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[image: ]


“Pretty certain I’ve never done this much walking and running in my life.” Jackie looked down the bit of road stretching ahead of them. It wound through scruffy, scraggly hills, so they only saw short stretches at a time before it disappeared around a corner. Anaraxis was quiet, eyes tracing every single ridgeline looking for a sense of familiarity that she couldn’t find. 

“I feel as though we should have hit a town,” Anaraxis said idly, not super interested in the conversation that Jackie had been attempting to start. “But I also don’t know the fuck about anything. I just assumed we’d be wherever before nightfall.” The sky had darkened fast once the sun slipped behind the highest hills, and the only thing left was a vague, orange-pink glow highlighting the silhouette of the ragged horizon. When they left Azelan, it had been just past sunset, freshly nightfall. When they moved through a random, unstable gate to Miraalan, it was the very tail end of day, the sky cast in that weird, dim blue of early sunset. 

Prehistoric gate travelers had to have done this same calculus when they first moved between worlds. Equivalent west of their original location but almost impossible to know how far based on the sun without knowing the latitudinal transition, as well. Same hemisphere, for sure, maybe a little farther south if the temperature meant anything. That wasn’t a reliable indicator, though. High-magic densities affected everything from geology to climate. 

“I’m almost certain we’re in the Provinces, somewhere,” Anaraxis decided, kicking at the road of packed dirt and rocks.

Jackie nodded as though she had anything to add to the conversation. The Provinces were on the continent of Teffen. Anaraxis’s family was from the territories on Sharra. While Anaraxis would probably prefer to be closer to her familial origins, Jackie was excited by the prospect of being in the provinces. The pictures of highly efficient, yet ecologically sound goblin cities always struck her as the closest thing to an actual magical fantasy utopia. They had also sequestered the vast majority of human incursion into a small section at the northern edge of the continent. She hated thinking poorly of her own species, but the anthropologist in her was aching to experience a world that was good and properly foreign to human touch. It was impossible anywhere else, but she might see a shade of it here. Maybe. Probably not.

“You could ask the stone elf,” Jackie offered. “You were sort of talking, even if it was broken.”

“Eh, maybe. We didn’t even exchange names, did we?”

“Oh, shit. No.” Jackie glanced forward again at the stone elf walking a few paces in front of them. They had pulled their head of locs up into a ponytail as they moved down the road. She still had a bit of a visceral reaction to seeing locs and braids in such light-colored hair (a vestige leftover from her homeworld), but she knew, logically, the stone elf’s hair was coarser and more coily than hers. If she knew nothing about anything, she knew her shit about hair. 

“Hey,” Jackie called out to them and they glanced over their shoulder. “What’s your name? I’m Jackie. This is Anaraxis.” 

They chattered back. 

“They said ‘I know,’” Anaraxis translated. 

“Well, that’s not disturbing.”

“Rolthe,” the stone elf finally said, spinning to walk backward. They touched their chest. “Rolthe.” 

“Where are we going?” Jackie asked, but they shook their head. 

Anaraxis asked this time. Rolthe responded with some hand gestures, and Jackie realized her own sudden failures in communication. Universal Sign. She recognized it, but she didn’t know it. She was supposed to. All academic and trade industries required it for various levels of certification and degree conferment. She went considerable amounts of time without using it, though, so when it came up, she stumbled through. She could understand it better. The signs that Rolthe were giving looked like “building” and “road.” Or was that “house?” “Store?” They were similar, but there was a reason US made a distinction between different types of buildings when it didn’t bother with other landmarks. Rolthe turned around before she could confirm.

“A roadhouse?” Anaraxis offered in question. 

“Fuck if I know,” Jackie replied. “But at least we know their name.”​
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They were all flagging when the roadhouse appeared, the bend in the road opening into a clearing. It was bright and beautiful in the dark and surrounded by a cluster of additional buildings. One of the more open buildings was a stable, a handful of the local riding ungulate kicking in their large stalls with their three-toed feet. Slightly taller in the shoulders than the typical horse of her homeworld, these draconids were thinner throughout but just looked stronger due to the plating of their flexible scales. Their smooth, canine-reminiscent heads scraped their short horns against the nearest post, creating tiny sparks in the dark along the sharp edges. 

