you have any money!" yells Tarja, grasping her hair in exasperation. Lost at the cluelessness of some of the more naive members of her group, she turns around and looks up towards Jubilee for guidance. Jubilee, having watched this scene unfold, shrugs and continues reading their book, as if they had seen nothing at all. Fresh purses her lips and softly nudges Jubilee with her foot, gently nodding her head sideways to the fairies. Jubilee glares at her, but then they sigh, apparently relenting as they set down their book.


    "Fine. Fuck’s sake," they mutter, rolling their eyes. "Okay, listen up you little runts," says Jubilee, leaning over the fairies. "We’re having a crash-course in economics."


    "That sounds super boring," says the red-haired fairy from last night. He receives a flick to the head for his trouble.


    "Lesson one, don’t hit your employees," explains Jubilee, pointing at Tarja and Fresh nods in approval with her eyes closed and a relieved smile on her face. Jubilee has really come a long way as a person, since they met. "- Unless you’re running a brothel."


    "JUBILEE!" yells Basil, looking over her shoulder, horrified.


    The fairies blink, looking around at each other. "What’s a brothel?"


    Basil stops the cart and the curriculum is quickly altered. Jubilee isn’t allowed to teach anymore today. Though they aren’t too understanding of that. "Don’t corrupt the innocent!" scolds Basil.


    "What?" asks Jubilee defiantly as Basil’s scornful gaze looks back their way. "She turned out fine too, didn’t she?" asks Jubilee, nodding to Fresh. Fresh supposes that’s true. But she isn’t happy that Basil doesn’t immediately agree to Jubilee’s question, instead turning her gaze back forward to the road. Fresh, a bit awkwardly perplexed, stares at Shamrock, who seems just as lost as she is and the two of them both shrug and play another round of pat-a-cake.


    It’s going to be a long trip.

  


  Chapter 203: Basilisk


  
    "Hey! Hey! What’s this?" asks the fairy from the back of the cart. They had been flying around it the entire time. Fresh turns her head and then yelps, flailing with her hands as she jumps back at the sight of the dead snake. A group of fairies has carried it inside the cart.


    Jubilee, who has their feet kicked up on a box and their hands behind their head, turns their gaze and lazily points at them with a single hand. "That’s a snake. They eat fairies."


    "We killed it!" says the group of fairies excitedly.


    "Uh… good job?" replies Jubilee.


    One of the fairies pokes the dead snake. "Was it a monster?"


    Jubilee shrugs. "Maybe? It depends who you ask. I’m gonna say no, though. A snake is a snake."


    "But it eats fairies, you said, so it’s a monster?" argues one of the fairies.


    Basil turns her head around. "Maybe the classification of a ‘monster’ is different for people and fairies," she suggests. "For us, it’s just a critter. But for a fairy, it might as well be a basilisk."


    "Huh?" asks Tarja, her boot on the dead snake’s head. "Aren’t you a basilisk?" she asks the priestess.


    Basil blinks, trying to understand the question for a moment. "No!" she says, turning her gaze back to the road. "I’m Basil."


    "Isn’t that just short for Basilisk?"


    Fresh can see Jubilee wanting to laugh, but quickly stopping themselves. Appearances are important after all. She stares at them, unblinking, wanting them to know that she saw. Jubilee’s eyes meet hers and they know that she knows.


    "It’s not. It’s a very nice herb, actually," explains Basil, a little offended.


    Fresh wonders out loud. "Did it give you guys experience points?"


    "Yeah!" says Tarja. "Not a lot, but some."


    "Huh, really?" asks Jubilee, apparently interested now. "That’s weird. Last time I killed a snake, I didn’t get shit." They think for a moment, staring up to the top of the cart. "Usually animals don’t give experience points."


    Fresh isn’t sure how she feels about this snake killing. She supposes that it’s one of those moral gray-zones of adventuring. Perhaps it is no worse or no better than killing a slime or a kobold. "Maybe for them, they really are considered monsters for the fairies by uh…" Fresh thinks for a moment. "- the universe."


    "Yes," says Shamrock, nodding his head once. "The scales are weighed differently for all," he says, looking at the little snake.


    Fresh looks at him. "Really? So it’s like that?"


    "It is."


    "Huh. Neat!"


