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      I started writing fiction intended for profit on Nov 1, 2013. It was a Friday night, and my then-fiance had convinced me that I could make money with the stuff I’d been doing for at least 30 years by that point. Mostly poetry. Some screen and stage plays.

      She’s been professionally published out of New York long before I ever met her. Knew her stuff. Far better writer than I am from a purely technical standpoint. (I’m as good an entertainer as anybody, but every reader has different tastes.)

      At first, I started with short fiction based on old DND and Pathfinder campaigns. As one does when starting out. Tell what you know. Wrote four short stories and bundled in a long poem and that was my first collection. Wasn’t that great. Kinda cringy to go back a decade later and reread that stuff.

      Young writer. Lots of enthusiasm. Not much polish. (They say you get a lot better once you have written your first million words. I can testify to that, having crossed ten million last fall.)

      Later, I wrote more low fantasy with many of the same characters, because that what campaigns are. Extended stories spread over time.

      In late 2014, I published a novella intended to go with my third collection, rotating into science fiction with this one. Some of you might have heard of that one. The Science Officer. Obviously, my career kinda ran long and hard in that direction and I’ve been able to make a decent living at words.

      Yesterday as I write this, got an email from a fan. Somebody who reads my stuff, but prefers paper because he has a friend he loans or gives the books to when he’s done. Asked if I ever intended to bundle up the Brak stories and publish them.

      Somebody remembers those?

      I had four, looking in the trunk. #2 and #3 had been in my first two collections. #4 was in an anthology that might not be in print anymore. Don’t know and don’t care enough to go looking or ask the original editor.

      Long since gotten the rights back. Just didn’t do anything with them, ya know?

      But I had a fan who was asking. And he’s done this before with other things, so I don’t feel bad doing a little fan service, because he’ll buy them, and Print-On-Demand means that I don’t have stock around here to worry about. (Have a few collector’s items, but that’s a different story. Gonna sign and rehome a bunch of things over the next several years.)

      So I gathered up the four stories yesterday afternoon and created a new document. They came in at 26,000 words, so a long novella worth of material. Trying to remember where I intended Brak and the gang to go.

      Little secret? All five of those characters were part of an epic Pathfinder game that ran to 16th level, after which we had become nigh unto gods and started a new one. Brak was my troll-kin fighter, back when Pathfinder had a thing where you could take class levels in a species, so a drow or something didn’t start with all of their abilities at once and overpower all the other player characters. We created Troll-kin and it was a (I think) a 6-level ECL chart, ending with him basically having full troll abilities. And an ax.

      And that was exactly how Woodchuck died. (I refuse to provide spoiler alerts after a decade.)

      Got a spear later. REALLY SCARY spear.

      And there were other grand, epic fantasy stories that could be told. I’m a way better writer today than I was then, so I decided last night not to write anything to include here. At the same time, Patreon demands a new short story every month and I use those as a chance to explore new ideas.

      Or, in this case, old ones.

      So I think I might have to wander back to the giant flying turtle. And the dragons. And some of the other crazy shit that happened when you have a group that have been playing together for more than a decade, having fun, and the rules place an emphasis on pushing your luck to the stops.

      For now, I want you to enjoy a peek at the early years of me and of that silly troll. Rereading, I had forgotten just how weird he was. And a lot of those bizarre side things really happened in game, including the one-winged angel and the two planter boxes planted with seeds.

      Because why the hell not?
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      Bob took another drink of his wine and considered his two long-time adventuring companions. It was going to be one of those conversations, again.

      "I'm just saying, Bob," Piper the Puck said, taking another deep swig off his pint-sized mug, "it's kinda rude to treat him like that." Piper glanced back and forth at his two table-mates and pled his case with his hands and eyes. "Even Princess here treats her cat better."

      Across from Bob, the half-elf woman looked up from her burgundy wine. Dark eyes and dark skin made her face difficult to read in the shadows. "My cat's still smarter," she sneered softly, hissing the words ever so slightly. She opened the bag on the empty chair, and scritched the occupant lightly with polished nails. Furrywrath woke up and purred. "See?"

      "Well, maybe," Piper sighed, "but would it hurt to treat him with a little dignity? I realize he’s a little dumb and weird, but he’s very useful to have around. After all, he kept us all alive after the Mist Demon broke free." The puck noticed his mug was empty, so he reached for the pitcher.

      Around them, the bar was filled with the regular evening clientele, a bit less rowdy than normal, but food and drink flowed and people relaxed from a busy day on the edge of the civilized lands. Bob glanced around, saw the publican, Tucker the meter-tall Isaurian, filling drinks, and keeping watch from a half-shelf behind the human-sized bar.

      Bob scowled at the memory, reached out a hand, and slid the pitcher closer. "I kept us alive, Piper." Bob drained his goblet as Piper filled his mug and slid the pitcher back.