Across from the two-story roadhouse, the tiny buildings had gas lights and signs advertising an array of things in a language she couldn't read. One was food and baked goods, for sure. Another looked like wagon parts. Still more were clothing basics and essentials of indeterminate use. All the buildings had closed for the night, but a few had left out products and a lockbox to facilitate honor-system cash payments. 

They followed closely behind Rolthe as they found their way through the ornate double doors into the roadhouse. The pale peach paint on the wood-paneled walls made the tiny foyer feel bigger, but the openings leading into the hallway beyond were darker and more ominous in comparison. Mounted on the wall between the openings was a board filled with writing, tarnished metal disks arranged in a broken polka dot pattern in between. To the left of the entry door was an array of maps.

"Here." Anaraxis focused on a slightly more zoomed-out map. The initial guess at the Provinces was correct. They were in the Outer Provinces, currently tucked into the northwest corner of the area of the continent under goblin judicial management. Further west was a jut of land that was marked as independent sylvan territory. To the northeast, a large tract of land for stone elf nomadic movement before moving into a border strip of trenglate countries. Beyond that, scrunched at the top, humans crouched in their designated space. 

"I wouldn't have quite guessed our specific location,” Anaraxis continued, “but this makes sense. And here. A town. I’ll ask, but I bet this is where Rolthe is taking us." Anaraxis veered to a different, more detailed map and gestured to a town that couldn’t be more than a few hours up the road walking.

Jackie remained at the first map and traced the lines of the human countries. The western chunk, which took up the majority, was colored in a mealy chartreuse. The only country she had immediate information on was Bloemeiland, the largest. Above the country labels, a few other words floated in the ocean. The top and largest was “iffan’arie,” a word she guessed was from the one shared sylvan language, Napalei, but the assumption was based on construction over comprehension. Below were a few other words before she finally got to one in Illurian. 

“Safe territories.”

In this context, that meant slavery was illegal and indentured servitude adhered to the strict regulations set by the District. It probably wasn’t strictly “safe” for certain groups, still. Her knowledge of the Miraalan body trade was limited, only just learning how much it expanded on the Azelan side. The history of people, as a whole, she knew intimately, however.

On the other coast, the countries of highest danger were highlighted in stark crimson lines. If there was a label for them, it was covered by a sea of notes on scraps of paper, hastily pinned or taped to the linen map underneath. Some of the symbols were familiar from her study of Correlanian sylvan art. The details of the context were likely a little different, but they conveyed death and warning. “Don’t come here.” “Don’t be here.” “There is only death.”

The words that accompanied these symbols looked like town or city names. Maybe highways or other well-known markers. Even without knowing the actual words, they screamed their fear and horror. The ink on the notes bled with danger. Someone had taken a red marker and even circled a few towns in particular, doodling little skulls next to them. The area in red was just a fraction of the image, and this map, in turn, was maybe half of one continent. Compared to the rest of the planet, the countries causing the most issues were tiny in terms of landmass. It raised a dark feeling inside her that caught in her throat and pressed around the outside of her chest. 

She pulled away from the map toward the perpendicular wall. Things just got worse. Missing posters. There was an underlying organization, but when new posters were added, they made a mess of things. There was evidence they were regularly reorganized and cleaned up, though. It was almost frustrating, now, to not have the language to fully appreciate the sea of sylvan and stone elf faces. The larger text was a name, but the rest was a mystery. Whole lives were written in that text. Lives that had been snatched up against their will. Was it better to pray they were still alive or not?

Moving along the walls, she found a map with all the nearby transport circles. The network was exponentially denser than on Purvailan, but there were still large gaps. She had never been through a circle. Before this trip off-world, she had never gone anywhere she couldn’t get to by car or train. Miraalan didn’t have those same vehicular options. The circles served that same purpose over longer distances. 

"Ay!" Rolthe drew their attention. They were at the board with writing. On closer inspection, the writing was numbers. Different writing systems huddled into the same tight box, among them the Arabic numerals she was accustomed to. Rolthe pointed to a blank space next to the number “209.” They reached into a bin attached to the wall and came out with one of the metal disks. They tapped it on the blank space and asked some words in question. Room number. Anaraxis managed a series of affirmatives. 

