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Book One

Adapted from He Who Fights With Monsters by Travis Deverell & Shirtaloon.

Fourteen chapters are included in this download. More of Book One is on the way.

This Young Adventurer Edition is a private family project — not for sale and not for public distribution. Please support the authors and buy the original on Amazon.






Chapter 1 — A Stranger in a Strange Land

Jason woke up face-down in the grass, and his very first thought was: this is not my bed.

His second thought was that the grass was too soft, too green, and smelled like absolutely nothing — which was somehow worse than if it had smelled bad.

He pushed himself up on his elbows. His head felt stuffed with cotton. The last thing he could remember was going to sleep — his own room, his own pillow, the little hum of the fan he always left running in the corner. Now there was warm sun on the back of his neck, dirt under his nails, and a wide blue sky that felt, in a way he couldn’t quite put a finger on, like nowhere he’d ever been.

He sat up the rest of the way. And then he noticed two things at once.

The first was that he had no hair. None. Not on his head, not on his arms — even his eyebrows were gone. He ran a hand over the top of his head and felt only smooth skin, warm from the sun. It was the strangest sensation, that smooth warm skin where his hair should have been — like reaching up and touching a stranger’s head instead of his own.

The second was that he had no clothes.

“Cool,” Jason said, to nobody at all. His voice came out dry and scratchy. “Cool. Cool, cool, cool. This is a completely normal way to wake up. Love this for me.”

It was not normal, and he did not love it, and he was aware that he was talking to himself. He was also aware that talking to himself was, according to a couple of people in his life, something he did a little too much of — usually right when things were going badly. He decided not to think too hard about what that might mean about right now.

He got to his feet, did his best to cover himself with his hands, and looked around fast — like maybe there’d be a helpful little sign somewhere. You Are Here. Free Pants This Way.

There was no sign. There were hedges.

Tall ones. Way taller than he was, green walls of them, grown so thick and close together he couldn’t see through. They ran off to his left and his right and turned sharp corners in the distance. He knew exactly what this was. He’d walked through one just like it at a fall festival once, laughing, holding a paper cup of hot chocolate.

A maze. He was standing, bald and bare and completely alone, in the middle of an enormous hedge maze.

“Okay,” he told himself. “Don’t panic. Panicking is for people who don’t have a plan. So. We get a plan.” He took one slow breath. It didn’t exactly reassure him — but it was something, and something beat standing there feeling the sun on parts of him that had never felt sun before.

He took a careful step. The grass was cool between his toes. Nothing jumped out at him. He took another.

That was when the window appeared in the air.

It just popped into being, right in front of his face, close enough to touch — a glowing panel the soft blue-white of a screen, floating at eye level with neat words printed across it. Jason yelled and jumped back, and very nearly sat down in a hedge.

The panel followed him. Politely. Like it was waiting for him to finish.

Now — Jason had played a lot of games. He knew a pop-up menu when one appeared in front of his face, even when it appeared in the actual open air, in the actual world, with no screen anywhere in sight. Some deep, game-trained part of his brain looked at the floating panel and thought, quite calmly, ah. A tutorial.

The rest of his brain was screaming a little. He told it to wait its turn.

Carefully, feeling deeply ridiculous, he leaned in and read.

╭─ QUEST ────────────────────────╮
│  A Stranger in a Strange Land  │
│                                │
│  Explore the maze.             │
│  Reward: Clothing              │
╰────────────────────────────────╯

He read it twice.

“So let me get this straight,” he said. “I do the tutorial, and I get pants.”

The panel did not answer. It didn’t need to.

When he reached out without thinking — the way you’d poke at a menu — more panels opened around him, and he found he could think them open and think them shut.

One was a map, almost blank, with a single blinking dot that he knew, with a small cold shock, was him.

The other said inventory, and it wasn’t quite empty.

╭─ INVENTORY ────────────╮
│  ◦ small red token     │
╰────────────────────────╯

Floating inside it was a single red token, round and smooth, marked with the shape of a bird. He was almost certain he’d never seen it before in his life — and he had no idea how it had gotten into a pocket he very much did not currently have.

The last panel looked like something he’d seen a hundred times, in a hundred games. A character sheet. A neat little list of what a person was.

At the top, where a name goes, it had his. And underneath, where he expected a plain word like human, it said something else.

╭─ CHARACTER ────────────╮
│  Name:  Jason          │
│  Race:  Outworlder     │
╰────────────────────────╯

Outworlder. He didn’t know what it meant. He was fairly sure he didn’t like it.

“You know,” he informed the empty maze, “if you’re going to drop me into a video game, you could at least pick one I’ve actually played. Give a guy a menu he knows. This is just rude.”

He didn’t get an answer to that one either. He was already getting used to it.

“This is a dream,” he decided, out loud. “A very detailed, very cold dream. Any second now I’m going to wake up and be annoyed I didn’t even get the pants.”

He did not wake up.

Something moved in the grass behind him.




Chapter 2 — Two Moons and No Pants

Jason turned around. Sitting about ten feet away, wiggling its nose, was a hamster.

He almost laughed. It was just a hamster — round and brown and fluffy — except that it was the size of a soccer ball. And its little black eyes were fixed on him with a sharp, steady attention that hamsters were absolutely not supposed to have. And when it opened its mouth, it had far, far too many teeth.

A small panel blinked up helpfully beside it, like a label on a jar.

╭─ IDENTIFY ─────────────╮
│  Potent Hamster        │
╰────────────────────────╯

“Nope,” said Jason.

The hamster launched itself at his face.

He didn’t decide to do anything — his body just did it, arms flying up in a clumsy, panicked swing, a shout tearing out of him. There was a sudden scramble of tiny claws and a horrible high squealing and a great deal of Jason yelling words he was extremely glad no one was around to hear. It was fast, and it was awful, and it was over almost before he understood it had begun. Then he was down on his knees in the grass, breathing hard, and the hamster wasn’t moving anymore.

A panel blinked up beside it, calm as anything.

╭─ DEFEATED ─────────────╮
│  Potent Hamster        │
╰────────────────────────╯

His hands were shaking. His heart slammed against his ribs. He had never — he’d never done anything like that, not to any living thing, and the strangeness of it sat heavy in his chest, cold and brand new.

Another panel appeared.