      "Sure, after Brak grabbed the damned thing and wrestled it off you. And then held it while you shot the damned thing. I'm just glad I had enough magic left to heal him when it was done. Never seen anything take that much damage and survive." Piper shivered and drank his beer, lost in his own reverie.

      Princess glanced furtively around the room, saw the coast was clear. "He does his job, Bob. You wanted a meat shield, remember? Big and dumb enough to fight anything you pointed at." She smiled a conspiracy at her friends.

      "Point taken," Bob relented. "More silver arrows next time." Bob took a breath, released it. "And I promise I'll be nicer to him. But what do you want? He's as dumb as a mud fence post."

      Piper smiled over his beer. "The fence post is probably smarter."

      The three old friends shared a laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Elliot peeked out the window as a slight sound caught his attention. Outside, in the alley, he saw a seven and a half foot tall man hunched over and quietly crept down the alley, a giant two-headed battle axe held lightly. "Whachadoin?"

      Brak the half-troll looked up at the night sky, panicked, wide-eyed. "Who said that?"

      Elliot leaned out from his second-story window, stared at the surprised giant. "Me," the voice chirped. "Are you a thief?" His eyes were wide and innocent.

      "No. I'm a troll, and trolls are sneaky," Brak huffed back at him. He frowned. "I'm practicing."

      "Well I can see you."

      Brak stood up to his full height. "That's because you cheated. You were up here lurking."

      "Was not."

      "Was, too."

      A voice emerged from deeper inside the house. "Elliot, who are you talking to?"

      The boy looked back over his shoulder, wide-eyed. "Nobody." He quickly slammed the shutters shut with a bang. Brak heard a beam slide into place a moment later.

      Brak hunched back over, worked his way back up the alley. Being sneaky.
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        * * *

      

      Something in the back of Bob’s mind clicked subconsciously, the result of years of experience in dangerous place. Around him, all the noise in the tavern died. Just like that. And in a tavern like The Duchess, that just never happened.

      In the corner, Princess closed her bag and drew a wicked poniard from her boot. Bob saw the motion and nodded at her, one hand on his pommel under the table. Across, Piper took a breath and made a small gesture with the hand not full of wine mug. Pixie dust floated on an invisible breeze for a second and then faded.

      Bob looked around, saw the cause of the silence standing just inside the front door to Tucker’s tavern. He frowned and tugged his sword a few inches clear of the scabbard. Just enough to loosen it.

      "We don't serve your kind here," the Tucker the Isaurian announced from behind the bar, as if the words would make the theory not a mockery. Even Tucker sounded unsure, a rare occurrence, but even the meter-tall lizardman had probably never encountered such a creature alive.

      Just inside the closed door stood one of the rarest races on the western continent, an Araneae. Rumor had it that the darkest fey, the Night Elves, worshiped a malevolent Spider Goddess who occasionally warped males who displeased her into a new form, fey from the waist up, atop the abdomen of a giant hairy gray-black spider, like a six foot tall spider centaur. They were almost never seen outside the great underground Night Elf cities, except as part of an invading army. And even rarely then. Warriors often chose a quick death in battle to displeasing the goddess.

      The creature paused and took in the room with a deliberate gaze. He had a pleasant Night Elf face, with fine copper hair cut to medium length and bright jade-green eyes. At his waist rode a well-made sword slung in a scabbard where his hips would have been, along with a backpack adapted for his body structure. Peasants, locals, and merchants pressed back against walls and pillars so as not to touch one of the hairy legs as the creature silently moved into the room. There was a spidery smell, kind of dry and empty mixed with dead and a hint of fresh-rotted shark. He nodded at the bartender and spoke with a rich tenor voice that carried in the sudden silence. "I will not be long, Publican. And then I will depart your establishment."

      He looked around, spied Bob, Piper, and Princess in their corner. He smiled again, and began his smooth, octipodal progress towards them, careful to keep both hands in clear view.

      Bob stood and drew his sword in one motion. "That's far enough." His blade centered on the creature’s chest, an extension of his right hand. Beside him, Piper dropped under the table and Princess swept to one side, a second short knife appearing in her other hand.

      The Araneae stopped fifteen feet away, and nodded politely. "Of course," the voice carried. "I come in response to your job posting."

      Bob's face—his entire brain—glazed over for a second. "You what?" he finally got out.

      "You are Bob, correct? The well-known warrior, raconteur, and adventurer?" the figure asked.

      Bob nodded, struck dumb.

      "And you are currently seeking a wilderness scout familiar with the foothills southeast of the Mistridge Mountains to join your troupe, yes?"

      "But you're an Araneae," Princess blurted from a nearby pillar where she was half-hidden. "What are you doing here?"

      The elf-spider looked her over with a scowl that turned into a cold, tight smile. "The same as you, cousin," he replied. "Trying to make a living outside the caverns of the Night Elves where I am no longer welcome." His scowl returned
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