    Shamrock exhales. "Neat."


    "This was my first kill!" says Tarja.


    "Congratulations, you’re officially an adventurer now," yawns Jubilee, folding their hands over their stomach and sliding back a little to get ready to take a nap.


    "Really?!"


    "Yeah," says Jubilee, waving them off. "Don’t sign up for the guild though, unless you want to be in debt. It’s a total scam."


    Fresh laughs to herself.


    They ride on like that for a few more hours. Jubilee takes a nap, Basil drives, Fresh and Shamrock both just sit there, neither sure of what to do. They’re both bored of pat-a-cake at this point.


    She doesn’t think that she’s ever had to sit still for this long and honestly, it’s getting to her a little. Her fingers are constantly tapping against her legs, which are constantly bobbing up and down on her twitching feet. The fairies meanwhile, fly around in a group and murder their way through the forest.


    Fresh doesn’t like this at all. She’s fine with snakes and big spiders, especially since they were getting real experience points from them. But she cries when they bring in an owl which they had scorched with a fireball. Jubilee had classified this as a ‘boss-fight’ and sleepily approved of the carnage.


    "Can we eat it?" asks Tarja.


    "You can," replies Jubilee, before returning to their nap. "Just cook it first."


    "It already is!"


    Jubilee gives them a listless thumbs-up and goes back to napping without another word. Fresh, meanwhile, hides her face in the back of Basil’s robe and mourns the loss of Mr. Owl. "Bakaaaaaw~"


    "It’s an owl," corrects Basil. "It goes ‘who~" says the priestess, lifting a finger.


    "Whooooo~" howls Fresh, clenching the fabric of her robe tighter.


    An hour after that, they pass a tavern at the side of the road. But they have no reason or desire to stop. It seems pretty busy and there are a lot of carts and various anqas parked outside. Fresh lowers her head, hiding behind Shamrock, so that the birds don’t see her and chase after them.


    Then, not long after that, the rain starts.


    It’s only a little at first, but all of the fairies retreat back inside of their houses. Fresh does a head-count, checking that everyone is there. They are. After an hour, it grows more intense. "Basil? Are we okay?" asks Fresh, looking at their anqa, Thyme. It ruffles its feathers, shaking its body out.


    Basil nods. "They don’t like rain," she explains. "But they secrete oil over their feathers. It makes the water run off." Fresh nods, understanding. "As long as the storm doesn’t get worse, we should be good to go," says the priestess, turning back and smiling. Fresh feels relieved.


    The storm gets worse. Fresh is no longer relieved.


    They’re too far away from the tavern to turn back now. Basil has taken the cart off to the side of the road and they find themselves nested in a grove, next to a rocky outcrop that shields them from the howling wind, which had threatened to overturn the cart.


    "Stay inside everyone," guides Fresh, shushing the last fairy into their house. She’s thankful that they had paid a little more for the waterproof tarp to cover the cart, otherwise they’d all be drenched right now. But that doesn’t mean that it isn’t getting cold. With the strong wind and the pouring rain comes a strong drop in temperature and, even in her ‘mountain robe’, Fresh notices the chill. She has sat herself in the middle of the cart and dug out her blue-blanket and did her best to wrap it around everyone at once. Basil cooperated, sitting down in the space between the benches with her. Jubilee did not, so she had to break their personal boundaries again and essentially kidnap them. Shamrock was impossible to cover and he also declined needing to be.


    "That’s what I said!" barks Jubilee, trying to get out of the arm that is wrapped tightly around them. Fresh holds them against her body with her left hand. Her right hand is wrapped around Basil, who doesn’t fight and all of them are now beneath the blanket. It’s very warm.


    "It’s different," says Fresh.


    Jubilee sighs. "How is it different, goo-brain?"


    "You’re like a fairy, Ju~ bi~ lee~" she says in a sing-song tone.


    They glare at her. "You have three seconds to take that back, before I get violent."


    Fresh blinks. "But Jubileeee~" she protests. "You’re small, so you lose body-heat faster. That’s what Basil said!" Basil quickly looks away as Jubilee’s icy glare turns to her.