╭─ INVENTORY ────────────╮
│  + 1 unknown item      │
╰────────────────────────╯

He stared at it. Then he laughed, once, a little wild, because what else was he supposed to do. When he made himself look, there was something small and softly glowing sitting in his inventory now, something that hadn’t been there before. He had no idea what it was. He decided — the way you decide to leave one scary door shut for now — that it could wait.

For a moment he just stayed there on his knees and breathed, and let the scared feeling be a scared feeling, until it faded enough that he could stand.

He stumbled to his feet. Still bald. Still bare. Still standing in a maze that handed out quests and hamsters with too many teeth. But he was, apparently, alive — and he had gotten through one completely impossible thing, which maybe, maybe, meant he could get through the next one too.

He tipped his head back to find the sun and figure out which way to go.

There were two moons in the sky.

Not the sun and a moon. Two moons — pale and round and calm, hanging there in the middle of the vast bright afternoon sky like they had every right to be. One large. One small. Side by side.

Jason looked at them for a long time.

He’d been telling himself an awful lot of things since he woke up. That it was a dream. That there was an explanation. That any minute now the world would tip itself right-side up and start making sense again. Two moons in a daytime sky was the exact moment every one of those small, quiet lies ran out at once.

Wherever this was, it wasn’t home. It wasn’t anywhere close to home.

“Okay,” he said again. Softer, this time. Not cool. Not fine. Just — okay. A place to start from.

He looked back down: at the green walls, at the blinking dot that was him, at the single narrow path leading forward between the hedges.

Then Jason pulled his bare shoulders back, and went to go find his pants.




Chapter 3 — A Coin With My Face On It

The good news was that Jason had found a weapon.

The bad news was that the weapon was a small hand-shovel, and the thing currently trying to bite his ankle was a fish.

Not a normal fish. This one was long and silver and flying — swimming through the open air the way an ordinary fish swims through water, mouth crowded with little needle teeth, deeply set on the idea of his leg.

“Why,” Jason gasped, hopping backward and swinging the shovel, “is it flying —”

The fish darted at his face. He ducked. It missed, wheeled around in a lazy silver loop, and came back for another try, and this time Jason was ready. He swatted it out of the air. It hit the grass, flopped twice, and lay still.

A calm little window blinked open beside it.

╭─ DEFEATED ─────────────╮
│  Sky-Guppy             │
╰────────────────────────╯

He stood there, breathing hard, shovel raised, waiting for the next impossible thing. Nothing came. Just the hum of the maze and his own loud breathing.

“A sky-guppy,” he told the empty path. “Sure. That’s a thing now. Great.”

He’d found the shovel a few turns back, half-buried at the base of a hedge, and he’d only kept it because a person alone in a maze full of monsters takes what he can get. It was black metal with a dull red shine down the edge, and the edge was far too sharp for anything a person would actually use in a garden. There was writing on the little screen when he looked at it, and the writing said something about a blood cult. Jason knew what a cult was — a group of people all tied together by one dark belief, following it wherever it led. It was not a phrase he enjoyed reading about the tool in his own hand.

“Whose maze is this,” he muttered, and kept the shovel anyway.

He was getting used to the pattern by now. Something small and ridiculous would attack him. He would panic, flap around, and somehow win. Then a screen would tell him about it in the polite, patient voice of a menu that had all day. And then — this was the new part — something would drop.

Because the sky-guppy had left things behind.

╭─ ITEMS RECEIVED ───────╮
│  ◦ Spirit Coin         │
│  ◦ Healing Ointment    │
╰────────────────────────╯

He crouched over them, half expecting them to bite too, ready to jump back. They didn’t. There was a little coin, washed-out blue and cool as glass, and a small round tin that turned out to be full of a yellow, oily cream that smelled sharply of medicine. The screen was very clear that the cream healed injuries, so Jason — who had a truly huge number of injuries at this point — retrieved the tin and smeared some on the bite in his leg.

It stung. Then the sting faded, and the pain faded with it, and when he looked down the wound was simply gone, like it had never happened.

“Okay,” he admitted. “That’s cool. I’m keeping the horrible maze as long as it comes with magic band-aids.”

The coin was the odd part.

Someone had stamped a little picture into the metal, and the little picture was, without a doubt, him. A tiny, lumpy, badly-drawn Jason, giving a cheerful thumbs up — but distinct, unmistakable, right down to the shape of his own nose. He turned it over. The other side had words on it that he did not remember agreeing to.

“That is not my chin,” he informed the coin. “My chin is a perfectly normal size. This is a lie. A magical, tiny, metal lie.”

The coin did not say sorry. But he didn’t put it away, not right off. He held it a second longer than he meant to, turning it, because a coin doesn’t just happen to have your face on it. Somebody, somewhere, had made this. On purpose. Before he’d ever set foot in this world.

He decided that was a thought for a braver day, and closed his hand around it.

While the inventory screen was open, he saw two things he did not touch.

One was the small red token, round and smooth, marked with the shape of a bird. He’d found it there when he first woke, and he still had absolutely no memory of it, and he still had no idea how it had gotten into a pocket he hadn’t been wearing. The other was that faint, glowing something from the very first fight — the hamster, back at the start, which Jason was working hard not to think about. Everything else in his inventory had a neat little label telling him exactly what it was. That one didn’t. It just sat there, giving off a slow flicker of light, patient and with no label at all.

He looked at it for a second. Then he closed the screen, the way you shut a door on a room you’re not ready to walk into yet.

“Later,” he told it. “You can be a problem later.”

But he could still feel it there after the screen blinked out — glowing quietly somewhere behind his eyes — the one thing in this whole strange world that nobody had bothered to name.




Chapter 4 — The Hungry Men and a Well

The path opened up, and there was a well.

It sat in a little clearing at the heart of the maze — a ring of old bricks, crumbling and gray, an old bucket on an old crank. It looked like exactly the kind of fancy, useless thing a person would build in the middle of a hedge maze to make it feel grand.

The moment Jason reached it, a window opened, and the window was very exciting.

╭─ QUEST COMPLETE ─────────────╮
│  Stranger in a Strange Land  │
│  Reward: Simple Pants        │
╰──────────────────────────────╯

“YES.” He fist-pumped the empty air. “Yes. Finally. Pants. My kingdom for some pants.”