Rolthe led them through the right-side passageway to reveal that they connected in the middle, and there was a spiral staircase tucked into an alcove behind. The room Rolthe picked was on the second floor, just a few doors off the landing. The solid wood door was forced open with a latch on the floor. There was a key sticking out of the lock, and Rolthe snagged it as they undid the floor latch and led them inside the room, gently lit by outside ambiance.

The door swung shut quickly through most of its arc, then slowed as it met the frame to click gently into place. Rolthe pressed on the door to make sure it was firm, then locked it. They flipped a switch and a set of small panels lit up in the wooden ceiling, completely invisible before they started glowing. Rolthe didn’t offer any technical information, instead heading straight for one of only two beds packed into the tiny room. A map on the back of the door pointed to the shared bathing facilities at the end of the hall. 

"I feel like I need a shower, but I also just want to sleep." Jackie glanced around the room, searching for something new to look at. Nothing, just the pair of low slung beds and some small tables to keep bags off the floor. 

"Yeah, same," Anaraxis yawned. Rolthe was already completely checked out of whatever possible conversation might be possible, stripping out of their boots and pants and shirt to a set of underclothes. Right at their skin was a set of knee and ankle braces, and they peeled out of them in relief. When Jackie drifted back across the room again, Anaraxis was sitting on the bed removing her borrowed shirt and pants. Jackie looked down at her own clothes, another borrowed shirt and a split skirt. These were things Valerie had set aside for post-pregnancy, so she didn't swim in them like Oceane's borrowed dress. They still didn't fit right, though, and she was pretty certain they wouldn't be comfortable to sleep in. 

"Fuck it," she muttered to herself. She still had underwear to keep her covered as though anyone but her seemed to give a damn. With the hope they'd air out, she draped her clothes over the footboard.

Anaraxis very specifically didn't look at her as she approached the side of the bed, using all her attention to scoot toward the wall side. Crawling in, they ended up on top of each other for the size of the bed. No matter. Anaraxis moved automatically, dropped her arm over Jackie's waist, and pulled their bodies up close but not tight. Enough so they could both fit. Anaraxis's belly was free of scales, so it was just rough skin against her bare back. It would take some getting used to, but she didn't hate the sensation. She flicked through the idea of "getting used to" laying next to Anaraxis without clothes on. She was too tired to have these thoughts for the first time.

Rolthe flicked a switch near their bed, and the lights shut off with a hiss and a buzz. She was asleep almost instantly, the darkness swarming her with no other option. 

​
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Dawn blasted bright through the windows, washing the room in shades of orange-pink as the sun appeared through a deep divot on the horizon. Jackie woke with a gasp and snort through a nose that was stuffy with exposure to new local allergens. That was an annoying new addition to the adventure she hadn’t considered. Anaraxis had turned toward the wall, and their backs were pressed against each other. Both the trenglate and Rolthe were still in half-stages of sleep. With a slip and a roll, she was able to crawl out of bed and stumble across the wooded plank floor. The tunic blouse was long enough she felt comfortable wearing just that for the short walk down the hallway to the washroom.

Sounds and lights emerged bit by bit from under the doors as she crept down the hallway as quietly as she could manage. The idea of someone, anyone, perceiving her in this moment felt utterly unbearable. This sound came through the washroom, as well, and she held her breath at the door before swinging it in.

No one was visible at first, whatever voices she heard echoing from around the corner. The opposite wall had sinks lined up neatly, stretches of floating counter space in between. In the wall-length mirror, she caught a partial image of people sitting in a tiled alcove just the other side of the wall from her. Two goblins and a humanoid, sylvan if she had to hazard a guess. She walked up along a row of toilet stalls on her left. The shower stalls revealed themselves on the other wall as she got closer to the sink. She hoped she could get through at least washing her face without any interaction. 

No such luck. 

The sylvan spoke at her in a language she didn't have a solid frame of reference for. Jackie turned, hand raised in a greeting. The sylvan was beautiful. Of course. They all were. Jackie had yet to meet a sylvan that didn't lead with a strong impression of beauty, even if she could never pin it down to specific features. The sylvan was all rounds and curves, beautiful soft rolls of body as she sat on one of the benches with a towel around her waist. She sat topless—heavy, bell-shaped breasts exposed—as she brushed out pin straight, caramel-colored hair that flowed all the way down to mid-back. She was on the lighter-skinned end for sylvan, which made her complexion a sort of light olive taupe. As she pulled a section of hair aside to comb it again, the tops of her ears peeked out, the telltale square shape angling through.