    The fairies have simply retreated into their houses, closing the doors and windows and gathering together in the ‘fluff rooms’ that Fresh had made inside of them. She’s very satisfied with herself now, for having gone out of her way to insulate the magical-floating-fairy-houses. "I wish we had a fairy-house too," sighs Fresh, grabbing Jubilee and pulling them tightly back against herself, before they can get away in their latest attempt. "Just bigger, like… us-sized, you know?"


    "You mean… a house?" asks Jubilee, apparently stopping their fight now. "We had two of those already."


    Fresh thinks for a second. In a sense, Jubilee has a point there. But those houses were neither classifiable as ‘floating’ or as ‘fairy’ish’. ‘Magical’ as a description is still plausible though, in some senses. "What kind of house do you guys wanna get when we get there?" she asks, staring out the back of the cart at Shamrock, who sits outside in the rain together with the anqa. He didn’t want it to be alone.


    "We could have got a fucking palace in the east if we just sold the house," says Jubilee.


    "I don’t want a palace, I want a house," argues Fresh. "How am I supposed to find you guys in a palace?"


    "Exactly."


    "Is land cheaper there?" asks Basil.


    "Well yeah," says Jubilee. They shrug and Fresh can feel their shoulders rubbing against herself. "The mountain being, you know, a mountain, space was at a premium. It’s expensive."


    "And the desert?" asks Fresh.


    "It’s a desert. Don’t know what to tell you. Land is cheaper," replies Jubilee.


    "There’s the ocean there, right?" asks Fresh, her eyes shining hopefully at this prospect.


    Jubilee nods. "Yeah, but that land is expensive again."


    Fresh sighs. "I want a house by the ocean! We could go swimming and we could fish and we could sit in the sun together and we could make sandcastles and -" this list extends on for a while, ending only after she gets to the topic of crabs. But, both of her friends, having seen this blatant attack coming minutes ago, begin pinching her first, until she surrenders.


    They stay there the rest of the day.

  


  Chapter 204: Make a right


  
    The next morning is surprisingly mild-weathered in comparison with the quickly passed storm of the previous night. Fresh is deeply relieved that those unfortunately-timed, heavy clouds left just as quickly as they had come. Now, the cart is rolling again along the wet road, water and a bit of mud splashing around as they ride over the mixture of dirt, gravel and cobble-work. The sun shines into the cart very brightly from above, its heart-lightening rays breaking in through the sparse clouds and reflecting off of the puddles of water down beneath them. The air is damp. But thanks to the autumn-chill, mixed in with the bright sun, it is oddly comfortable. Especially compared to the sweltering summer heat that they had marched through the forest in, on their way towards the west back then.


    Fresh sighs, leaning back, oddly nostalgic about that memory. Even if it was only a few months old. Life is moving very fast these days.


    Then again, it has been doing so since she arrived here in this world. Half of a year, give or take, has come to pass and she feels like more has happened in it, to and for her, than in all of the years of her old life combined. Though, looking back on that oddly foggy memory, she doesn’t really remember how many years those were, at the time of her ‘passing’. It’s all vague.


    The fairies are flying around after the cart again. Thankfully, they aren’t on a murder spree today and seem to be content with leaving the creatures of the forest alone for now. Though Basil does have to scold some of them, after they agitate the anqa by buzzing around its head, wanting to look at it from close-up. Tarja, being the leader, is busy today and so the others, uncoordinated, simply live the day.


    "You need to pinch the edges," explains Jubilee, grabbing the piece of fabric by the ends. "Otherwise your seam is going to sit wrong and it’ll look lumpy."


    Tarja nods, copying what she sees with the fabric in her hands. It’s the same cut as the material Jubilee is using, but just tiny. Jubilee is showing the classless fairy how to tailor and so the two of them are making something super simple to start with. A thin shawl, to help keep the desert sun and sands away from one’s face. Fresh thinks this is adorable, in fact, she thinks this is doubly-adorable, because Jubilee didn’t even need to be asked by herself or by Tarja to do so. They had simply waved the fairy out of the air and told her that they were going to practice tailoring now.


    Shamrock meanwhile instructs Pentti, the mannerless fire-fairy on how to skin and prepare the body of a monster. Though, he’s demonstrating this with the body of the snake from the other day. Fresh does her best not to look. It’s gross. But the fairy, as well as some of the other more adventurously-trimmed ones, watch in deep fascination. Some of them don’t want to be crafters, having been inspired by the story of Veli to become adventurers themselves.


