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Dedication
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I think I first really encountered the idea of fantasy through super heroes such as Spiderman, Superman and Marine Boy but it was through the RPG Dungeons and Dragons, that I first started seriously exploring the idea of creating a fantasy world. This one is for my old friend, Chris, who, back in the sixth grade, first told me about this wild new game. Neither of us really understood how you could have a game that didn’t have a game board or use cards, but we were excited to figure out what it was all about. What followed was thousands (oh, let’s be honest, it’s probably tens of thousands) of hours of gameplay and endless game prep, and I loved every moment of it. Thanks, Chris, for starting that exploration with me. 
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Prologue: The Making of a Champion
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The room did not actually exist in the physical sense despite having a table at its center to ground it. Brought into substance by Trblietat, the God of Magic, the space felt as malleable and chaotic as that extraordinary being appeared. Nothing felt permanent. Everything altered to accommodate the ever-growing number of guests. 

Half of the roof disappeared to provide entrance for the beautiful winged Himel, God of Visions, Patron of the Aerie, who seated himself on a chair of clouds, not liking to have his feet ever touch simple earth. Following him, came Thorne, God of War, a wall disappearing behind him to show a dark hall filled with weapons and armor. The table also altered itself upon his arrival, changing from a simple circle to a triangle to accommodate the three divine beings as the Patron of Humans brusquely greeted his fellows. 

The God of the Depths came next, Furaidh, emerging from his caves directly to the table that changed shape again to accommodate the fourth being. “Well, lads, I came,” the Patron of Dwarfs announced in his gravelly voice. “Where are the others? We won’t have much time until that pompous bastard gets wind of what we’re up to.”

“We are here,” the twin voices of Mara and Lakara answered him, brother and sister Gods of the Forests. Their skin, while supple, gave the appearance of tree bark to their sticklike figures. The table adjusted itself again as the Patrons of the Sylvan emerged from their forests to take seats side-by-side within the room.

“And that leaves only Laut,” Thorne observed in his deep bass tones. Even as he spoke, another wall disappeared allowing the ocean to wash up to the foot of the table and the blue-skinned Goddess of the Seas rose on her fish tail to take her place without fully leaving the water.

“Good,” Furaidh snapped. “Let’s get on with it! Every moment we’re together is a risk I’d rather not take.” 

A gentle tap sounded on a door that hadn’t existed before the sound reached them and all seven gods froze. Then Thorne laughed, breaking the moment of apprehension. “If it were Tyran, the door would have been burst off its hinges and flown across the table.”

Trblietat’s body continued to flow and change as it always did. Currently female and dwarven with an impressive beard, she made a small gesture with her littlest finger and the door opened revealing one of the least of the goddesses trembling with trepidation in the entrance. 

“Grit and rubble,” Furaidh complained, “Rose, what are you doing here?”

Shaking with fear, the Goddess of Compassion, Patroness of the Servile Halfling, adjusted her hat and stepped timidly into the room, allowing the door to close behind her. She was less than half the height of all but the Patron of Dwarves and less than a tenth his mass. “I want to participate in the great working. My people deserve a champion too.” 

Furaidh and Thorne barked with laughter while Laut and the sylvan twins frowned. “Champions require great strength, Rose,” Laut reminded her. “You and your children will never have what it takes to be mighty.”

Seeing rejection on most of the faces, Rose took a step backward.

“She can’t leave now,” Thorne announced. “What if she runs to Tyran?” 

“I would never!” Rose insisted, but Trblietat, body flowing toward the form of an elf of indeterminate sex, gestured toward another chair that rose out of the floor.

“You are welcome to stay,” its voice grew deeper as it spoke. 

“I foresee no harm coming from your presence,” Himel added from his seat above the table, hollow voice echoing strangely throughout the room.

The God of Magic and the God of Visions exchanged a look and nodded. 

“Since all are present,” Trblietat announced even as its body melted down to the size of a gnome, “I believe we should begin.” 

“It’s about time,” Furaidh growled. “Let’s get to it. Thorne, this was your idea and a grand one it is. I say we let you begin the casting.”

Thorne rose pompously from his seat. All knew that he wanted to replace Tyran as the first among the gods. All knew in their hearts that that would never happen. Today’s working, however, should do much to redress the tilting of the balance between the power of their chief and their own strength. 

“Brother and sister gods,” Thorne began. “Too long has Tyran and his wife, Dicatrice, lorded it over all of us. We agreed to accept their leadership in the bleakest days of the war with the Lords of the Defile, but they have abused our concessions and extended their dominion over our own children, weakening us for their own gain. Now, however, there is a chance to right this wrong. Our enemies have somehow destroyed the great city of Lumière and with it the heart of the power of Tyran’s elves. Their empire has broken into civil war and our children are seeking paths to freedom for their own kingdoms.” 

“We know all of this, lad,” Furaidh grumbled. “Get on with it!”