The goblins were troella. Probably. If an oeble, a troella, and a haruuk were lined up, she was pretty certain she had the ability to tell them apart. Independent of each other, she was less certain. Both goblins were shaded in speckled mauve, one with large splotches of plum through their neck and bare chest. Their hairless bodies were proportionally small and short, maybe ribcage high to her if they were all standing. Their visible shoulder joints looked knobby, and when they moved, they naturally hyper-extended. This translated to all over their body, like the ligaments and muscles were just barely tacked down to the bones underneath. At their elbows were little thrusts of cartilage that pointed down their forearms like fleshy claws. Small cream-colored horns formed a square at the corner of their crowns, and they had been sanded into a soft, non-deadly shape. The goblin with plum spots lifted a hand in a mirror of Jackie's gesture of greeting, and hir extra-jointed fingers wriggled a little. 

All three of them stared at her when she didn't respond. 

"Oh!" the sylvan realized. "Um..." She looked Jackie up and down, examining her clothes. "Arina?" she asked, wary. Then, a little more hopeful, "Jurunai?"

"Ah, no," Jacking sighed. Then a gentle "fuck" to herself. 

"Illurian?" the non-spotted goblin asked.   

“Yes, oh my god,” Jackie gasped. With Rolthe, she had realized how much she took for granted that someone would speak Illurian no matter where she went in the connected worlds. Illurian was a human language, though, and this was the least human of the worlds. And the humans who were here preferred Taal or Jurunai. The goblins and the sylvan discussed a few things with each other, then the goblin who had greeted her leaned forward. 

“You safe?” Hir hands formed the only bit of Universal Sign she one hundred percent knew for certain. They were asking whether she was a victim of some crime that would haul her across country lines or world divides against her will. Considering her current state, it was a very reasonable question to ask. Were it not for the events of the last week, she’d even find it funny. 

“Oh. Oh no no no.” Jackie tried to recall the signed response, but they were lost in the void of her memory. 

“Fine!” she said instead. “Yes safe.” She tried to nod emphatically and smile, hoping they wouldn’t think she was overdoing it. 

It was Rolthe who saved her from all possible further embarrassment. They wandered in, bleary-eyed, straight to the sink to splash water on their face just as she had done. They were in a tight tank top and pants, but there was another piece of clothing thrown over their shoulder. After processing she was there with a few slow blinks, they handed her the extra piece of clothing. It ended up being flowy knee-length shorts with a wide, ribbon waistband that tied in the front. It was a little closer cut on her than the typical elven body, but they fit enough for her current purposes. Low tech-high magic places tended to favor clothes that could take on multiple body types and sizes, but her luck would run out, eventually.

Rolthe finally noticed the group sitting in the alcove. They gave a little half-wave of greeting, then shared a handful of words. Rolthe’s eyes lit up in acknowledgment, and they moved into a series of formal greetings with the spotted goblin. At the end of it, there was no more concern over Jackie’s current condition.  

After a quick trip to the toilet, she made it back to the room before Rolthe arrived. Anaraxis was sitting on the bed, elbows on her knees. She was muttering something to herself fervently, smashing whispered syllables together. The monologue stopped the instant she heard Jackie come in the door. She looked up, then motioned to the bed, suggesting Jackie sit next to her. Instantly, Anaraxis's arms came around Jackie's waist, her head dropping to her shoulder. 

"I'm so tired," Anaraxis grumbled. "I'm not made for this kind of thing. I don't even know how this stone elf clearly just walks everywhere. I feel like I'm dying."

"Yeah," Jackie sighed. "Wish I knew what to expect once we get to this mystery village. I feel super out of my depth." She pressed her cheek to the top of Anaraxis's head. "I remember this tension right before that stupid party—"

"Oh god, the party. That feels like a lifetime ago."

"Right?" Jackie rubbed her cheek again. "On the drive there, I was nervous, not knowing how things were going to go down. But worse case scenario was getting caught, and even that didn’t feel super likely. But even if we did, oh well? Maybe we spend a night in jail? I don’t know. It got weird, obviously, but we survived it. And it was the level of dramatic that you really only expect to experience once in your lifetime. Maybe twice. 

