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1. Dreams and Dungeons
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The screaming starts in darkness. What’s with all the dark? 

“You are screaming!” you think to yourself. Stop the racket and run. Trouble’s a-coming, and it’s after you. Hunters are moving swiftly behind you across the bleak land amongst these biffen spiky, low shrubs. You cast a torch push and immediately turn towards a likely escape route in the distance. 

You run towards it, but the possibility of escape leaps beyond your grasp. You glance backwards. Great! So that’s what’s with all the dark. Naroozie are after you, the aggressive planet-killers and ever-present war bringers, obviously enjoying this hunt on a darker planet, befitting their low-to-the-ground manner.

With their five legs, the usual four plus one in the middle of their back, they look humorous when they are standing on two legs, but when they use their fifth to change direction and roll during combat, all humour takes an exit from the senses.

In fact, you aren’t finding it funny right now as they neatly roll and jump using that cursed leg to lurch towards you. The cliff edges closer, and you can smell the disgusting presence of the creatures behind you. The cliff is the only way out of this. You jump. 

The screaming continues as you fall into more darkness.
———
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Hengway woke up in his rickety wooden bed in a tiny, yet considerate room. The room was considerately cool during the height of summer and warm during the depths of winter. Considerate magic was quite rare throughout the systems and was usually confined to armour or single rooms, but the Acae family had a complete and functioning, considerate, architecturally created castle which had been the family home for hundreds of years. 
Most of the rooms in the castle had their own considerate design functions; for example, the kitchen considerately cleaned itself each day, the storeroom refilled itself, and the very considerate bathroom had unlimited hot water and, on rare occasions, cold water. 

Hengway always felt considerate architecture to be thoughtful but not very practical; sometimes, for example, towels turned up soaking wet, or entire rooms might turn upside down all because someone could not reach a book on a very high shelf. 

Hengway and his siblings enjoyed life in a system that had not seen the likes of the naroozie or other planet-killers in some time. The rules of this system dictated that your magical and technical ability would determine what you studied and where you might end up later in life.

Students with exceptional skills were called enchanters. They studied at the Enchanter Dungeons, whereas students with what was considered average magical and fighting skills studied at the Traveller College, commonly known as Trav-Coll. Hengway, being almost sixteen years old, should have shown signs of talent by now. Unfortunately, he had not; however, he would still attend Trav-Coll, like his brother, but in a support class until his eighteenth year. 

Hengway found himself beginning to think about making the motions needed to exit his bed. He stumbled out of bed and fumbled at the warm basin of water conjured by the considerate room and washed up, ready for the random craziness that no doubt lay ahead of him. 

“Another day in the grind,” sighed Hengway, as he put on his dark purple Trav-Coll shirt and deep brown pants. The pants dropped to the ground around his ankles, being a hand-me-down pair from Jay, his older brother. He sighed again, pulled up the pants, and fastened an old brown rope around his waist in place of a belt. Hengway seized his well-worn college bag and shambled through the hallway, down the stairs and into the kitchen. This bag has probably been in the family longer than the castle, he thought. 

The kitchen had been considerate enough to prepare bread and ham for lunch. Jay, using magic, had two forks fighting with each other whilst he turned sugar grains into cubes, forming an arena for the battling utensils. 

“Stop mucking about, you biffhead, and get ready for the punt!” Hengway chastised his brother with a hint of jealousy. 

“Why don’t you join me in a fork battle?” teased Jay, knowing that Hengway’s lack of magical ability was a sore point to him, and the rest of the family. They lived on Yurning 5, a planet which was highly structured and culturally protected by strict social rules. Decrees stated everyone had to have an officially examined skill by age eighteen or they were to join the workers.

Being sent to the mines for life was far from the future Hengway wanted for himself. Yurning 5 was part of the Yurning system, which existed in the middle systems and was predominantly occupied by humanoids like Hengway and his family. 

“Just get ready! Where’s our sister?” barked Hengway as he was startled out of his thoughts when the fighting forks’ sharp clashing prongs went hurtling through the kitchen. The defeated fork performed a death scene much like a poor stage actor, eventually falling to the table. 