He pulled them out. They were plain and white and enormously baggy, the sort of pants that seemed to have been designed by someone who had heard about legs but never actually met any. He put them on. They were so roomy it barely felt like wearing anything at all, and within about four seconds they were smeared with blood and yellow cream, because that was simply the kind of day it was.

“Not exactly the look I was going for,” he said, “but I’ll take it. Looking good is for people who aren’t currently fighting sky-guppies.”

He sat down on the edge of the well to think, which was the first quiet moment he’d had since he opened his eyes in the grass. His whole body ached. His head felt scooped-out and strange. Somewhere very far away, in a bed that smelled like home and had a fan humming in the corner, there was a version of this day where he’d woken up normally, and he tried not to look directly at that thought, because it hurt.

That was when he heard the voices.

They came from somewhere on the other side of the hedge — two men, low and easy, muttering to each other the way people do when they think they’re alone. Jason went still.

He couldn’t see them. He could only catch pieces, drifting through the thick green wall.

“— tracked it clear across the west path and the hand-shovel was already gone —”

“— one of the ones we caught, maybe —”

“— doesn’t matter who they’re with. When the boss is done with the prisoners, I’ll cook the lot of them.”

A cold chill went straight down Jason’s back.

He waited for the rest of it to turn into a joke. He wanted, very badly, for it to be two guys with a mean sense of humor. But the voices just kept going, calm and bored, talking about people the way you’d talk about meat — and about prisoners, more than one, that somebody had caught and was keeping — and the chill in Jason’s stomach turned into something worse.

Prisoners. Other people. Caught, like he’d nearly been caught. And these two were hungry.

He stayed crouched behind the well, not breathing, until the voices moved off and faded into the green.

“They eat people,” he whispered, once he was sure. “There are people in here who eat people. In the pants maze. Of course there are.”

His hands were shaking a little. He made himself stop.

He looked at the well.

He hadn’t noticed it before, but there were iron bars set into the inside wall — a ladder, running straight down into a dark he couldn’t see the bottom of. The metal gave off a dull, damp shine where the light from above touched it, and everything below that was black.

A window blinked open, unhelpfully cheerful.

╭─ NEW QUEST ──────────────────╮
│  Secrets of the Well         │
│                              │
│  Do you have the courage to  │
│  explore the depths?         │
╰──────────────────────────────╯

“No,” Jason said flatly. “No, I don’t. Thank you for asking.”

But that wasn’t really the choice, was it.

He could keep wandering the maze in the open, where two hungry men with too-sharp hand-shovels were hunting for whoever had killed their monsters — which was, unfortunately, him. Or he could climb down into a gloomy, pitch-black hole in the ground where at least nothing had tried to eat him yet.

Put like that, it wasn’t much of a choice at all.

He crouched at the lip of the well and looked down into the dark, and for a long moment he let himself stop there, one hand on the cold top bar, not going and not turning back. The smart part of him did not want to go down there. The smart part of him also did not want to end up on a stranger’s dinner plate.

“Down the creepy well it is,” he said, to nobody. “This is my life now. This is the whole thing.”

He swung his legs over the edge, found the first bar with his foot, and started scrambling down.

The bright circle of sky shrank above him. The walls of the well grew slick and damp and cold under his hands. He climbed by feel, one careful step at a time, glancing up every few seconds to check that the little coin of daylight was still there — a small, silly comfort he was not willing to give up.

His foot splashed into icy water before it found the next bar, which was how he learned he’d reached the bottom.

He crouched there in the ankle-deep cold, soaked and shivering, and that was when he saw it: low in the wall, barely darker than the dark around it, a hole. A round, black opening, just big enough for a person to crawl into.

Something moved down there. Far off, in the dark. He couldn’t tell what.

Jason looked at the little hole. He looked back up at the distant blue circle of the sky.

“I’m going to regret this,” he said quietly.

And he started to crawl in.




Chapter 5 — The Man at the Bottom of the Well

The tunnel was exactly as bad as Jason had expected, and then a little worse.

It was a narrow brick pipe, just wide enough to drag himself along on his elbows, wet and cold and thick with the smell of old rot. There was no light at all — none. He couldn’t see the walls an inch from his nose, or his own hands, or the dark ahead that he was crawling into anyway.

“For the record,” he told the dark, “I know this is a terrible plan. I want it written down somewhere that I knew.”

Talking didn’t help much. But it was better than the small animal part of his brain, the part that had started quietly panicking somewhere around the third bend and had a lot to say about being buried alive. The horrible closed-in feeling of it pressed in from every side, cold and near, and Jason kept crawling mostly so he wouldn’t have to sit still and feel it.

Because the tunnel was so tight, he almost didn’t notice when it ended. One moment his hand came down on slick brick; the next it came down on wet wood.

He’d reached something. A ledge, or a floor. He hauled himself out of the pipe and into open air he could feel but not see, and lay there for a second just breathing, grateful to be somewhere his shoulders didn’t touch both walls at once.

His searching hand found a metal pole, and hanging from the pole, a little metal box with a glass front. A screen blinked up beside it, patient as ever: a lamp, it said, the kind that ran on magic. It only needed one of those glass coins to work.

Jason fed it a coin. The lamp lit — and because he had, of course, been holding it pointed directly at his own face, it lit up his eyeballs like a tiny sun.

“Gah —” He dropped it. It clattered on the boards. “Great. Perfect. Blind now. Adding it to the list.”

When he could see again, he picked the lamp up the right way round and finally got a look at where he was.

A cave. A real one, rough and damp, with a plank walkway running through it on wooden posts, up off the wet stone floor. The lamp threw a dim, wobbling circle of light that didn’t reach far, but after the pitch-black tunnel even a dim glow and a few shadows felt like a gift. The walkway led away into the dark toward something built into the far wall — a wall that didn’t belong in a cave, made of brick, with a heavy round door set into it like the door on a submarine.

“Okay,” Jason breathed. “A door. Doors go somewhere. Somewhere is better than here.”

The door did not want to open. It had a big rusted wheel in the middle, and when he pulled on it, it gave a rusted metal groan and then nothing else. He braced a foot against the brick and pulled with everything he had, and slowly, bit by bit, the wheel turned. The door scraped inward.

Beyond it was a room.