“And now we're on another world, no ID, no money, no clothes of our own, following someone who we don't know and we can barely talk to. And I feel like I should be screaming with anxiety. But I feel...okay? Maybe? More numb than anything. Like I'm too tired to feel anything specific."

"I've been feeling that way too, but—" Anaraxis held out her hand, implying Jackie should take it. She followed the hint “—maybe it’s just because we’re doing it together. I don't think I could manage it if it was just me." Jackie took a moment to enjoy the sensation of Anaraxis's skin against hers, to let the warmth wrap and cover her. 

“You wouldn’t even be in this position if you hadn’t come along with me.”

"Yeah, but then you'd be doing this all alone. I'd rather be here with you than you be out here getting your ass kicked alone.”

"Even if it means getting your ass kicked, too?"

"Of course." Anaraxis jolted like she wanted to say something else, but she changed her mind. Instead, they continued to sit there in silence for a bit, taking a soft moment in the hard day just to be.​
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With a bit of rest all the way around, Rolthe and Anaraxis found the place where the formal and informal versions of Karket met. So when Rolthe brought them down to meet the washroom goblins next to a cart hooked to a dragon-horse-ox-thing, they had enough language between everyone to explain.

The spotted goblin, Regenboog, was an architectural engineer heading in the same direction to deliver a favor. The goblin who spoke a halting, unsure Illurian was Vuur. In addition to being part of the same four-person spousal cluster, ze was acting as a translator where needed. This skill set was picked up before retiring as a traveling diplomat. Maybe. Jackie got the impression there was a very specific career field in the collected goblin cultural experience that didn’t have a proper one-to-one translation.

Vuur informed her, with affection, that the giant draconid cart-puller was called a “verhuizer” in Taal. While they weren’t as fast as ridjeraak (the smaller draconid in the stall the night before), they could pull more for longer. They were also a lot more easy-going and didn’t fuss about carrying around new people. So there was room for them in the cart. Rolthe chatted happily with Vuur while Regenboog drove, serious and still, eyes forward as they all moved down the road.

The roadhouse revealed itself as just one part of a neatly hyper-planned townlette. Moving north, toward the city of their destination, there were more stables of ridjeraak, a handful of stores, and a sizable cafe with takeaway food. There was a brief break of thick jungle trees curving over the road like an arbor, and then the homesteads and small agricultural industry started. Places just beyond the main line of trees had been lightly cut away or buildings had been constructed into the naturally occurring gaps. No clear-cutting. No major visible deforestation. But a steady and ongoing increase in the presence of civilization. Not the long-term efficiency of goblins but the leisurely approach of sylvan trying to meld form and function into the natural landscape.

The first buildings that spoke to a proper city slipped out of the dark of the trees like singers in a choir berth, flashing their mixed design like decorative banners. Multi-colored buildings inset, on occasion, with intricate stained glass work. Among the wood and glass was also green energy, branches and vines reaching up along the sides of the buildings as they made their way toward the sun. Along the lines of the corners, cables both secured them in place and used them as solar energy converters, siphoning off excess energy at a microscopic scale. Spread over a large area and cultivated right, the energy production could grow exponentially.

This was something universal in elven incorporations on Purvailan, but it had crept into other areas of higher magical density. In this context, it felt like something sylvan would think up and goblins would help them actualize.

"Is this a goblin town or a sylvan one?" Jackie found herself asking, realizing too late how stupid that sounded. Thankfully, Anaraxis was the only one who heard, crammed up next to her on the floor of the cart.

"It's the usual setup, I think," Anaraxis said idly. The usual setup was sylvan choosing to self-sequester in little pockets throughout the connected worlds. They always had a "designated town," though, half-in, half-out of the commune to facilitate commerce and socialization. Unlike the drakkakens, sylvan weren't looking for full autonomous secrecy. They needed and wanted a portal of connection; they just liked the privacy and ability to self-regulate. Here, the goblins were providing that hybrid space. 

The cart continued down the paved highway, forming harder edges as it entered what must have been the official city limits. Most of the buildings were set back from the road, their facades disappearing behind the trees that had encroached into the pedestrian walkways. The city planners had considered this inconvenience, though, and included easily readable labels on the walkway rise. Readable if she knew the language. 