“I’m not her minder. You are. Fetch her yourself!” insisted Jay.

With a huff, Hengway took the winding stairs that led to the dungeons, where Trinni’s experimental chamber could be found. He wished he had a lit torch to light his way, so the nearest torch on the wall considerately lit itself before floating over to where he was standing. His parents gifted his sister the chamber on the day she became an enchanter. For some reason known only to them, enchanters preferred the confines of dungeons. The damper and creepier, the better.

​On finding Trinni absorbed in a book the size of a dwarf planet, he yelled, “Hurry up! Let’s get going! You know we need your help for the punt jump!”
———
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Trinni attended the intersystem Enchanter College, located underneath the main library on the planet of Yurning 7. The library was established to distribute knowledge freely, and to unite magic, science, and culture. Enchanters studied laws and rules to find ways to harness and interpret them, or even break them, for the good of all. This, of course, caused conflict between the systems and the various species living therein.
Trinni closed the book and followed Hengway back into the kitchen and carefully set her books on the table.

“What are you doing today, Trinni?” Jay asked.

“The usual enchanter activities. We must practice moving large, heavy objects through the systems.” 

“You could move Hengway, then.” Hengway did not react. Jay’s bullying usually started in the morning, and then extended to other students at Trav-Coll throughout the day.

Hengway shot his older brother a glance of fraternal hate, though it could have been perceived as a creepy half-smile. “How do you deal with bullying at Enchanter College, Trinni?” 

“Bullying doesn’t happen. We are able to turn each other into frogs or sea slugs, so we try not to torment; instead we try to help each other. Ours is a spiritual sect.” Trinni disappeared. She always did this before school, and Hengway never got used to it. Whenever she conducted this push, it was to retrieve something from her dungeon for the day’s study, but she did not dislike that it annoyed her brothers. 

Jay had already been accepted into the section of Trav-Coll that taught only the best students, infamously known as the Chosen. Jay had the requisite grasp of mind control and possessed natural fighting skills. 

Students who studied with the Chosen usually ended up becoming elite warriors, spies, or envoys for the system. The Chosen reported to the highest levels of government and had always been honoured with a member of Hengway’s family among their ranks. 

Even though Jay was the oldest sibling at seventeen, Hengway was stuck with caring for Trinni, who, despite turning twelve next season, really did not need his help. Hengway was not sure whether he liked his brother. Jay certainly did not help him at Trav-Coll and never assisted him with his fighting skills. 

“You have a spear exam today, remember!” Hengway told Jay, who stared back without blinking. Jay’s dream-fuzzified brain was operating as a utensil-hardened warrior, not a student. Slowly and painfully his brain returned to the land of the living and kicked into life. 

“Oh, biffle,” he replied as his brain joined the party. He huffed, turned around, and moped back to his room. Achievement badges adorned his immaculate college uniform. This created friction with his brother and many older students at the college who were yet to earn a fraction of Jay’s awards. 

“Father will go crazy if Jay misses another exam,” Trinni pointed out after reappearing. 

Hengway’s hair prickled. “No punting in the house!” 

“Sure, Hengway.” Being smarter and nicer than Jay, Trinni did not tease Hengway about his lack of magic or fighting skills. She was quite sure it would come to him over time; with lots of practice. 

Her own story was complicated. Trinni went missing one day at the age of six. She was found in a library by the local enchanters, a few planets away. They immediately perceived that she possessed unusual technical and magical abilities. Neither Hengway nor Jay could punt jump, so they needed Trinni’s help each day to get to Trav-Coll. 

“Let’s get going! We’ll be late!” Hengway shouted into the kitchen. 

A fork flew through the smell of cooking vapour and stuck firmly into a corkboard the castle had considerately placed there as a target during the night. “That only scores as a seven,” Trinni said to Jay. He shrugged his shoulders and accepted the score, even though he thought it was an eight. There was no arguing with Trinni on matters of fork target wars. 

“You two are insane. Get ready for the jump!” Hengway checked that his annoying siblings had packed their bags with the lunches supplied by the very considerate kitchen, which had already begun cleaning itself in a no-fuss, considerate way. 

