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​Prologue
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​The World (As Best Anyone Remembers It)

It begins, as most semi-important stories do, with a map that nobody read properly, a prophecy no one remembers correctly, and a realm that was never as noble or organized as the songs pretend. The world in question—commonly referred to as the Realm of Thessa, though that name only stuck because the cartographers refused to update their etchings—is a sprawl of bad ideas, stubborn geography, and conflicting regional accents, stitched together by ancient magic, fragile politics, and the sheer unwillingness of its citizens to move elsewhere. Thessa was not born of divine light or primordial chaos or any of the usual high-concept cosmic nonsense. According to the least unreliable scholars, it began when a bored pantheon lost a celestial bet and had to cobble together a world using leftover pieces from other, more serious realms. The mountains were hand-me-downs from a god of melodrama who liked his terrain sharp and his cliffs poetic. The rivers were an accidental spill from a plane of mild discomfort. The deserts formed when the wind gods forgot to water one side of the continent. As for the creatures of Thessa—well, if you’ve ever seen a fire-breathing owl or a talking mushroom that moonlights as a tax attorney, you know this was not a meticulously planned ecosystem. It’s a world that functions by momentum, contradiction, and magical duct tape.

Magic in Thessa isn’t elegant, and it certainly isn’t exclusive. It leaks. It seeps into things it shouldn’t—goats, vegetables, parliamentary procedure—and it never quite follows the rules because no one ever wrote a rulebook that magic bothered to read. Instead of grand wizards flinging world-shaping incantations from ivory towers, Thessa has hedge witches who get into petty duels over fence lines, enchanters who accidentally curse their own shoes, and magical academies that offer correspondence courses for half-off if you sign a waiver about “voluntary un-reality exposure.” The laws of arcana are more like suggestions, and they bend under pressure—sometimes literally. One village famously vanished into a soup bowl when a young sorcerer tried to conjure a rainstorm with theatrical flair and accidentally rewrote local gravity. The incident is now commemorated annually with spoon races and hazard pay for meteorologists.

But for all its magical unpredictability, Thessa somehow lurches along. It’s divided into loosely cooperating territories, each ruled by monarchs, councils, or in one unfortunate case, a particularly aggressive llama. The Northern Reach prides itself on its grim mountains, stoic warriors, and chronic vitamin D deficiency. The Eastern Principalities are constantly hosting diplomatic galas that end in stabbing. The South is warm, poetic, and allergic to punctuality. The West is mostly swamp, heresy, and suspiciously enthusiastic folk music. And smack in the middle, whether by accident or strategic cowardice, is the Free Belt—an expanse of semi-governed towns, rogue merchant guilds, cranky desert outposts, and the kinds of backwater inns where bards cut their teeth and lose their dignity. The Free Belt doesn’t pledge loyalty to kings or councils. It pledges loyalty to whoever keeps the roads un-murdered and the ale flowing.

Civilization, if you can call it that, is held together by unreliable maps, bribable border patrols, and the Guild of Itinerant Mediators, a union of bureaucrats, adventurers, and fast-talkers who wander from crisis to crisis trying to keep people from stabbing each other long enough to issue receipts. Commerce thrives not because of peace, but because war is bad for profits unless you sell armor or poison. Thessa’s greatest industries are trade, storytelling, salvage, and bribery. There are banks that double as mercenary headquarters, temples that sell holy relics by the crate, and mail couriers who will deliver anything, anywhere—no questions asked, no refunds given, and no guarantees you’ll receive what you ordered in the same shape it left in. And then there are the quests—glorified errands dressed in dramatic prophecy.