    She wishes that they had just asked Veli to come with them from the start, or that he had waited a few hours at least, before running off. But she also blames herself for that. Fresh wonders where he is and hopes that he’s okay. None of the fairies seemed to hold a grudge about his leaving because of them, likely because all of them are leaving because of them as well.


    Even Basil has a couple of fairies sitting on her lap, who she explains herbalism to while they ride along, pointing out various plants and trees on the way as they ride past.


    Fresh sighs, nobody wants to learn anything from her. Feeling a bit dejected, she leans her head back and closes her eyes, falling into a nap.


    A while later, she is jostled awake by a hand, reaching back to her shoulder. "Guys," is all that Basil says.


    A series of excited and awed ‘wow’s and ‘ooh’s escape the many fairies. Fresh opens her eyes slowly, yawning and stretching her arms and legs out. Her feet press against Jubilee as she stretches.


    "Everyone stay in the cart," instructs Jubilee.


    "What’s that?!" asks Tarja. Fresh blinks, rubbing her eyes and turning her head to look forward, past Basil at the oddly green cloud in the distance. She blinks. Green? Fresh leans over, putting her head next to the priestess as she stares at the thing coming up in the distance, its massive, spireing body breaking the horizon.


    A tree. A giant tree, as big as the mountain that they had left, if not even bigger, rises up like a leviathan from the depths and scrapes up into the sky. Its many boughed branches bend out in all directions and are covered in a swarm of green leaves.


    "That’s the central city," explains Jubilee. "They don’t like strangers," they add on.


    "Can we go there?" asks Tarja.


    "Only if you want to die," warns Jubilee. "They don’t know yet that you guys can leave the mountain and when they find out, there’s going to be trouble."


    "Huh? Don’t they like fairies?" asks Pentti.


    "Something like that," explains Jubilee. "None of us are welcome there. We’re going around it," the say, looking at Basil. "And fast." Basil nods, whipping the reins once. The anqa picks up its pace. "Keep going straight, there’s going to be a bend around to the right in a few minutes."


    "Got it," says Basil.


    "Jubilee!" exclaims Fresh. "There’s a giant tree!" she says, pointing at the thing.


    "Sure is," replies Jubilee. "There’s a dungeon in the roots of it, but that’s none of our business."


    "Is it a good dungeon?" asks Fresh.


    "It’s the best dungeon," says Jubilee, pushing her feet away with their legs. "But it’s for nobles only."


    "That’s so unfair!" exclaims Fresh. "If the dungeons have always been here, then why do they get to keep that one for themselves?"


    "Because, dumb-ass, they built a wall around it and peed on it. That makes it theirs."


    "Eww, did they really?" asks Fresh, shaking out her hands. Jubilee rolls their eyes.


    "It’s just an expression, goo-brain. Might makes right. They say it’s their dungeon and they’ll kill you if you have a problem with it," explains Jubilee. "Way I see it, that means they have a point. That’s how ownership works."


    "But who made them the owner? It’s part of the world!" argues Fresh, crossing her arms.


    "Take it up with them," shrugs Jubilee. "But you won’t like the results of that conversation."


    "Don’t they like you guys either?" asks Tarja.


    "They don’t like anyone, period," says Jubilee. Fresh stares out ahead of the cart, sparing a glance at Basil’s tense form as they ride on ahead. The road ahead of them diverges into three paths. One goes left around the city, one goes straight towards it and one goes right around it. Basil tugs on the reins and the cart turns to the right, branching down the road as they make a bend towards the south.


    "Wait." Fresh blinks. "Are they going to get mad that the fairies can leave the mountain?" she asks, leaning in to whisper into Jubilee’s ear.


    "Remember what we talked about in the basement?" asks Jubilee. "Yes."


    "Oh no…" Fresh leans back, not having thought about this possibility at all when she had made the rings. She just wanted to do something nice.


    "Okay, so. You take the corners, like this -" starts Jubilee, returning to their lesson like nothing had ever happened. Perhaps to ease the clearly fearful minds of the fairies. Basil and Shamrock both do the same. Fresh, meanwhile, sits there and contemplates the consequences of what she has done.

