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      A nice deep breath and wow, was the cozy warm air so overwhelmingly sweet, so sharply sweet it would be painful, except that creamy touch of portobello mushroom mixed with hints of ginger and cinnamon tamed the sweetness just enough so that it didn’t nip too sharply. Like a feast for the nose it was, and Chrono Lucas never turned down a good feast.

      Just like the sight of the Floral Shroom Forest was a feast for the eyes.

      Especially since the underbrush was all giant portobello-shaped mushrooms known as blue belles. They ranged from the size of a small terrier to several times the height and girth of the largest human being. But the wonderfully deep shade was from the blue belles that got as big as full grown oak trees, if not larger, and blocked all but a few stray glimpses of the fog-drenched sun.

      But it wasn’t just the mushroom’s size that was wonderfully unusual compared to anywhere else in the Everspirit Continent. Like the mushrooms in an underground forest, they glowed, and so beautifully too. Their trunks glowed a pale moonlight white while their ever-fluttering gills glowed a deep dark azure blue and their ever-swaying caps glowed a teal blue as bright as a setting sun.

      And they swayed and fluttered even today—when there was no breeze.

      But this was no underground forest. It was entirely above ground, in a fog-laden valley in the vast middle of nowhere.

      Okay, more like middle of the vast mountain range known as the Razored Peaks, but vast middle of nowhere sounded more dramatic.

      Anywho, those mountains were notorious for their clusters of deadly sharp spires, and wow, were those spires like spines of an overgrown porcupine. No, worse. Lots worse. Many spines were as long as a spear, if not a lance.

      Except a single touch anywhere could cut like a razor-sharp blade somehow.

      The sheer pits were just as deadly, if not more so. Those round pits varied in size from a small dog to well over a warhorse’s size. The dark soil and even darker rock disguised the pitch black pits too.

      And since those pits and spires carpetted the mountain slopes there were few safe passages through the Razored Peaks. Going off the road was deadly dangerous. Even here in the forest, where the spires and pits were scattered further apart, from a few paces to dozens.

      And Chrono was lean and mean from a tough life. So slipping between the spires was sometimes possible. Sometimes, but also, being so slim meant he could easily fall into the smaller pits too.

      But he was as untamed as his shoulder-length black hair. And life was nothing without some risks. His stark blue eyes pierced through the deceptively dark ground to spot the even darker pits. Just like they sometimes pierced the defenses of some very lovely girls. But he was no womanizer. The one and true god, the Radiance, hated womanizers.

      And the Radiance had no physical form. Nope. So no idols of the Radiance ever allowed. Ever. No idolatry. A big no-no.

      Because the temple of the Radiance was always within the heart.

      So, okay, yeah, he was a Child of the Radiance, and Children of the Radiance, (Raddists for short,) also helped each other out, especially when in need, Even after his parents, his whole village was killed, except Chrono. He escaped. Pure luck. And Raddists elsewhere offered him safety and more, but accepting their charity ... no. Just no. His own foolish pride … sigh.

      Better a thief than a lazy … sigh.

      His usual outfit—black leather slacks and black leather doublet doubling as a coat, with no shirt usually. It served him well enough over the last couple of years. Especially once his childish pale skin tanned to a darker bronze color.

      But if the Floral Shroom Forest hadn’t been along one of the few safe passages through the Razored Peaks than almost no one would know of it.

      Including Chrono.

      In fact, he would certainly be dead. Or worse: convicted and sold into slavery. But instead, the Floral Shroom Forest became a second home to him. A good out-of-the-way hideout away from the law of any kingdom and prying judgmental eyes. A place with friends bordering on family. If a guy like him could have family again.

      But the last words of his father were not to whine, or waste time mourning. Not that his father had time to finish his last words, but so what? Revenge wouldn’t bring family back from the dead. Not that Chrono ever forgave those bloodthirsty barbarian scum that called themselves the Paragons of Steel from the Ever Divine Empire, but Raddists didn’t go on murder sprees either.

      But a thief could bring down an unjust empire. With the right skills. And the right team.

      And hopefully the Scarlet Troupe was that team.
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      The first sign something was terribly wrong in the Floral Mushroom Forest was the cauliflower fungi. Least they still looked like what would happen if a skilled chef took a palm-wide ultra-thin noodle and wove it into a cauliflower. They even were the size of a cauliflower, large or small.

      But they only grew over, covering the stray spire. Filled the inside of the stray pit.

      And nowhere else.

      Normally their folds and ridges fluttered gently—with or without a breeze.