There were no special words or magic bits and pieces needed for a short punt jump. It happened when the enchanter, or person who could make it happen, decided it would happen. Trinni once had her brothers believing they had to place dead spiders wrapped in rags over their heads for each jump to work. This went on for months until their parents let them in on Trinni’s secret. The whole family, along with the people at Trinni’s school dungeon, still made fun of them over that. 

“Do you know where Mum and Dad are?” Hengway asked Trinni, given that she normally woke up stupidly early to plan the overthrow of the universe or something just as evil. This was not entirely accurate, but Hengway thought it wasn’t impossible.

“They left very early with some of the Chosen, and they were in a big hurry. There was a lot of adult talk and adult words, then they all punted after collecting weapons from the armoury.” Hengway was reminded daily that his parents were senior members of the Chosen, and how he was expected to follow their path, just like Jay. “They spoke of something called a long-punt. I was very much awake from the effects of the punt blast, so I went to my dungeon to study,” Trinni added.

“What the biff is a long-punt?” Hengway asked. Trinni shrugged her shoulders and headed for the double doors to the open area outside the kitchen. 

Trinni liked to stand in an open space for each jump, and this spot had always worked in the past. She was dressed in enchanter kit, which consisted of an armoured chest piece, arm and leg guards made of leather, and pouches swinging from webbing over her back. She wore this webbing because she was too young for the sought-after enchanter belt. The pouches were full of bits and pieces unknown to Hengway, though he noticed the odd hairy beastie trying to escape every now and again. 

Jay joined the duo, taking in the blue sky that always had a red haze along the horizon. “The moons will be a vision of beauty tonight. Yurning 3 is at its closest point to us in quite a while,” Jay explained, expecting someone to enthusiastically converse with him about the wonders of their solar system. Sadly, information regarding the planetary system, or three-mooned planets in general was not foremost on his family’s mind 

“Okay, Acae family, let’s get educated!” commanded Hengway.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. A Punt Gone Wrong
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A figure stood over the hearth, poking at it in an annoyed manner. The fire was also annoyed at being stabbed with a sooty iron poker, so nothing was done to improve the individual’s warmth, or indeed cool down his mood. “You are an ungrateful brat. We take you into our hearth and all you do is complain,” the father said, not to the fire, but to a child who took the term ‘ruffled’ to the next level.
The mother took her husband’s rant as a request to help with the ritual daily beration, “Twyette, you should be more thankful. All you have to do is to be up before the sun, muck out the sty, milk three cows, of which the milk you benefit thereof, then feed the hens, clear the coop, conduct the mandatory seven house cleaning chores before properly preparing breakfast for the family. Not much to ask, I believe.” 

“You didn’t pick the vegetables for dinner. This is not the first time I had to do your chores,” said the brother, who was the laziest lad Trinni had ever met. The unwashed, stinky twelve-year-old continued his attack. “My mummy and daddy found you and gave you shelter. You should be more respectful.” 

With that, he shut up. Trinni, or Twyette as they called her, continued with clearing the breakfast table and preparing for the multitude of tasks the family known as the Kents demanded her do on a daily basis. 

Her last memory was punting her brothers to the academy and ending up here with the Kents. That was over five years ago. She was somewhat miffed at the fact that her magic was so poor on this planet; however, she had been working on what she liked to call her cunning plan. 

The Kents believed they had found a lost child. Upon arrival on their planet, she realised she was stuck, so she picked a family that was near enough to a medium-sized village where she could hopefully attain the help she required. 

There was one reason she had not killed the Kents and moved somewhere more palatable. That reason was knocking at the door of the small cabin. The knock was hard and unmistakable. “Your stupid enchanter priestess is here,” shouted the snotty brat. Trinni had been there for years and had not said a single word to any of them. This was the reason they called her Twyette, the name of their favourite surviving pig. 

The father stormed to the door and yelled, “She will be out when she is finished with her chores.” 