  


  Chapter 205: Just a moment


  
    A heavy wind pushes through the open cart, the breeze following the flow of the open road as it surges along the way, like water through a channeling basin. Fresh feels her hair blowing to the side, as the calming breeze moves over her face, heading down the road that they themselves had come along. Not sure what it is that she is looking at, she turns her face to look in that direction.


    Now that the storm has passed, the weather has turned deeply mild and comfortable. The sun is out, but hiding lazily behind the many thick, autumn clouds which dampen its shine. A warm wind heats the world instead, drying out the many damp crevices and holes in the dirt, as it passes over them.


    "Hey," says Jubilee, getting her attention. Fresh blinks, looking back towards her friend who is sitting there with crossed arms, looking out in the other direction, past Basil, towards the road still ahead of them. She tilts her head, waiting for them to say something now that they have her attention.


    "What’s up, Jubilee?" she asks.


    Jubilee shifts in their seat, fidgeting in a manner that Fresh finds unusual for them. "Sorry that I made you kill that goblin," they say. "That was fucked."


    Fresh tilts her head. "Goblin?" she asks, thinking back, lowering her gaze. She remembers now. During one of their initial outings in the northern dungeon together, back when the two of them had just first met, Jubilee had made her kill a tortured and mutilated goblin with her own two hands. She still remembers how badly she had cried then and how scared she was of the cruel and horrible Jubilee in that moment. It was really bad. "Oh," she replies, rubbing her arm.


    In truth, since then, she has killed a lot of goblins. She has killed mush-mushes, kobolds, monsters of all breeds and pedigrees and if the rumors were true, apparently even a real person. Though, that last one wasn’t on purpose. Does that make her feel better? No. Not about that. But many of those things had died far worse deaths than that first goblin.


    If anything, the thing that scares her the most these days isn’t the fact that she had driven a piece of jagged glass into the creature’s heart several times, in order to silence its wretched screams, it’s the fact that her cherished friend could have done something so horrible to a living creature, even if it was a monster.


    She knows that Jubilee has a past and perhaps maybe even more issues than she herself has. Having been a product of this horrible world, Jubilee became the only person that they could have ever become, given the circumstances of their environment and prior life. They, like so many other people here, had a heavy soul simply because there was nothing else that it could have ever become in the path that they had been given.


    Would she let that excuse work for herself? No. She’s willing to accept that her circumstances and choices are purely results of her own personal decisions. But for her friends, Fresh is willing to look the other way and to accept that their environment made them what they are, for better or for worse. Isn’t that what the magistrate had told her to do, as the leader of their group?


    "It’s okay, Jubilee," says Fresh, holding her arms out in a beckoning gesture. "I understand why you did it," she consoles.


    "No," replies Jubilee, seeing that she wants to hug.


    Fresh narrows her eyes, waving her fingers inwardly. "I’ll forgive you, but only if you give me a hug."


    "Pass."


    "Jubileee~!" complains Fresh. "We’re trying to have a moment!"


    "Moment’s over. I’m taking a nap," replies Jubilee, kicking their feet up and leaning back, their arms folded over their chest.


    "What’s a goblin?" asks Tarja.


    "It’s a little monster," explains Fresh. "They’re like kobolds," she says. "But less fluffy."


    "Oooh," exclaims Tarja, flying over to Basil to sit on top of her hat and pester her for a while. Though, Basil seems very calm and at peace with the swarm of fairies that spends a lot of time flying around her or sitting on her wide-brimmed hat. She seems to have adopted a sort of maternal role in the eyes of the fairies.


    Fresh is, of course, a little bit jealous. She wishes the fairies would swarm around her and pester her with questions and attention. She sighs. Oh well, at least she has Jubilee, Basil and Shamrock. That’s pretty good too.


    Deciding that she wants to pay attention to her friends as well, she moves Jubilee’s legs back down from the box and sits down in the freed up space, down on the ground between the benches, resting her head on Jubilee’s lap. Stretching out her leg she touches Shamrock with it and lifts her arm up, stretching it out to touch Basil.


    "You’re doing the touching thing again," says Jubilee, annoyed.


    "I’m just trying to spend time with you guys," she says.


    Jubilee sighs. "We’re literally stuck in a cart together, like we have been for days now. Is that not enough for you?"