It had been a fine room once — the kind of grand room with a huge crystal light hanging from the ceiling, the sort Jason had only ever seen in movies about people much richer than him. Now it was wrecked. Furniture lay tipped over, the big glass light had crashed down in a spray of broken crystal, and a strange design was set into the floor in lines of brass, half-hidden under the mess. Something had happened here. Something bad.

And under an overturned couch, there was a man.

Jason’s first, ridiculous thought was finally, a person. He pushed the couch off and crouched down. The man was youngish, dark-haired, and — this was the odd part — dressed in actual robes, like a wizard from a storybook. He was breathing. He had a pulse. He was also, Jason noticed, far too hot to the touch, like someone with a bad fever.

The man’s eyes opened.

“Oh, hey,” Jason said, relief making him talk fast. “You had a bit of a spill. You okay? Do you need —”

“Who are you.” The man’s voice was low and rough. His eyes moved over Jason, and then went strange — sharpening, narrowing, like he was seeing something Jason couldn’t. “No. What are you. There’s something wrong with you. I can feel it. You’re not from here.”

The way he said it made the hair stand up on Jason’s arms, and a faint, cold fear settled in under his ribs.

“That’s kind of a rude thing to say to a guy who just —”

The man’s gaze snapped to the brass design on the floor, then back to Jason, and his face changed. Whatever he saw there, he understood it, and Jason didn’t, and that was somehow the most frightening part. Something had gone wrong in this room, badly wrong, and this man had just decided it was Jason’s fault.

“You,” the man said. “You’re what ruined it.” He pushed himself up, swaying, one hand catching a heavy desk. “It doesn’t matter. I can still use you.” He pulled open a drawer. “I’ve never tasted one of you before.”

And there it was — the same cold, grim thing Jason had heard through the hedge. This was one of them. One of the people who talked about people like meat.

Jason’s stomach dropped, and every tired ache in his body went sharp and awake at once.




Chapter 6 — The Quiet Room

The man came off the desk faster than a sick man should, and there was a knife in his hand, and after that everything happened at once and Jason was never able to lay it out afterward in an order that made sense. He remembered lunging for the door and finding it locked. He remembered turning back. He remembered the man’s weight hitting him, the lamp knocked spinning away so the whole room tipped into swinging shadow. He remembered gripping a wrist with both hands, and the wrist being so much stronger than his, and the terror of that, pure and animal.

He remembered thinking, with the small game-trained part of his brain that never fully shut off: the little monsters. What did I do to the little monsters.

He fought without thinking after that. He didn’t decide to do any of it. His body simply did what it had learned, in a place with no rules and nothing to lose, and the struggle turned and shifted in the dark —

— and then it was over.

The room was very quiet.

Jason was sitting on the floor. The knife was in his hand. The man was not moving, and Jason understood, in a cold slow way that arrived from very far off, that the man was not going to move again.

A screen blinked up beside him, calm and helpful and bright.

╭─ DEFEATED ─────────────╮
│  Cultist               │
╰────────────────────────╯

Defeated. Like a level. Like a score. Like the hamster, like the sky-guppy, like it was the same kind of thing at all.

It was not the same kind of thing.

The knife fell out of Jason’s hand and clattered on the floor, and he pushed himself backward across the wrecked room until his back hit a wall, and then he stopped, because there was nowhere left to go. His hands were shaking. A chill had gone right through him, bone-deep, and no matter how he tried he could not make his body go steady again. He pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them and could not make himself look away from the shape on the floor.

“You did that,” he told it. His voice came out wrong. “That was you. You made me. You did that.”

He didn’t believe it. He could hear, even as he said it, that he didn’t believe it, and the not-believing sat behind his chest like a stone.

He had cracked a joke about the hungry men an hour ago. He had made himself laugh, a little wildly, at a coin with his own face on it. All of that — the jokes, the game, the polite floating screens — all of it had felt, underneath everything, like it wasn’t quite real. Like the world would tip itself right-side up any minute and let him off.

It wasn’t going to. He knew that now, all the way down. Whatever this place was, it was real, and the things that happened in it were real, and they didn’t come undone.

He stayed like that a long time, knees pulled in, breathing slow, working to keep it steady, letting the scared feeling be a scared feeling, the way you have to when there’s no one to tell it to.

And then, from somewhere in the dark above him — up in the ceiling, through a grate he hadn’t noticed — something answered.

A long, low, hollow sound.

A hiss.




Chapter 7 — The Snake

The hiss came again, closer, and then the dark above Jason erupted.

Something poured down out of a grate in the ceiling — black and shiny and endless, thicker than his leg, a snake so long it just kept coming and coming, spilling into the room in wet, heavy coils. Its head swung around. Its eyes found him. For one frozen second the two of them simply looked at each other, and Jason understood, all the way down, that it had come for him.

Then it struck, and Jason ran.

He didn’t decide to. His legs just went. He snatched the lamp off the floor and threw himself at the round metal door, hauling it shut behind him and spinning the wheel with hands that barely obeyed. Something huge slammed into the other side of the door. The whole slab of metal boomed and shuddered.

Safe, said the small, hopeful part of his brain. There’s no way it gets through a door.

The wheel under his hands began, slowly, to turn.

“No,” Jason breathed, staring at it. “No — you don’t have hands — that’s not —”

He didn’t stay to find out how. He turned and bolted down the walkway, and this time he didn’t care about the slick wood. Behind him the metal screamed and gave, and he heard the dry, dragging rush of something enormous pouring through after him.

He hit the end of the walkway and dove headfirst into the crawl-tunnel, and the tunnel was worse than before, so much worse, because now it was black and tight and there was something behind him. His hands and knees hammered on the wet brick, battered raw. His shoulders scraped both sides. He could hear it back there — the hiss, the slither, closer than it had any right to be — and his whole body screamed at him to go faster in a space where faster was almost impossible.

He saw the faint grey circle of the well ahead and half-fell out of the tunnel into the cold water at the bottom. Then he was on the iron bars, hauling himself up hand over hand, up toward the little coin of daylight far above.

Below him, the snake slid out of the tunnel. It looked up at him. And then it began to climb.

Not up the bars — up the outside, winding around and around the inside of the well like a screw, its body somehow gripping the wet, steep brick. It was fast. It was so fast. Jason climbed until his arms burned and his breath tore in his chest, battered and gasping, and still, every time he glanced down, there was more of that black coil, closer than before.