Ah yes, the quests. You can’t walk three paces in Thessa without tripping over a chosen one, a cursed object, or a mysterious old man with one eye and too many riddles. Prophecies clutter the cultural landscape like unpaid bills. Every region claims theirs is the real one. Every relic is probably sacred, dangerous, or fake. And every so often, some fool actually tries to fulfill one, only to discover that destiny is more paperwork than poetry. Most people who go on quests either vanish, write memoirs, or become motivational speakers. Some do all three in that order. The truth is, no one in Thessa is quite sure how the world is still standing. Kingdoms rise and fall, volcanoes erupt, ancient evils occasionally escape containment, and the weather is deeply vindictive. And yet, people keep living, trading, singing, arguing about taxes, and pretending they’re not terrified of the glowing cracks that sometimes appear in reality after particularly loud thunderstorms.

Historically speaking, Thessa’s greatest empires have always collapsed due to one of three reasons: hubris, goats, or poor inventory management. The last great empire—The Serrenic Concord—famously fell when a warehouse mislabeled a shipment of cursed weapons as “decorative spoons.” That fiasco led to a two-week war, four new religious movements, and the birth of modern dance. Since then, most cities have adopted a healthy mistrust of labels and a liberal policy toward unpredictable disasters. Preparedness is not a virtue here—it’s a reflex. Every household has a “minor apocalypse” kit, every tavern has a trapdoor escape route, and every child is taught basic survival magic before learning to count. Trust is reserved for family, friends, and goats who’ve been properly vetted.

Speaking of goats, no one really knows why they’ve developed such a... presence in Thessa. They’re everywhere—normal ones, enchanted ones, angry ones, and one legendary beast known as Fluffernox the Accursed, who once gnawed through the gates of a fortress out of what witnesses called “emotional spite.” Some scholars believe goats are an ancient race cursed into beast form. Others believe the gods gave up on horses midway through creation and started improvising. All agree that you shouldn’t look a goat in the eye during a thunderstorm. That’s just common sense.

Religion in Thessa is complicated. The old gods exist, probably, but they’re temperamental, contradictory, and terrible at answering prayers on time. The temples do their best to keep the faith going, offering sermons, healing, and tax exemptions to anyone who tithes or agrees to avoid stabbing others in the sanctuary. Newer faiths pop up regularly—worshippers of sentient weather patterns, cosmic ferns, or forgotten library cards. The Holy Order of the Divine Shrub (headquartered just south of the capital) is currently lobbying to make root-based spirituality a national doctrine. So far, they’ve only succeeded in getting tax-exempt landscaping permits and one miraculous sprouting of a holy hedgerow during a drought.

Technology has progressed unevenly. Some cities enjoy steam-trams, sky-skiffs, and enchanted plumbing. Others still believe mirrors steal your soul and outlaw spoons with too many holes. Tinkers and artificers push the limits of science and sorcery with often combustible results. Gadgetry is popular, unstable, and mostly legal. There are entire traveling festivals devoted to showcasing inventions like self-playing lutes, flying shoes (not recommended indoors), and beverages that scream motivational quotes when consumed. The Guild of Responsible Innovation insists on testing protocols, but they’re routinely ignored by inventors with ambition and poor risk assessment.

Thessa is full of stories. Tall tales, whispered legends, barroom lies, half-remembered histories. Every region claims it birthed the first hero, brewed the best ale, or housed the original relic. Bards stretch the truth like warm taffy, and most people don’t mind. Facts are valuable, but fiction is cheaper and sells better at the market. Besides, in a world where reality occasionally reboots itself mid-conversation due to unstable enchantments, who’s to say what’s strictly “true” anyway? What matters is the feeling—a sense that the absurdity means something, that the chaos might be worth laughing through, and that somewhere out there, a goat might really be plotting your downfall.

And so we arrive at our particular corner of Thessa, not at the site of some world-ending calamity or a throne room dripping in intrigue, but at a lonely stretch of desert where a guide-for-hire with a decent vocabulary and a highly flexible moral compass is about to accept a job he’ll definitely regret. It will involve a map, a relic, an exile, a pacifist ogre, a pyro-inventor with attention issues, and a quest that absolutely no one agrees to participate in. Not at first. Not officially. Certainly not enthusiastically. But as Thessa has proven time and again, destiny doesn’t need your permission. It just needs you to be somewhere inconvenient with poor cell reception and a goat you don’t remember adopting.