As the ride continued, she felt herself drifting, the sway of the cart tempting her toward sleep. She hadn’t realized she had dozed off until the cart took a sharp turn, rolling her body into Anaraxis’s. Off the main entry thoroughfare, the city collapsed in on itself, with pedestrians taking their promised way through the street. It was mostly goblins, specifically troella. The handful of taller, lighter-toned haruuk stood out among them, and she felt justified that she could, indeed, tell the different kinds of goblins apart. 

“It’s a port city,” Anaraxis murmured to herself. 

“What?” Jackie asked. 

“It just seemed too busy. Then I realized it’s a port city. The sylvan territory goes all the way out to the coast, but this city snakes up to the bay.” She sat up straighter to look over the top of the cart, and Jackie joined her. No ocean in sight, but then the buildings blocked the view. Jackie sniffed the atmosphere. Salty. Fishy. She hadn’t noticed it, before, but now the very thin scent drifted across the air. 

The cart turned again, and the edge of the buildings faded back into the jungle with only hints of construction through the trees. There were pedestrians here, but instead of the throngs of goblins it was sylvan weaving in and out along paths through the trees. 

There was something she noticed from sylvan visitors to the museum. It almost made them stand out more than the green pallor and square ears. They didn’t constrict outfits or define a certain style for themselves or apply gendered expectations. They just sort of put on clothes. At first, when she started interacting with sylvan in large batches, she thought it was a coincidence of personal quirk. Then she started seeing it as a consistent pattern. And only then because fashion was such a special interest. And sylvan just didn’t have any significant intra-species cultural clothing.

Of course, no species was identical through time and location and subgroup. A fur-lined bull elf hunting parka was a completely different garment than a wood elf clan leader formal jacket or a stone elf scout rider’s overcoat. But there was internal consistency, so when you placed it all together, a tinge of “elf” showed through at every angle. The androgyny, the cut to fit elven proportions, a trend toward modularity, the favoring of function above everything with form and ornamentation a distinct after-thought. 

Goblin clothing was recognizable even without an expert eye, their intricate stitching and weaving patterns pretty much only possible with their weird double-extra-jointed fingers. 

Sylvan had none of that. Not a scrap. Nothing that had survived any records, at least. They simply blended into every nearby environment, picking and choosing the things that appealed to them the most. If they chose to wear clothes at all. 

Watching them move through the trees, most of them were only dressed from the waist down in flowy knee-length wrap skirts, glowy skin flashing under the subtropical sun. It was as though clothing in and of itself was an afterthought, something they only adhered to for environmental protection. As she glanced over the trickle of people moving through the trees, a few shawls came up over shoulders.

It seemed so simple to exist like that from the outside. An optimal life. Except Miraalan didn't have enough consistent electricity for television and internet. No satellites. No air travel. No cars. She wasn't sure she could last very long in that environment. 

"Where the fuck are we even going?" Anaraxis tried peeking up over the edge of the cart again, attempting to ground herself in the environment. The trees broke again, but only to reveal a single two-story building. Newish, in the goblin style, with elegant but gentle finials and flourishes. They weren't as brightly painted as buildings she had seen in pictures. Pinks and blues and yellows were instead pale green and brown to blend with the trees.

The cart moved past the building, down a narrow path, then abruptly stopped as the trail ended. Jackie and Anaraxis both slipped out of the cart, stretching and flexing their legs as they moved around the space behind the cart. The jungle was still thick, but trees had been cleared out. Between the spaces in the trees, the shade of people moving suggested a pit at the end of the path.

Rolthe was already moving, deep in conversation with Regenboog. Vuur held back, drawing up even with them. 

"You...er...told why you're here?" Vuur asked. A weird little crease formed in hir forehead as ze put the comparatively awkward grammar together. 

"No. We have no idea what's going on." Jackie sighed. A thought seemed to cross Anaraxis, and she shook her head. Then she broke into what Jackie understood to be full-blown Unified Karket. Vuur responded back eloquently, matching sound for sound. Anaraxis turned to Jackie. 

"I'm stupid. Comparable laryngeal constructions, so lots of goblins speak Karket."

"Yes," Vuur chuckled. "Between the three, we figure it out. Come come." Ze waved them forward, and they all moved down the trail. "I've been curious to see this." 

As they approached the edge of the pit, they let out a collective gasp. This was an archaeological dig.​
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