His hand closed on the top bar, the one set into the brick above the ground — almost, almost —

Something looped around his leg.

The weight of it nearly tore him off the wall. It wrapped his ankle, then his knee, cold and impossibly heavy, and no matter how hard he pulled he could not drag himself up that last arm’s length. He clung to the top bar with both hands, fingers slipping on the wet iron, the snake winding higher, around his waist now, squeezing —

And in the end, it wasn’t his fingers that gave out.

It was the wall.

The old bricks crumbled under his grip all at once, the whole ancient side of the well letting go, and Jason and the snake and a roar of falling stone dropped backward together into the dark.




Chapter 8 — What the Snake Left Behind

Jason had always liked waking up.

He liked the soft, warm, in-between moment before his brain switched on — where anything could still be true and nothing had gone wrong yet.

There was none of that now. He came to all at once, in cold water, in the dark, at the bottom of the ruined well, and every part of him hurt.

He was lying on something that wasn’t the floor. It took his sore head a moment to understand that it was the snake — that he was spread across its coils, and that the coils were not moving. A great slab of fallen brick had come down right on its head. The same collapse that had nearly killed him had killed the thing chasing him first, one danger landing on the other by pure dumb luck.

The relief of it hit him so hard he almost laughed, and almost cried, and for a second wasn’t sure which he was doing.

“Okay,” he managed. “Okay. Not dead. We’re not dead.”

Then he tried to move his left arm, and the pain arrived all at once, white and huge, and the not-dead feeling got a lot more complicated.

The arm was pinned under a chunk of the fallen wall. He rolled the brick off with his good hand, biting down on a scream. He couldn’t see the arm properly in the dark, but it was hot and swollen and it did not want to be moved, and he was fairly sure, in the calm flat way you know terrible things, that it was broken.

He dug out the last of his healing cream and smeared it on one-handed. The swelling eased. The arm still felt wrong deep down, where the cream couldn’t reach — but he could move it now, carefully, and careful was going to be his whole personality for a while.

A screen glowed faint and patient in the corner of his eye, the way they always did.

╭─ DEFEATED ─────────────╮
│  Shadow Snake          │
│                        │
│  Loot?   YES   NO      │
╰────────────────────────╯

He braced for the paint-stripping smell cloud. It didn’t come. The snake just settled a little beneath him, and a short list of things dropped into his inventory — some dark leather, a pouch of black gems, a curved dagger, and a truly ridiculous heap of the glass coins.

╭─ ITEMS RECEIVED ───────╮
│  ◦ Dark Leather        │
│  ◦ Black Gems          │
│  ◦ Curved Dagger       │
│  ◦ Spirit Coins        │
╰────────────────────────╯

“Huh,” he said. “You don’t do the smoke thing. Noted.” He was too battered to be more curious than that. He filed it under rules of this place I still need to learn and let it go.

What he needed was his arm fixed. And he knew where to find help.



The man had drunk something, back in the room. A potion. Jason remembered it clearly, the one sharp detail from the worst moment of his life.

Getting back up the well with a broken arm was impossible. Going back through the tunnel was horrible. He picked horrible, mostly because you can’t fall off the floor.

The room was exactly as he’d left it. He kept his eyes on the desk — only the desk — and did not let them drift to the shape on the floor. Once had been enough. Once was going to be enough for a very long time.

There was a small glass bottle still in the drawer. The screen called it a recovery potion. He pulled it open and drank it in one go.

It tasted, strangely, like strawberry soda — and the effect was almost instant. The fog in his head thinned. His sick stomach went still. The deep wrong feeling in his arm faded to an ache, and then to nothing. He flexed his fingers. The arm worked.

“Oh, that’s good,” he breathed, and let himself lie still on the floor for a moment, just being a person who wasn’t in pain.

When he sat up, he finally made himself look at the two things he’d been carrying that actually mattered.

The first was a smooth black stone the size of his fist. When he held it up to the lamp to examine it, there were tiny points of light drifting deep inside, turning slowly, giving off a faint magical glow like stars caught in glass. The screen called it an awakening stone.

╭─ AWAKENING STONE ──────╮
│  Unlocks a power —     │
│  once you have one     │
│  to unlock.            │
╰────────────────────────╯

He didn’t have one. Not yet. A locked door, then. Something for later.

The second was a cube of glossy black, cool and heavy, dark as the middle of the night. And the screen had a lot to say about this one.

╭─ DARK ESSENCE ───────────────╮
│  An essence is the seed of   │
│  your magic. Absorb it, and  │
│  it grows as you grow.       │
│  You may take four.          │
╰──────────────────────────────╯

Jason turned the cube over in his good hand, watching the light slide off its faces.

An essence. The source of magic in an entire world, and here was one sitting in his palm — small, quiet, not much to look at. Like a seed, the screen said, and that part he understood instantly. A seed didn’t look like much either. But you put it in the ground and cared for it, and one day it was something huge. This was that. A tiny dark thing that could grow into whatever he became.

It was, he had to admit, a little bit creepy. It was dark magic, whatever that turned out to mean, and the cube had a cold, waiting feeling, as if it knew something he didn’t.

It was also, he had to admit, kind of amazing.

He thought about the shape on the floor behind him, and the two hungry voices through the hedge, and the snake, and the whole impossible day that had tried, over and over, to end him. He thought about how it had felt to have nothing — no clothes, no plan, no power, no idea at all. And he thought about the hungry men still up there somewhere, between him and the sky.

“If I’m stuck in a world full of monsters,” he said quietly, to no one, the way he did, “I could really use some magic of my own.”

One last screen appeared, waiting, patient and polite, offering him a door he could not walk back through once he’d opened it.

╭─ ABSORB ESSENCE ────────────╮
│                             │
│  Once absorbed, an essence  │
│  can never be given back.   │
│                             │
│  YES        NO              │
╰─────────────────────────────╯

Jason looked at the word never.

Then he took a breath, and reached for it.




Chapter 9 — Midnight Eyes

The dark essence did not wait for him to change his mind.

The cube went from cool to burning in a single instant, and Jason yelled and let go — but it was already too late. It came apart in his hands into thin ribbons of black smoke that rose into the air, twisted, and turned toward him like they knew exactly where he was.

“Okay,” he said, backing away. “Okay, that was a mistake, that was a real mistake —”

The smoke caught him.