Thorne wasted a few more moments glowering at the Patron of Dwarfs before continuing as if he had not been interrupted. “I believe that champions imbued with aspects of our power will tip the scales in favor of freedom, helping to right the imbalance defended by Tyran for so long. And yet, my first attempt to provide this leadership for my people failed—”

This time, it was Trblietat who interrupted, his gnomish form sprouting wings and turning pixie-like and female. “Since the purpose of your creation is to sunder the unity created by the Accord of Fellowship, it was blocked by the power of our oaths to remain united until our ancient enemies are thrown down.”

The Patrons of the Sylvan, Mara and Lakara, spoke with one voice as always. “But uniting together in these numbers will overcome the Accord?”

“Overcome is not the proper word,” Himel explained, the wind whistling in his words. “But if we unite our powers today, what results will not conflict with our sacred oaths.”

“I’m tired of waiting,” Furaidh complained. “If you need me to start, I will.”

Without waiting for an answer, an axe appeared in the God of the Depths’ hand and he ran the blade over his palm so that dark drops of blood appeared. He closed the fingers of the wounded hand into a fist and squeezed the divine fluid out between his fingers so that it dripped upon the table. 

The Patron of Dwarfs closed his eyes and the rich stuff of life began to pulse with red light. The droplets lifted off the table to float in the air, slowly coming together to form a ball that brightened and darkened in time with the beating of the god’s heart. “I’ve never done this with others, Trblietat. What do you want me to do with it?”

“Hold it for now,” the malleable God of Magic had morphed into a feline creature. “The rest of you should follow our brother’s lead.”

“There is no reason to do this one by one,” Himel added. “Indeed, time is something we should not be wasting.” 

A dagger appeared in Thorne’s hand and he cut himself, then infused his blood with an orange-red light. The sylvan twins’ blood pulsed green. The Goddess of the Sea naturally added the bluish hue of the ocean depths to her blood. The winged God of Visions powered his life’s essence with indigo light. And the ever-morphing God of Magic actually bled violet, its power already infusing its blood as it left its body. 

Before long, six pulsing globules floated over the table, each composed of a dozen or so drops of divine blood.

Trblietat lifted hands that appeared to belong to different species and the glowing balls combined until they formed a single mass shedding a rainbow worth of colors out into the room. Then it looked up as if waiting for something.

The door through which Rose had entered burst from its hinges and flew across the room, smashing into the table. The only reason that Thorne and Furaidh were not hit by the object was that the room morphed to protect them, turning the hexagonal shape into a seven-sided one as if making a place for Tyran.

The Patron of Elves, God of Creation, stormed into the room, sword and war hammer in his hands. “Ah, my rebellious kin,” he greeted them in his oh, so stuffy tenor. “Did you really think you could betray me without me finding out?”

Thorne shot to his feet. “Who betrayed us? Was it you, Rose?”

“The Lady of the Halflings is innocent,” winged Himel attested. 

“But it is not a betrayal,” Trblietat assured them. “We need Tyran’s blood for the working to succeed.”

“His blood you say?” For the first time since arriving, Furaidh, Patron of Dwarfs, sounded happy. “Well, why didn’t you just say so? I’m always happy to shed the blood of our brother, Tyran.” 

Battle axe in hand, the God of the Depths charged forward on his short legs, to engage the brother who had successfully lifted himself above the others. Axe crashed on war hammer, but before Tyran could cut the shorter god with his sword, Thorne, God of War entered the fray and for a few moments, Furaidh and he, fighting together, drove the Patron of Elves back toward the door. 

Laut receded into the water and her portion of the room disappeared, the table changing to eliminate her place. 

“You think the two of you together can best me?” Tyran asked. His confidence had not wavered from the early setback and unlike Furaidh’s hot rage, his anger was ice cold and doubly terrifying.

“We need at least one drop of his blood,” Himel advised the God and Goddess of the Forest.

They considered him as Thorn, Furaidh, and Tyran battered each other across a room grown ten times the size it had been when the king of the gods entered. 

“You have always seen further than any of us,” the twins answered in their eerie harmony. “And your advice has always served our children well. We will enter the fray.”

A bow appeared in the brother’s hand and a dozen arrows flew across the room in just three seconds. The sister drew a knife with a cruel thin blade and disappeared.

“Now it gets interesting,” Tyran smiled as the arrows swerved away just before hitting him. Then the Patron of Elves kicked the Patron of Dwarfs in the face and somehow maneuvered the God of War in too close so that Tyran could hit Thorne on the back of his head with the pommel of his sword. 

“Tyran,” Trblietat had taken the form of their brother’s wife, distracting the Ruler of the Gods for just a second. In that moment, Mara, Goddess of the Forest, struck, nicking Tyran’s ear with the tip of her blade. Three drops of blood splattered outward and the King of the Gods elbowed his assailant in the nose.

She fell back while Trblietat tried again.

“Tyran, we concede.”

“I don’t give up so easily,” Furaidh shouted as the all-consuming rage his children were known for settled over his body like a helm. 