      So why, on the three spires he nicknamed the tri-lance chicken claw since that’s how it looked, every cauliflower fungi now fluttered so fiercely it was as if a fierce gust of wind only they could sense was blowing on them, as if trying to rip them from their spot.

      And worse, instead of each having their own unique rainbow of changing colors glowing brightly along their ridges and folds, each and every cauliflower fungi only glowed a faint moonlight white. The ridges remained a dark orange and lifeless.

      And now toxic to anything that once feed on them.

      And they had such an amazing taste. A creamy mix of ginger and cinnamon. Their texture, kinda like egg noodles, but more delicate, far more delicate. Melt in your mouth delicate.

      That wonderful smell hinting of ginger and cinnamon was them, but as Chrono got closer and closer to the cauliflower fungi. A sniff. A deep whiff. That dangerous bittersweet tang to the air. A warning of their now toxic nature.

      Going onward, down the thin winding dirt path between the blue belle underbrush, Chrono spotted spire after spire covered with sickened cauliflower fungi. Pit after pit too.

      He picked up the pace. Something was seriously wrong here.

      Most of what he knew about Floral Mushroom Forest was taught to him by the small pixies that lived nearby. Pixies were, at the largest, the size of his hand, and had dragonfly wings from their backs that let them buzz around very quickly like cute little pesky mosquitos. Their bodies were almost human, but with more angular joints, and their fur was similar to a long-haired mouse, so no actual clothing. Their fur served as their clothing, and was often full of little trinkets carved from dried out bits of blue belles.

      Cutest of all, their fur glowed as colorfully as the cauliflower fungi they loved to feast on.

      Usually they avoided outsiders like Chrono, and years ago, they did avoid Chrono as well.

      Until he saved their adorable little village from a troll wizard.

      It wasn’t like only little cute pixies lived in this forest. Some dangerous creatures did too. Like giant bloated brutes made of living stone known as trolls. Living stone moved like flesh, including having a fleshy sheen, yet was like stone in most other ways. And a troll’s body hair was more like lichen than actual hair. Although their eyes were often some kind of gemstones.

      And their greatest weak point. Besides sunlight. Which turned their bodies to solid dead stone.

      No regular weapon could harm them, and damn, did those trolls have a nasty temperament and even nastier appetite. Pixies being considered a delicacy among their kind.

      Only the strong smell of chalk would warn the wary of a troll’s sudden appearance.

      Chrono took a deep breath. No chalk smell.

      Good.

      Outsiders normally had to be invited to the pixie village in order to even find it. Anything hunting pixies and their village would never find it, Any who dared come too close would wonder around forever lost.

      So stumbling upon the village was outright unheard of,

      Yet Chrono had done so a few years ago. At the same time that choked-blue troll wizard with his terrible staff did too. His staff had said it all. Dozens of human thigh bones were fused together to make its handle. Three gruesome paces long. On top was three skulls, and the tops of those heads stretched up, made the staff similar to an Ever Divine Trident—just like the three-foot-long version hanging from a thin iron pick lodged right into his thick neck.

      No doubt about it. Chrono had seen that before.

      The troll was a monk of the Ever Divine. A devoted follower and proselytizer of the Creed of the Three Divinities. Or Creed for short. It was the religion of the Ever Divine Empire. And technically, the only religion allowed throughout all of Everspirit Continent nowadays.

      Except for Children of Radiance.

      But only because Raddists had to be converted, not killed. The Creed started out as a sect of the Children of the Radiance. With faith a foundation of the Creed, well, converting rather than killing the Raddists was critical and so on and so forth.

      So pagans like the pixies … out of luck. It’s conversion or death. All to save their “souls” from blah blah blah.

      Chrono continued onward through the Floral Mushroom Forest. When, suddenly, the roar of a waterfall! He was getting close to the pixie’s village. The thick cool mist in the muggy air … but not a single other sound?

      None. Besides Chrono’s own racing heartbeat.

      No delicate pops and musical whizzes forming songs to dance to. No blitter-blatter of their squeaky cute little voices speaking their language..

      Worse of all, no hint of any buzzing. None. By pixie or their dragonfly mounts, and their dragonfly mounts were breed to grow to about the size of his hand when not a little bigger.

      Only pale dead whiteness.

      No. Patience. Chrono carefully marched through the mist. His leather boots squishing the dark wet soil. One of the few others sounds besides the waterfall.

      Until he reached the waterfall. And the disaster …

      Only the waterfall itself remained recognizable. The azure-blue water still tumbled from a little bit from over Chrono’s head in slick smooth cascades over the dark rounded rocks. But the pool within a pit at the bottom, a round pit as wide as
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