It poured over his face and into his mouth and eyes, burning like he’d swallowed a lit match, and the pain was so big and so complete that there was no room left in him for anything else. He didn’t remember falling. He didn’t remember the floor. There was only the burning, and then, thankfully, nothing at all.

When he woke, the pain was gone. Completely gone — no ache, no sting, as if it had never happened.

And he could see in the dark.

The lamp had gone out somewhere in all of it, and the room should have been pitch black. It wasn’t. He could see everything — the wrecked room, the tipped-over shelves, the cold shape on the floor he still would not look at — all of it laid out in soft, washed-out grays, clear as a cloudy afternoon.

A screen was waiting, patient as ever.

╭─ NEW ABILITY ──────────╮
│  Midnight Eyes         │
│  See in the dark.      │
╰────────────────────────╯

“Huh,” Jason breathed. He turned his head slowly, watching the darkness rearrange itself into shapes. “I can see in the dark. I have night vision. Okay. That’s — that’s actually kind of amazing.”

It wasn’t throwing fireballs. But after a whole day of crawling blind through tunnels and getting jumped in the shadows, being able to simply see felt like the best superpower anyone had ever been given. And there was more where that came from — he could feel it now, a set of doors inside himself that hadn’t been there this morning, most of them still shut. Magic. Actual magic, and some of it was his.

He didn’t have time to sit and stare. Somewhere out there were two hungry men and a hedge full of exits, and now — for the first time — the dark wasn’t on their side. It was on his.

He got up, and he went looking for a way out.

That turned out to be a mistake.

The doors led not to freedom but to more of the same — cold stone rooms, low tunnels, the underside of a house that was very large and very old and, Jason was beginning to understand, very wrong. He’d gone barely a hundred feet, moving quiet and careful through the dark he could suddenly read, when the dark gave him up anyway.

They were waiting. He never got a good look at how many. There was a shout, and a rush of robes, and a hand closed sharply on his arm — far too strong to pull away from — and Jason, one small power and a whole lot of panic and one desperate twist to get free, was simply not enough. Something hard swung down across the back of his head.

The night vision didn’t help with that part. Everything went black the ordinary way.




Chapter 10 — Cages

He woke up in a cage.

That was the first thing he understood, before his name or the pounding in his skull: bars, close on every side, cold iron under his cheek. The second thing he understood was that, at some point while he was out, somebody had put a shirt on him. A plain, rough shirt, too big in the shoulders. After a day and a half of being half-naked, he should have been grateful. Instead there was something cruel in it. It did not feel like a kindness. It felt like being dressed for something.

A screen hovered quietly at the edge of his sight, and even the game seemed to agree it wasn’t the moment. He ignored it.

He wasn’t alone.

There were three more cages scattered around the dim stone room, and each one had somebody in it. Jason pushed himself upright, on his guard — he had no idea yet whether these strangers were better than the people who’d put him in here, or worse.

The nearest held a man sitting with his back straight against the bars, perfectly still, watching Jason with dark, unhurried eyes. He was lean and worn-down and filthy, and even locked in a box in a cellar he had the calm, coiled stillness of someone deciding, very carefully, what to do next.

“He’s awake,” the man said. His voice was even and low and gave away nothing.

“Oh, good,” said a woman in the cage beyond his, dry as dust. She was small and sharp-eyed, with the settled, unbothered look of a person who had already sized up the whole terrible situation and was simply getting on with it. “Another one. That’ll help.”

And in the last cage — a bigger cage, a much bigger cage, built to hold something much bigger than a person — was, in fact, something much bigger than a person.

Jason stared.

He was enormous, shoulders like a doorway, and he was covered in golden-brown fur, and his head — his actual head — was the head of a lion, complete with a heavy golden mane, and two large, dark, clearly worried eyes currently fixed on Jason with open concern.

“Are you all right?” the lion-man asked. His voice came out in a deep, warm rumble, a purr with gravel in it. “They hit you awfully hard. I heard it from here. I’m sorry — that’s a horrible way to wake up.”

Jason opened his mouth, closed it, and decided that of all the impossible things that had happened to him since yesterday morning, a large, sweet, extremely concerned lion-man was somehow not the one he was going to fall apart over.

“I’ve had worse wake-ups,” he said. “Barely. Hi. I’m Jason.”

“Gary,” the lion-man rumbled, and looked really pleased to be asked, even here. “That’s Rufus.” The still man dipped his head a bare inch. “And Farrah.”

“Charmed,” said the dry woman, not sounding charmed.

“Right,” Jason said. “Great. So. Quick question. Where are we, why are we in cages, and — I’m going to be honest, I already have a bad guess about the answer — but who put us here?”

“You really don’t know,” Rufus said. It wasn’t quite a question. Those dark eyes went over Jason slowly — the bald head, the filth, the too-big shirt, the way he flinched at nothing — and Jason had the clear, uncomfortable feeling of being read, cover to cover, and filed somewhere unkind.

“I really, really don’t,” Jason said. “I woke up in a hedge maze yesterday with no hair and no pants. It’s been a whole thing.”

“We’re under Vane Manor,” Farrah said, matter-of-fact, when it became clear Rufus wasn’t going to bother. “The three of us came in after the family. Turns out the family runs a cult.” She said cult the way another person might say ants — a pest, a job, a thing to be dealt with. “Turns out we walked right into the middle of it. And now here we are, in the cellar, in cages, which tells you roughly how that went.”

“A cult,” Jason repeated.

“A blood cult,” Gary said, unhappily.

“A blood cult.” Jason let out a breath. “Right. Sure. Because a regular cult would’ve been too much to hope for.”

He looked at the four of them — three captured strangers and himself, all locked up in a cold stone room that smelled of damp and old iron — and the pieces slid together in a way he did not enjoy at all. The hungry men in the maze. Prisoners, the voice had said. When the boss is done with the prisoners. He was, it turned out, now a captive himself — one of the prisoners.

“There were four of you,” he said slowly. “Weren’t there. You keep — Gary keeps glancing at that empty spot by the wall.”

For the first time, the dry woman’s face changed. Just a flicker.

“Anisa,” Gary said quietly. “They took her somewhere else. Separate from us.” His big hands closed around the bars. “We don’t know where.”