The looming figure at the door raised her hand to speak. “Before I turn you into a tiny insect, get that girl out here now. She already does all of your chores, and it won’t hurt for you all to get some exercise. I might add, the enchanter’s chapel has free soap for villagers, of which you should put to use down at the washing stream.” 

The father knew the enchanter could not turn him into anything other than angry. However, the entire planet respected the enchanters, and the Kents’ little village was no exception. He stepped aside. 

“Well, there she is,” said the enchanter as Trinni approached the door. With reluctance he said, “Be home on time to do your afternoon chores.” He then spoke to the enchanter. “I don’t know why you bother with her. She is good only for farm work. Can’t talk, read or write. Only good for me farm.” 

“I am well aware of your appraisal of Twyette’s skills. You are, as usual, perfectly wrong. I bid you farewell, family Kent. Trin... sorry, Twyette, let us go.” Trinni walked past the room full of Kents with her head bowed. 

The pair walked in silence until they could see the village. “We have collected the books and people you requested from other timelines. Working together, we should be able to get you home.” 

“I do thank you immensely for your help. That family needs an attitude adjustment.” 

“As you are aware, they were our best choice to hide you away. The people here are not as accepting of magic as in other systems and planets. Your ordeal shall be over soon.” 

“I hope I can travel back to the moment I created the punt jump. My brothers may need my help.” 

“Do they know of your predisposition for long-punts?” 

“I didn’t even know about long-punts. I hope I gain more control over them. The last five years have been an experience for me. Possessing minor magic is difficult to get used to.” The enchanter nodded in agreement.

Approaching the village they first encountered inns and stables. There were occasional steam-bots patrolling the streets but nothing as advanced as on Yurning 5. This village still had horses and carriages, and most machines, including bots, ran on steam. 

A building designed to be inconspicuous concealed the enchanter’s chapel entrance. The enchanter’s symbols were etched into the second step, noticeable only if you knew what to search for, where and, more importantly, how to read them.

The rooms were used for sleeping, cooking and other lodge-type activities. The main room, however, was the practice room, and there stood Trinni wearing farm overalls stinking like every farm animal the Kents had ever owned. Also in the room were people clearly from foreign parts, probably even other planets. 

When the room’s occupants saw the person they had been trying to help secretly for five years, some sniggered, and some cursed in disbelief. They had never met her, and they all expected someone older and more, well, easier on the nose, and possessing a more magical appearance.

The person they really should have been mocking was the wearer of a purple robe topped with a ridiculous ceremonial headdress. It was too big, floppy, and had a feather sticking out the left side. “A bit lost, lass?” the robed man said. 

“It’s about time you got here, Professor. Can I go home now?” 

“It took me five years to find you, so I understand your sense of urgency. To answer your question, home? No. Back to your brothers? Certainly. Luckily, your father and my good self alerted the others on the morning of your departure. Enchanters from a different timeline told us that a long-punt would occur, but we mistakenly thought it was going to happen at the Enchanters College,” said Professor Smeltzit.

Trinni dipped her head to one side in deep thought. “That explains you lot running around in the wee hours that morning. During my time here, I have heard about an event called ‘the pairings’. Have you heard of this?” 

“I have not. Magic is evolving quickly; therefore, be prepared for anything. There is a rumour about an artefact, though,” the Professor responded. Trinni remained quiet and intensely resolute. 

The Professor bent down to Trinni’s ear and whispered, “Danger lies in wait for you and your family. Whatever it takes, follow the light!” Trinni glanced at him and processed his request. She sensed the sensitivity of this information and nodded her head to acknowledge she had heard his statement. 

The Professor stood up slowly and turned to the others. “Well, everyone, we need to prepare for the push that we have been practising. Trinni was the first to experience a long-punt. We need to send her back. Be ready. You, Trinni, will appear as though you have not spent the last five years away. I would get used to these long-punts given your enchanter brood are still unaware of what causes them.” 

“Your study here over the last five years is about to become very helpful. On another note, it has been discovered that someone else caused this long-punt and has arranged a jump-cross to punt you and your siblings to a dangerous planet. Be alert! Here are some goodies to play with.” Smeltzit gave her a belt. It held two pouches brimming with vials and herbs typically reserved for advanced travellers. 