The world doesn’t care if you’re ready. It barely cares if you’re awake. But it will throw everything it has at you—storms, cults, lava, talking sand—and expect you to improvise. Because this is Thessa, and nothing here works the way it should. Which is exactly why it still works at all.
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​The Wrong Man’s Map

The day began with sand in Jax Tarnley’s teeth, a hangover he didn’t remember earning, and a map that wasn’t his—three warnings, really, but he was the sort of man who prided himself on ignoring signs until they kicked down the door and slapped him with a fine. He woke beneath the crooked shade of a dune-split windmill, clutching his boots like a teddy bear and swearing at the sun for its enthusiasm, the air dry enough to make his lungs rust, and the only company a vulture eyeing him like a maybe-snack. His coat, a once-noble garment of stitched leather and broken dreams, was half-buried in a dune, and the flask he kept in his inner pocket had either been stolen, evaporated, or made the responsible decision to run away. He was already muttering about existential betrayal when the nobleman arrived, kicking up a storm of powdered despair in his overly polished sand-skiff, and looking like the kind of man who shaved twice daily just to intimidate mirrors. Lord Pellibrew Hornwick the Third—because of course he had a Roman numeral—was the sort of client Jax usually avoided, a walking collection of pomp, ignorance, and barely restrained halitosis, armed with a smile that said, “I read about deserts once,” and a satchel full of gear that included a collapsible monocle and absolutely no water. He waved the map like a dog owner with a soiled carpet, insisting that they had to begin the journey immediately before the stars shifted or the sand changed moods or whatever esoteric nonsense the old priestess had whispered before charging him twenty silver and vanishing in a puff of suspicious incense. Jax, to his credit, gave the map a half-hearted glance before declaring it “technically a map-shaped object” and quoting an absurd fee, expecting the noble to balk, threaten litigation, or faint dramatically—none of which happened. Hornwick agreed on the spot and even tipped him upfront with a coin that smelled faintly of rosemary and blood magic, which Jax slipped into his pocket without asking further questions because he was a man of loose ethics but firm fiscal instincts.

The map itself was a horror—drawn in what appeared to be cranberry ink on stiff parchment, marked with symbols that looked less like cartography and more like the fevered doodlings of a toddler mid-seizure. The main trail was labeled The Path of Echoing Silence in bold, regret-scented calligraphy, and landmarks included “The Screaming Pit (avoid),” “The Place With the Unfriendly Sky,” and “Don’t Eat the Moss Here,” none of which appeared on any legitimate atlas. There was no compass rose, only a smug-looking lizard inked in the top corner with the word “Trueish” scrawled beneath. Jax, having survived weirder, decided that if he couldn’t navigate by the map, he could at least navigate by sarcasm and brute optimism. He packed light—a few tools, a broken compass he liked for its sentimental lies, and a crusty journal containing half of his unfinished memoir, You Don’t Need to Be Brave, Just Be Faster Than the Idiot Behind You. Hornwick, on the other hand, brought twelve pairs of socks, a ceremonial saber wrapped in velvet, a boxed lunch containing seven kinds of imported cheese, and a stuffed owl named Gregory, who, according to the lord, provided moral support and tactical wisdom. Jax didn’t argue. He’d worked with worse travel companions. One of them had been a haunted canoe.

They set out into the great Redchoke Expanse, a name Jax privately translated as “hell’s litterbox,” where the wind blew sideways, the sun operated on a personal grudge, and every third rock looked like it wanted to ask you an unsettling question. The skiff hummed across the sand, its enchanted runners gliding smoothly over the dunes until Hornwick attempted to steer and nearly pitched them into a burrow of very territorial weasel-wyrms. Jax took over with a practiced hand and a stream of colorful insults, muttering to himself about amateur hour and the critical difference between “guiding” and “babysitting aristocratic tax burdens.” The first three hours passed in relative silence, broken only by Hornwick’s attempts at conversation, which mostly consisted of misquoting obscure philosophers, complaining about the lack of tent servants, and asking Jax if he “truly enjoyed the commoner’s life or if it was more of a branding choice.” Jax, who had once taught comparative magical linguistics at a reputable university before being accused of "inappropriate sarcasm during a duel," responded with the kind of pointed neutrality that only gets sharpened after years of emotional sandblasting.