“We’ll find her,” Rufus said. It was the first thing he’d said with any weight behind it, and it landed flat and certain, less a comfort than a fact he was stating for the record. “We get out. We find her. In that order.”

Nobody argued. Jason got the sense nobody ever argued with Rufus when he used that voice.

He was about to ask how, exactly, they planned to get out of four locked cages, when footsteps sounded in the tunnel beyond, and everyone went still — the four of them drawn in and pressed low, each in their own cage, listening.

Something was coming down that tunnel. And it was in no hurry at all.




Chapter 11 — The Feast Won’t Lay Itself

The footsteps brought two voices with them.

One was a man’s, low and unhurried. The other was a woman’s — fancy, pleasant, almost warm — and somehow that was the worst part, because of what she was saying in it.

“— and how many does that give us for the feast?”

“Four now, my lady. The new one makes it one too many, strictly speaking.”

“Oh, I don’t think a little extra will spoil anything.” A soft, fond sigh, the sigh of a woman discussing a dinner party. “It has been such a trying week. My son and his summoning — I did tell him it would end badly, and it did, and now there are little monsters in my hedges and strangers in my cellar. Honestly. We are a traditional family, and this is what comes of trying to be clever.”

Jason’s blood went cold, and a slow terror climbed up the back of his throat. My son and his summoning. Somewhere underneath the fear, a small, stubborn part of his brain sat up very straight. That’s about me. Whatever brought me here — that’s about me, and she just walked right past it, and I still don’t understand a word of it.

The footsteps came closer. Through the bars, Jason watched cultists file into the room — robed, hooded, more of them than he wanted to count — and move to the cages, unhooking them from the wall, sliding them onto low platforms with wheels.

“Bring them up,” the pleasant voice said. “The feast won’t lay itself.”

Gary made a low sound, deep in his chest. Farrah’s jaw set. Rufus said nothing at all, but his eyes moved — cage, cultists, tunnel, back — counting, measuring, the way Jason’s own eyes searched a game for the one thing he could use.

And Jason, wedged in a rolling cage being pushed toward a red glow at the end of a long stone tunnel, with a lion-man and two strangers and no plan and a head full of pain, felt around — desperate, and trying hard not to show it — inside himself for the new doors that had opened that morning. The dark ones. The ones still shut.

He had absolutely no idea what was behind them.

He was, he suspected, about to find out.




Chapter 12 — The Escape

The cage rolled to a stop, and a screen opened in front of Jason’s face, and it did not have good news.

╭─ NEW QUEST ───────────────╮
│  The Blood Feast          │
│                           │
│  Don't become the feast.  │
╰───────────────────────────╯

“That’s a terrible quest name,” Jason informed it. “That’s the worst quest name I’ve ever seen. I would like to file a complaint.”

Then the great stone doors at the end of the tunnel swung open, and Jason stopped talking, because there was nothing left in him to say.

Beyond the doors was a chamber like the inside of a mountain — a vast round pit of black stone, walls climbing up and up into the dark, circled by a narrow, steep stair that wound around and around toward the top. And filling almost the whole floor of it, far below, was a pool of something red and slow and wrong, giving off heat and a low red light and a smell that turned Jason’s stomach the moment it reached him. It bubbled, thick and patient. He did not let himself think about what it was. He made himself a promise, very firmly, that he was not going to think about what it was.

He made himself think about the exits instead. There was only one, and it was behind him.

“Okay,” he breathed. “Okay. Bad. This is bad.”

The cultists lifted the cages off the platforms and began to carry them up the winding stair, grunting under the weight, leaving one here and one there on the wide flat landings that stuck out over the pit. Jason’s cage thudded down onto one of them. Two hooded cultists stood guard at the edge, their backs to him, looking out over that red glow.

Below and above, on other landings, he could see the others — Gary’s huge cage, Rufus’s, and higher up, a smaller one he was fairly sure held Farrah. Spread out. Separated. Smart, if you were the kind of person who did this sort of thing for a living.

Jason breathed, and thought, and made himself be still, which was the hardest thing he had done all day.

He had magic now. He had a whole set of doors inside him, and only one of them open. So he reached, carefully, for the smooth black stone he’d been carrying since the well — the one the screen had called an awakening stone, the one it wouldn’t let him use because he’d had no power to unlock.

He had power now.

The stone went cold in his hand, then colder, then melted like ice into his skin, and a deep, bone-cold chill ran up his arm — but he bit down on it, and this time he did not scream, and when it passed a new door inside him swung quietly open.

╭─ NEW ABILITY ───────────╮
│  Cloak of Night         │
│  Wrap up in darkness —  │
│  light as a shadow.     │
╰─────────────────────────╯

He knew how to use it the way you know how to close your hand. He simply did it — and darkness poured up out of him and settled over his shoulders like a cloak, a hood falling forward over his face. It wasn’t cloth. It was made of night itself, deep and cool and scattered all through with tiny drifting points of light, like someone had cut him a coat out of the sky. And it was so light. When he shifted his weight the cloak took some of it away, so that he felt as though he might lift off the floor if he wasn’t careful.

Light as a shadow. He could work with that.

The last thing he pulled out was a spirit coin — he had a truly ridiculous heap of them now, thanks to one dead snake — and he remembered, in the cage, what he’d never gotten to try: the coin wasn’t just money. He set it on his tongue, and it dissolved, and strength flooded into him like a river breaking a dam, enormous and brief and dizzying.

He braced both feet against the cage door and kicked.

The door tore off its hinges and clattered across the landing. The two cultists spun around — but Jason was already moving, light as a shadow, and he hit them low and hard with all the borrowed strength he had left. They went down in a tangle, out cold before they understood they’d been touched. He did not push them toward the edge. He was not, whatever else this day made of him, going to start pushing people off edges.

The strength drained out of him as fast as it had come, leaving him swaying and hollow. But he was out.

“Gary,” he hissed down the stair, already scrambling toward the huge cage on the landing below. “Gary, it’s me, hold on —”

The big man’s eyes came up, and something in Jason’s chest hurt at how fast the worry in them turned to hope. “Jason?”

“Stand back.” He’d snatched the key ring off the knocked-out guards on the way; his hands were clumsy and shaking, but the third key turned, the lock loosened, and the cage swung open. Gary unfolded out of it, huge and grim and beautiful, and for one second he simply rested an enormous hand on Jason’s shoulder, gentle as anything.