Trinni glanced at the belt and was suddenly less miffed about the long-punt or the study she had to undertake. The professor’s cryptic message and her new kit made her feel ready to follow this metaphorical light. She was still wearing segments of the enchanter armour she had arrived in, which was now adjusted to fit the new pieces of kit. After equipping herself with the belt, she finally felt untethered. The quicker she re-entered her world, the better. 

The enchanters, executants and other hangers-on thrust out their hands and created a small but useful push that broke Trinni’s five-year long-punt, sending her back to the exact moment when she vanished all that time ago.

Well, hopefully, she thought as she felt the punt take hold.
———
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The three siblings focused on each other, and the punt began. Noticing the physical impact made Hengway curious, as usually there would be no start or stop. They usually arrived a split second before they left, as if a moment vanished before their eyes. This punt felt somewhat different, as Trinni could attest to, but she decided to keep long-punts to herself at this stage.
Punting was always a strange feeling. The creepy sensation occurred as expected. This jump, however, displaced more than it should have. From the almost noiseless blast, this punt jump was not going right.

As Trinni moved towards Jay in a slow, sleepy motion, Hengway was thrown into a thicket of short shrubs, becoming alarmed at the screaming from a few feet away. The shrubs were a metallic yellow with an unhealthy green tinge, and were not from his planet.

He tried to move and was at once cut on the back of his hand by the sharp, extended leaves of the alien bush. He decided not to call out. Trav-Coll and his parents had drilled into him: “Stay low and still; assess and plan; take swift action!” He could almost hear his mother’s words. He wished she were there with them now.

He believed her words were particularly relevant in this moment, so Hengway extracted himself from the biffing shrub and edged towards the screaming.

“Keep quiet!” he heard a young woman hiss. He locked onto the location and crawled as quietly as he could towards an unmistakable voice. Hengway was in assessment mode as he examined the dusty ground and saw two figures lying next to each other. Trinni lay low in her bulky enchanter armour, which was far too conspicuous. Jay was beside her, fussing over his no longer pristine uniform.

“Is that you, Hengway? I could hear you from a mile away,” murmured Trinni. Hengway crawled into the space his siblings were occupying and scanned the surroundings for threats. 

Not seeing any immediate danger, he whispered, “You weren’t wearing that garb when we left. What happened?” Jay was bruised and lacerated as if he had gone ten rounds with a keen street-fighter. Trinni had already applied a bandage onto Jay’s facial wounds, after applying medicinal herbs from her many pouches. “What happened to him?” Hengway asked. 

“We’ve been jump-crossed. Someone changed our destination. Jay fell poorly and broke his left upper arm, which I healed with a spell, and now he needs to rest,” she whispered quickly, withholding the knowledge of her long-punt, the warning from the Professor and the years stranded on a dreary planet with very little magic. Jay’s eyes were half closed. He was conscious, but his breathing was shallow, and his slumped face made him appear drowsy.

This strange world had two suns, both almost setting, nearly concealing a small cluster of moons. Hengway motioned to Trinni by circling his finger in the air, signalling that he was going to conduct a reconnaissance of the area.

He crouched to his knees and surveyed the entire scene. His heart raced when he noticed the large yellow cloud and a tiny figure running straight towards them. Assorted species were fleeing the source of the dust clouds. The primary concern was for a specific dust cloud approaching them.

“Can’t you punt jump us out of here?” implored Hengway.

“I have already tried twice. I don’t know what’s going on. You need to do something!”

Oh, biffle, thought Hengway as the small figure drew nearer. The figure was trailed by attackers through the dusty scrub. Hengway declared the assessment phase to be over as he rapidly picked up Jay and yelled, “Run like a startled bunglebeast from Yurning 2!”

“Grand plan,” replied Trinni as she scooped up her pouches and Jay’s spear. For someone so small, she could move quickly and seriously look after herself if events needed it. Using enchanter magic as much as the situation allowed, she was jumping and darting, though despite her efforts, something was still preventing a longer jump. Hengway wished that he could float Jay the way Jay floated kitchen forks and sugar cubes, but he had to carry his brother the hard way.