By midafternoon, they reached a marker stone—ancient, cracked, and carved with glyphs no one had translated in three hundred years. Hornwick declared it “an excellent opportunity for a photo,” posed dramatically, then managed to knock it over while adjusting his sash. The stone shattered. The ground rumbled. Somewhere in the distance, something howled with bureaucratic fury. Jax sighed and made a note in his journal: Day one—client broke an ancient curse marker. Rate should include hazard pay. Maybe goat surcharge. From there, things only got more sideways. They hit a wind tunnel filled with hallucinogenic pollen, got stuck in a crater full of passive-aggressive cactus spirits, and nearly collided with a sand barge operated by a retired pirate named Nana Kreel who offered them tea and unsolicited marriage proposals. Jax deflected both with professional courtesy and only minor flirtation. The sun was setting by the time they made camp—if one could call a fireless lean-to behind a dune “camp” and a nobleman eating melted cheese and weeping over the loss of signal bars “rest.” Jax sat on a rock that probably wasn’t cursed, chewing on jerky he didn’t trust and staring at the map, trying to line its nonsense up with the landscape’s nonsense to form some kind of consistent lie. He was halfway through inventing a new theory of cartographic improbability when the Relic began to glow.

It hadn’t been a relic two hours ago. It had been a paperweight in Hornwick’s satchel—round, smooth, the color of old teeth, and warm to the touch in a way that made Jax reflexively want to throw it into the sea. Hornwick claimed it was a family heirloom, passed down through generations of noble mediocrity and blessed by a reclusive desert priestess who “smelled like cinnamon and truths you weren’t ready to hear.” Jax hadn’t cared until it began to hum with a low, sarcastic energy, pulsing faint blue light that seemed to judge everyone within a twenty-foot radius. When Jax picked it up, it thrummed like an annoyed cat and flashed a pattern that felt almost like Morse code, assuming the code spelled out the word “Why?” repeatedly. Hornwick called it an omen. Jax called it a problem. Either way, it meant they were no longer on a simple escort job. They were now in possession of something ancient, magical, probably dangerous, and definitely above his current pay grade.

Before either of them could decide what to do about it, the wind shifted. Not just a breeze, but a deliberate movement—a wall of grit and shadow rising on the horizon like a sandstorm with opinions. Jax stood, senses flaring, every instinct from a lifetime of not-dying screaming at him that they weren’t alone. Hornwick asked if it was time to set up the cheese tent. Jax told him to shut up and start packing. Figures emerged as the storm drew closer—cloaked, robed, moving with the kind of synchronized menace that said “cult” louder than a chanting pamphlet. They carried no visible weapons, but Jax knew better. Magic was its own weapon, especially when paired with enough conviction and a vague mission statement. The lead figure raised a hand and spoke, voice muffled by wind and theatrics: “Surrender the Relic, Heretics of the False Sand.” Jax blinked. “We’re not heretics,” he replied. “We’re freelance.” The figure gestured. The storm surged. Jax grabbed the Relic, shouted something profane about nobles and treasure maps, and ran.

They sprinted through the darkening dunes, Hornwick tripping every ten feet and Jax dragging him like a reluctant suitcase. The Relic pulsed in his hand, not guiding, not warning—just judging. They dodged a volley of arcane fire, stumbled into a burrow of confused sand otters, and finally dove into a collapsed ruin half-swallowed by time and dust. Inside, the air was cool, damp, and humming with the electric charge of old magic. Glowing runes pulsed in the stone. The architecture was old—pre-Empire, maybe even pre-sanity—and Jax realized too late they’d stumbled into something older than maps, older than quests. A pedestal in the center of the room lit up as they entered, casting shadows like stretched lies. The Relic floated from Jax’s hand and hovered over the pedestal, spinning slowly as if to say, “Finally.” Hornwick gasped. “We’re chosen!” Jax groaned. “We’re screwed.”