“Thank you,” Gary rumbled. “I mean it.”

“Thank me on the way out. Come on.”

Together they freed Rufus. The moment the man was on his feet, he’d already stopped being a prisoner and started being something a great deal more dangerous — that stillness of his gone tight and ready.

“We’ll need to go up,” Rufus said. “They’ll have taken the high ground. Weapons?”

“About that.” Jason reached into his inventory and pulled out the little black hand-shovel — the too-sharp, red-shining thing he’d been hauling since the maze — and held it out. “It’s not much. But it’s strangely sharp.”

Rufus looked at it. Then, for the first time, one corner of his mouth moved.

“It is, isn’t it,” he said, and took it, and turned it in his hand like it was a real blade. “It’ll do.”




Chapter 13 — Up the Stair

They went up.

The stair was narrow and fierce, winding around the great red pit, and they climbed it fast — Rufus first, then Gary, then Jason, his star-scattered cloak steadying his sore legs.

Halfway up, a cultist stepped out to meet them. She pulled back her hood as she came: a young woman, dark-haired, a real sword bright in her hand, and a smile that had nothing kind in it.

“I’ve got this,” Rufus said, and stepped past Gary onto the narrow stair, the little hand-shovel up and ready.

What happened next, Jason could barely follow. The woman came at Rufus in a flash of steel — and Rufus, with a garden tool, fought her to a standstill. It was the most amazing thing Jason had seen all day, and he’d absorbed dark magic that morning. Her blade swung against the shovel, back and forth, the two of them balanced on stairs with a long red drop on one side, and slowly, impossibly, the man with the wrong weapon was winning.

“Alicia.” The smooth voice came down from above, cold now. “Enough.”

The woman — Alicia — broke off with a snarl and gave ground, backing up the steps. And Rufus, without looking, flicked the shovel up into the air. Gary, without a word, plucked it out of the air and hurled it in the same motion — so smooth, so practiced, that it was clearly a thing the two of them had done a hundred times before. It crossed the gap before Alicia could react.

She fell. Down, and away, into the dark below the stair, and did not climb back up.

╭─ DEFEATED ─────────────╮
│  Alicia Vane           │
╰────────────────────────╯

A shudder went through Jason at how fast it had happened — a person, and then not — but there was no time to stand in it.

Rufus scooped a fallen sword off the step. There was no refuge behind them now, and no going back — only up, one last turn of the stair, toward whatever was waiting at the top of the pit.

And whatever it was, it already knew they were coming.




Chapter 14 — The Red Table

The highest platform was wide and flat and ended at a stone altar, and in front of the altar stood two people who had stopped hiding what they were.

One was the woman with the pleasant voice, and she was younger and more beautiful than a voice like that had any right to belong to, and her eyes were as cold as the bottom of the sea. The other was a soft, ordinary-looking man in long dark robes, the sort of man you’d forget the instant he left a room — right up until he threw out both arms, and glowing chains of light burst from the stone and wrapped Rufus and Gary where they stood, snapping tight, pinning them fast to the floor.

Jason, suddenly, was the only one of them still free.

“You,” said the woman, looking at him with disgust, as if he were something tracked in on a shoe. “First my son. Then my daughter. You are becoming a real problem.”

“I get that a lot,” Jason said.

“SILENCE,” boomed the soft man, in a voice far too big for him. “You stand before power beyond your understanding! You cannot hope to stop what will happen here today!”

Jason looked at him for a long moment.

“Sorry,” he said. “Sorry — I don’t want to be rude, but I have to ask. What’s your name?”

The man drew himself up. “I am the High Priest —”

“Your name, though.”

“…Darryl,” he said. “Darryl Caruthers.”

“Darryl Caruthers.” Jason let it hang there in the red-lit air. “Mate. I’m not going to lie to you. That is not a scary name. That is the name of a man who does your taxes.”

Darryl’s plain face went red with rage. Beside him, just for an instant, the cold woman’s mouth twitched — and Jason, who had spent his whole life reading the room to find the crack in it, saw the crack, and drove straight into it.

“I mean, no offense,” he said to her, kindly, edging half a step closer, “but why is he the high priest? You’re clearly the one running this. Did they just — not want to give a woman the big chair?”

“That,” the woman said, with sudden anger, “is exactly what I have said for years —”

“Cressida,” Darryl snapped, “this is hardly the —”

“Oh, don’t you dare start, Darryl. We both know who ought to be sitting at the Red Table, and it is not the man who needs the ritual instructions read to him twice —”

“That was one time —”

Neither of them was looking at Jason anymore.

He’d been edging closer the whole while, slow and bold and quiet under his cloak of night, and now he slipped the last spirit coin from his inventory and set it on his tongue. The strength came roaring back — and with it a cramping, pinching pain, too soon after the last, his body’s bill coming due. He fought through it. He stepped between the two arguing cult leaders, put a hand flat against each of them, and shoved.

They left the platform like stones from a slingshot. There was no time for either of them to so much as shout. They struck the far walls of the chamber, high in the dark, and dropped from sight into the red glow below, and the glowing chains binding Rufus and Gary flickered and died the instant their maker did.

╭─ DEFEATED ─────────────╮
│  Lady Cressida Vane    │
╰────────────────────────╯

╭─ DEFEATED ─────────────╮
│  Darryl Caruthers      │
╰────────────────────────╯

Then the strength left Jason all at once, and he sat down hard on the black stone, shaking, worn out to nothing, and for a moment the only sound in the whole vast chamber was his own ragged breathing.

Gary was at his side instantly, one huge careful hand steadying him, and Jason let himself lean on it, grateful. Rufus stood over them both, sword low, eyes already moving — to the last cage on the platform, where Farrah was hauling herself upright to get a look, and then past it, and then down.

“We need to move,” Rufus said quietly. “There’s no shelter in here — the moment anyone finds this, we’re —”

He stopped.

Because the pit had gone quiet.

All that long red pool, that had been bubbling and sloshing since they came through the doors, had gone flat and still, the way water goes still right before something underneath it comes up. The red light faded. Deep down in the middle of it, distant and huge, something moved — something big — rising slowly toward the surface.

Jason stared down at it, too empty even to stand.

“Guys,” he said. “I don’t think we’re done.”
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