The small object of the dust cloud’s attention scurried past, revealing herself to be a dwarf. A dwarf in a particular hurry. She was armed with a warrior’s dwarven axe forged in the Cellfast System. The dwarf slowed down long enough to say, “You must be quicker than that; these naroozie want blood.” Sure enough, Hengway spun around and saw an unwanted nightmare headed straight for them. His dream was creating its own existence, complete with the dreaded five-legged naroozie. Lots of them. 
———
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Cleavie swept through the dense alien scrub, keeping her eyes on the uneven ground, moving one leg in front of the other in a well-practised motion designed to keep her alive. The training in the Cellfast system consisted of a lot of sprinting and swinging of axes. So, this chase might yet end in her favour.

The dwarven-tailored pants kept her safe from the harsh shrubs and sharp grasses that bestrewed the landscape. She might have been sent into this system on purpose, she reflected. Nonetheless, she had no idea where she was.

​She was due for a test hunt, another achievement thread braided into her beard. These tests were usually quick and relatively easy. After some reflection, she relied on her father’s teachings: always be alert, be calm, and then be ruthless! Others should have been present to ensure she was not harmed, at least not excessively. Judging that this pursuit was too challenging for her current level—she was now in the calm phase, which included a stage called ‘assessment’. 

​Given the circumstances, she had to implement the final part of her father’s mantra, so she took a moment to conduct an internal tactical assessment. After a brief period, a calculated plan emerged. 

The sudden rustle of bushes alerted Cleavie, who slid behind a shrub, keeping low and turning around to get a better view of the scene behind her. 

Cleavie was born into a dwarven culture that valued technology and fighting. Different levels of technology existed, including weaponry and self-reliance kits. Some good, some not so good. 

“Up. Up. Get out there and tell me what you see,” she whispered quickly into the air.

A tinny voice chirped through the chip inserted in the back of her ear, “Hold ya horses there, sunshine! I’ll whip up and have a squiz.”

I seriously need to upgrade my PSSA if I get out of this with my head intact, Cleavie thought. The PSSA withdrew from its hiding space in her backpack and elevated itself about sixteen dwarf-hands off the ground. 

The ‘Personal Surveillance/Spy Apparatus’ was essential to all travellers, especially those who wanted to avoid the more delicate traps of the job, being: capture, torture, death or all three. PSSA was a low-system device usually used by children and workers who could not afford the better ‘spirit-generated’ magic of the higher-system science factories. PSSA was about one dwarf-hand wide and featured all the appropriate swirly bits that a personal drone ought to have. The unit was equipped with an outdated lower-system artificial intelligence and knowledge-access construct, which required a significant update by Cleavie’s measure.

“Relay my visual,” Cleavie whispered as she peered through the sunset, trying to establish whether the naroozie hoard had followed her. A live stream of the scrub appeared on her right retina, showing her the PSSA’s field of vision, which included the advancing naroozie. 

“You are royally biffed here, my dear,” the unhelpful PSSA observed as Cleavie tightened her grip on her battle axe. Dwarf warriors from Cellfast 5 were usually given a personalised axe after passing the challenging exam aptly named ‘Pass or Die’. Not in Cleavie’s case—she had stolen this axe on her way to the system transporter just before she was sent into this ambush. Her practice axe was light and blunt, so she opted to procure one that happened to be un-dwarfed at the time.

“Go over to the taller trees on the right and create a diversion!” she directed. The chatty apparatus swooned over to the trees, silently humming to itself, enjoying the drama a bit too much. Cleavie was glad she had worn her battle gear on this hunt, even though it was supposed to be a simple reconnaissance test. 

“This will be a simple recon mission, Cleave Hammer Petafelt III, so no need for an escort or firearms,” explained the chief just hours earlier. He knew she preferred ‘Cleavie’ and hated her formal name, so he called her by her full name to get her riled up.

This was very wrong and very deadly for him, should she ever get back to that sorry sack of dwarven blood and bones. The current situation felt like a setup to get her out of the way. Earlier that day, a special test was scheduled. She suspected the chief had tampered with the transporter, sending her to this system, time, and dusty planet with its undesirable sharp leaves.