    "No," says Fresh, closing her eyes and deciding that she’s going to sit like that for a while.


    "Why are you so clingy? It’s a little gross," says Jubilee.


    In truth, Fresh wants to say that she’s clingy because she knows that this is all going to be over one day, for better or for worse, so she wants to absorb everything from the moment now. The soft sensation of the squeaking priestess who she’s squeezing with her hand, the smell of the fabric of the complaining Jubilee, whose lap she rests her head on, the cool, heavy coarseness of Shamrock’s armor as she rubs her leg against it. But they don’t need to know that. "I just like you guys a lot," says Fresh.


    "Ugh," groans Jubilee in disgust, but she knows that they don’t mean it because of the gloved hand that finds its way to the top of her head.


    "Ugh," agrees Basil, jokingly. She can tell that it’s a joke because of the way the priestess pushes her body into her hand, allowing her to pinch her in the side more.


    "Ugh," is all that Shamrock says, never able to resist joining in on the fun. But she knows that he doesn’t mean it either, because his heavily armored leg moves an inch closer towards her.


    Living in a cart isn’t so bad either, thinks Fresh. Maybe if they ever run out of dungeons, they can convert the cart into a traveling store and become road-side traveling merchants. That could be a lot of fun too. But sourcing materials could be a problem eventually. Plus, she’s gotten spoiled by the luxuries of a warm bath and a hot breakfast every day. Fresh yawns, taking the initiative to bite down lightly on Jubilee’s leg, just for the sake of doing so, before turning her head back sideways and taking a nap as well.


    The droning sound of the constantly rolling wheels of the cart, spinning over the mixture of gravel and loose sediment, overpowers her fading senses, sounding oddly familiar to the trickling of flowing water.


    "Hey," says a familiar, tired voice as Fresh finds herself once again in the black-ocean, having fallen asleep.


    "Ah, please don’t soak my clothes! The fairies will get suspicious," says Fresh first thing, realizing that she is in a ‘fountain-dream’ right now. She must have fallen asleep right then and there.


    The fountain yawns and her body spins around a few times, as if it were either looking her over or simply bored and spinning her around like an unimaginative child would with a doll. "I could just get rid of them," suggests the fountain. "Then it won’t be a problem."


    "No! Please leave them alone!" pleads Fresh.


    "You know that they’re going to attract a lot of bad attention, right?" asks the fountain. The water surges all around them. "Then again, we might be far past that point already. Things are happening."


    "What’s happening?" asks Fresh, feeling her hair billowing around her head.


    "Don’t you worry about it. We’re still ahead of the game, but the others are starting to throw their balls too."


    "What does that mean?"


    "It means that our headstart-period is over," exclaims the fountain. "That fuck from your world, who they’re going to crown as the hero, just got smushed by a truck. He’s going to be reborn any day now."


    "Huh?!"


    The water rushes around her, pushing her away. "Just as soon as they finish indoctrinating him," explains the fountain.


    "What do we do?" asks Fresh, fearful for this new life of hers in a variety of different ways. "What do I do?" she asks.


    "They want a fight, we’ll give them a fight," says the fountain. "The hero is going to be expecting a witch," it explains. Fresh feels herself being carried off into the distance by the current. "We’re going to give them a witch. Keep your eyes closed."


    "Huh?"


    "Keep your eyes closed," instructs the fountain again.


    Fresh yelps as she returns to wakefulness, water splashes down her body as something loudly shatters above her head. She keeps her eyes closed.


    "FUCK!" curses Jubilee.


    "PENTII!" yells Tarja, furious.


    "I’m sorry!" says Pentti, the fairy. Fresh waits a second and then slowly opens her eyes, looking up in confusion at the broken water-bottle in Jubilee’s hands, which had shattered above her head. The glass looks as if a spell had cut through it. "I didn’t mean too! I just kind of… did it. I don’t know what happened!"


    There is a small cracking sound. Fresh recognizes the noise as that of someone being smacked over the head for having done something dumb.


    "I’m really sorry!" says Tarja, dragging the fairy over by his ear.


    "Fuck," swears Jubilee. "Don’t move, goo-brain," they instruct, starting to pick out shattered glass from her wet hair.


    Fresh sighs, staring back at the long stretch of road that they’re leaving behind. It looks like the moment really is over.
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