The walls lit up with symbols, some familiar, some twitching. A low hum filled the room, like the beginning of a hymn or a very ambitious curse. The cultists were outside now, muttering prayers or legal disclaimers. Jax reached for the Relic, but it zapped him with the emotional equivalent of a sarcastic eyebrow raise. Then, without warning, the runes dimmed, the Relic clunked to the pedestal with the dignity of a dropped meatball, and silence fell. Jax looked at Hornwick. Hornwick looked at Jax. A long, confused beat passed. “So,” Hornwick said, adjusting his cravat, “we continue in the morning?” Jax sat down, rubbed his temples, and muttered, “I need a drink. And a new client. And maybe a goat.”

Outside, the wind howled. The cultists dispersed. The Relic pulsed once more—soft, amused, patient. Somewhere deep beneath the ruin, something ancient rolled over in its sleep and grumbled in a forgotten language: “Not again.”

And just like that, the quest they definitely weren’t doing had officially begun.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two
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​A Slight Misunderstanding with a Cannon

By dawn, the desert wore a new face—a cruel, orange grimace that baked the dunes into glassy regret and sandblasted optimism into submission. Jax Tarnley emerged from the half-buried ruins with his hair full of dust, his coat half-melted to his spine, and the kind of expression that suggested he’d rethought every life choice that led him to escort a halfwit aristocrat through cursed geography while holding a sarcastic artifact that glowed like it had opinions about breakfast. Hornwick the Third, unbothered by either the previous night’s cult ambush or the lingering magical radiation now wafting off the ruin like spiritual body odor, stood whistling near a dune, hands on hips, reciting lines from a travel memoir he clearly misunderstood. “And lo,” he bellowed, “the brave adventurers strode forth into the dawn, clutching destiny in one hand and their lunch in the other.” Jax responded with a guttural noise that could have meant “shut up,” “give me coffee,” or “I’m plotting your noble demise.” Possibly all three. The Relic pulsed faintly from his satchel, hot and smug like a sentient teapot. Whatever ancient forces had been briefly stirred during the relic’s pedestal tantrum, they’d gone quiet for now—but Jax didn’t trust silence. In his experience, it always meant something loud was sneaking up with a frying pan.

They marched northeast, aiming for the trade outpost of Narraway, a walled cliffside village that functioned as a neutral ground for smugglers, mystics, lost expeditions, and entrepreneurial mercenaries who didn’t ask questions unless the answers involved exploding gold. Jax had contacts there. Mostly people who owed him favors. Or money. Or flesh-based apologies. He hadn’t planned on returning anytime soon, given the last time he visited ended with a duel, two lawsuits, and a very annoyed llama, but desperate times and glowing relics made for flexible priorities. They traveled in uncomfortable silence for a few hours, Hornwick too winded to pontificate and Jax too paranoid to relax. The desert whispered around them, every dune hiding the possibility of cultist ambushes, mutated wildlife, or, worse, sentient cacti that gave unsolicited philosophical advice. The kind that made you question your worth mid-battle. But instead of enemies, they encountered something worse: a heavily armored steam-trike parked at an awkward angle beside a half-crumbled shrine of the Forgotten Eight (gods of indecision, mildly poor luck, and vague foresight). Smoke plumed from the trike’s vent, and the ground was littered with scorched gear, tangled wires, and one thoroughly obliterated camp kettle.

The cannonball hit the sand two feet from Jax’s boot. He didn’t scream, though his soul may have audibly flinched. The blast kicked up a column of scalding grit, and by the time he’d ducked behind a rock and pulled Hornwick down with him like a sack of privilege, a second shot ripped through the air with the subtlety of divine judgment. It missed again—barely—and embedded itself in a cactus, which
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