She surmised the test was arranged to decide whether she would be allowed to sit for the ‘Pass or Die’ exam and, of course, add another coveted braid to her beard. Finding who sent her here instead would be a difficult mystery to solve. There were several dwarfs who would be happy not to have her as competition.

When she appeared on this planet, she found herself amongst a group of other species, which consisted of all known types, including, most surprisingly, naroozie. More naroozie dressed in red armour appeared in front of the group and immediately ran towards their confused victims. 

The naroozie in her group stood their ground, assuming they would not be harmed by fellow naroozie; they were wrong. The majority of them ran into the scrub, panting and surveying for a likely escape route. As she reached a tangle of low shrubs, she turned around to watch the ill-fated war fighters who stayed behind participating in a one-sided fight with the naroozie wearing red armour. 

Three naroozie separated from the horde and followed Cleavie into the shrubs. Cleavie quickly worked out she was in for an absolute biff-fest. Her quick and barely adequate tactical analysis revealed that the naroozie in red were there for some kind of game or hunt. She intended to turn the game around. 

Hidden by the harsh shrubbery, Cleavie watched the three naroozie in red advance towards her. 

A naroozie’s front legs were capable of adjusting to changes in direction made by its back legs. This forward momentum could reach an alarming velocity, but would often result in the naroozie flipping over mid-turn. The fifth leg would then do its job, since it was three times as strong and protruding from its back. It could correct the fall by pushing the muscular torso back onto its other legs. 

The three naroozie stopped suddenly. They could smell the presence of Cleavie. The naroozie were heavy, vicious, intelligent, and deadly. 

“This little one smells like an easy win. Let’s kill it, or capture it, win this hunt, and go for tea!” suggested the lead naroozie as he applied his keen senses to detect the defiant dwarf. He stood on his back legs to reach the sword strapped to his thick waist.

The other two naroozie waited. Motionless, silent, listening, smelling, and feeling for any presence of prey. The naroozie’s greyish, heavily furred skin glistened in the light of the moon cluster as relative silence enveloped the small glade. 

The noise of hundreds of humans came screaming through the scrub, right where PSSA was headed. The three naroozie turned while simultaneously drawing their weapons. From years of training, they effortlessly established a three-pronged defensive stance. After a brief pause, they directed their attention toward the stand of humans, all in a line with weapons in hand.

“How did humans make it this far into the system without help?” laughed the lead naroozie. 

“Let’s concentrate on surviving this first!” a somewhat nervous but well-armed and well-footed naroozie replied. 

Cleavie also had no idea where the humans came from, though she could have made a good guess. The implementation of her father’s mantra entered the third and vital phase–be ruthless.

She stole some time to activate her dwarven ‘kill all nasty things’ protocol with the words, “Kill all nasty things, farfeltwood!” This incantation allowed the installed nano-pharm factory to inject her with the right amount of dwarven chemicals needed to magnify her speed and strength. 

It also gave her a shot of dwarven beetroot juice to spice things up a bit. Cleavie quickly positioned herself behind the third naroozie (yet to have a speaking part) jumped up onto his fifth leg, giving her a firm platform to swing her axe neatly in a low arc, perfect forcleaving the unimportant minion’s head from its thick, hairy neck. The emancipated head sped through the thin air, fresh purple blood spreading behind it. 

A human on horseback fronted the warriors, face painted in cobalt blue, wearing a loose wraparound garment made from loomed yak fur. “Ye can take our lives, but ye canna take our freedom,” echoed throughout the gully as the man yelled towards the naroozie. The humans were lined up shoulder to shoulder with their blue face paint and clad in what appeared to be the battle skirts worn by lower system inhabitants. Their weapons were smithed primitively, and the lack of armour made them appear weak. The moonlight glimmered off steel axes and other fragile implements adorning the jostling throng of humans.

Weapons had not been made from this metal for thousands of years, so they were completely out of place in this system. The remaining two naroozie stared at the line of humans, waiting for an attack, unaware that Cleavie had already despatched one potential killer and was behind the other two, nurturing a cunning plan which had eluded her thus far. 

The warriors were being given a speech by their leader, the man on the horse, when their horses lunged forward, thus beginning their advance. Cleavie used this distraction to stalk her prey from behind, quietly and swiftly. 

“Let’s sort these humans out so I can have my tea and crog-crog sandwich!” the hungry naroozie whined. 

“I can’t believe you like crog-crog. Do you know they eat their own–wait, what was that?” The humans, all as one, flickered, their noise modulating, beginning to dampen and become faint. This process occurred again and again. Some humans completely disappeared, intermittently reappearing at random like the flickering of a light bulb. 

Cleavie moved so quickly that the head of the tea-hungry naroozie hit his companion on the back leg before he could know an attack was taking place. 

“Sorry about the poor playback. I am getting short of power. I need to generate more,” said the almost battery depleted PSSA. And with that, the humans completely disappeared, bewildering the remaining naroozie, who turned around to find a furious dwarf with a bloodied axe. The dwarf was giving him a smile fit for murder, undoubtedly his. 

“I do love lower system pre-invasion human projections. Well-displayed,” Cleavie grunted to PSSA as she moved swiftly and lethally towards her last would-be killer. Her adversary evaded her by creatively using all five legs. With one concerted hop, he distanced himself from her vicious advance as she slid into a low, sharp bush, firmly gripping her axe. 

The bush exploded, in keeping with the legendary burning bushes of Waiface 3. 

Watching from a short distance, PSSA activated Cleavie’s single-use anti-death field. With this last surge of power, PSSA dropped to the ground with its battery completely depleted.

In fireside chitchat, Cleavie had heard the legend of Waiface 3, a high-system planet with spiky flora prone to exploding when it came in contact with blood. Cleavie finally understood which system and which planet she was on. Evolutionary craziness at its best caused the blast to briefly lift Cleavie, propelling her away from the startled naroozie. As he was trying to escape the exploding shrub, a new tinny voice in Cleavie’s head spoke, “Shield deployed. Thank you for using anti-death three thousand.” 

The shield took the rest of the blast then dissipated, allowing Cleavie to swing her body and axe around towards the injured naroozie. 

“Wait! Stop! Don’t hurt me!” implored the remaining killer. Cleavie eyed the last combatant wearily and slightly lowered her axe to a defensive position. She was well aware that she had no more combat tricks left, and that her lone defender was recharging on the ground. 

“Who sent me here?” she growled. 

“I don’t know. We were paid to kill whomever or whatever came through the system transporter. We don’t ask questions; we just kill things.” 

“I think you are lying, and you need to tell me who sent—”

The naroozie had already pounced with his back leg and had all front claws in ready-to-kill mode. Cleavie instinctively leant back, swinging her axe as hard as she could.

The approaching legs were severed and fell to the ground, sploshing loudly as blood rushed from the naroozie’s flailing body.

Without pointless conversation, Cleavie swung the axe into the annoying killer’s head. The axe cleaved with a thud and entered the brain cavity without prejudice, instantly killing the paid assassin. 

“PSSA back online and ready for operation,” cheerily informed the personal drone. 

Cleavie extracted her axe, cleaned it on the naroozie’s fur, and straightened her armour. A worrying noise startled her. She and PSSA turned towards it. A large mob of naroozie was barrelling towards them.

“We need to go, ma’am,” PSSA said to the open air because Cleavie was already sprinting in the opposite direction while quietly planning a way out of the ambush. 

Cleavie sped through a section of high grass and nearly ran into three humans huddled behind a shrub. “I would be quicker than that! These naroozie want blood,” she scream-whispered at them. Why aren’t those bushes exploding around them as they did with me? Her feet were moving more quickly than her brain, quite considerate of them, she thought, as the three humans behind her followed in a mad rush to avoid the assassin army that was catching up. 

“Keep moving! They are right behind you!” informed PSSA. Cleavie ran straight into a castle wall, sending her into a state of befuddlement. PSSA slowed down and avoided a collision, of which Acae Castle was quite appreciative.
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