Tyran drove his sword deep into the dwarven body and poured his undeniable will into the weapon. 

Furaidh’s rage cooled before it had truly taken shape.

Winged Himel put a hand on Lakara’s shoulder and the God of the Sylvans terminated the flights of his deflected arrows a moment before they would have pierced Tyran from behind. 

“I don’t understand why you let this meeting go forward after informing me of their traitorous intent,” Tyran snapped.

“Lessons are important,” Trblietat reminded their king.

“I foresaw the need for this minor conflict,” the God of Visions stated.

Tyran, his sword still stuck in Furaidh, flung the Patron of Dwarfs back into his home so that the entrance to the cavern disappeared from the room. He then kicked Thorne into his war hall and it too vanished. Stalking to the table, he brought the war hammer down hard on the floating globule of power, shattering it into drops of blood that spattered across the room.

The sylvan twins took advantage of the opportunity to return to their forest realm, leaving the room only with the door through which Tyran had entered and the aerial reaches of Himel showing through the ceiling.

“Now you two,” Tyran ordered. “And don’t come back here for a hundred years.”

Both gods bowed to their ruler and departed. A moment later, Tyran did the same without ever noticing the trembling Lady of the Halflings cowering under the table. 

The door slammed closed leaving the Goddess of Compassion crying in her hiding place. She started with fear when Trblietat’s disembodied voice began to speak to her, banging her head on the underside of the table in surprise. 

“Rose,” the ever-changing voice of the God of Magic whispered to her. “This is the opportunity we have striven for. Make us a champion for the ages. One who can unite our children again or our ancient enemies will prevail.” 

Rose’s trembling increased almost to the point of a seizure.

“And don’t forget to add your own blood, little sister. A champion without compassion will never unite our children. We need an alliance again—not another empire.”

Rose forced herself to open her eyes and stare about her. Drops of her kin’s blood were everywhere pulsing with all of their gifts and flaws. Furaidh’s shone with strength mired by rage. Thorne’s embodied courage and ingenuity but bore the taint of envy. Himel’s blood teemed with visions, but bore the curse of aloofness. The synchronous twins burst with agility but also suffered from their suspicious and anti-social natures. Laut’s held the hardiness of the sea but also contained the coldness of the depths within it. And finally, their leader Tyran’s blood shared his icy will, but also his need to dominate. 

As Rose painstakingly collected each and every drop of blood from around the room and reassembled them into one pulsing globule of power, she worried that something so beautiful could also be so terrible. 

Then she remembered Trblietat final words to her and she pricked her finger with a sewing needle. Her champion would have a strength that none had had before now. He would have her compassion.

Then she realized something else her champion needed and squeezed another drop of blood from her finger. No one could lead unless he were handsome or beautiful. And her champion, empowered by her blood, would have that and more. Wherever he traveled, she would make certain he had a dashing fashionable hat to compliment his good looks. 
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Chapter One: Awakening
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“This one’s alive,” a voice called out.

The halfling heard the noise but the sound didn’t mean much to him. The ground beneath his body felt gritty, sandy, and water drenched his pants and vest. Much worse, a jagged pain in his head made it hard to think. He just wanted to lay where he was and wait for the pain to go away. 

“Get him,” a second voice rang out. “The average halfling is worth a cool thousand sovereigns back in civilization. One with muscles like that? He could be worth five or six times that much.”

What, the halfling wondered, is a halfling?

“Get up!” The first voice ordered as something pushed against his shoulder.

“Are you going to put up with that, laddie?” A gruff, gravelly voice asked from within his head. With each word, the agony in his mind jolted even higher. 

“I said, get up!” the first voice repeated before a solid blow landed against the halfling’s side.

“He kicked you!” Outrage filled the voice in his head. “You can’t put up with that, laddie.”

“Go away,” the halfling mumbled, speaking to both the person inside of him and the annoying one outside.

“Oh, does the laddie’s poor little head hurt? Well hear this! Nobody cares if you’re in pain. Get up or get stepped on!”

As the voice in his head spoke, the voice outside of his head started laughing. “Maybe this will work.” Moments later, a warm stream of liquid wet the halfling’s face even as the strange voice in his head shouted with renewed rage. 

The halfling staggered to his feet and opened his eyes. Bright sunlight momentarily blinded him and his head continued to pulse as if someone had overstuffed his mind and it was stretching itself out to accommodate the new information. Squinting, he could just make out the blurred image of a man twice his size continuing to piss on him. 

“Take him down!” The voice inside him ordered filling the halfling with his rage. The pain receded as a red haze replaced it and without a moment’s further hesitation, the halfling charged forward and grabbed the pisser by his legs. The man was so surprised he didn’t react as the halfling heaved and flipped him over his shoulders so that his face smacked hard into the sand. 

The pisser, pants still down around his knees, rolled over sputtering in anger. “What the?”

“Now finish him!” The voice snapped. “Don’t let him get up again!” 

That seemed like a good idea to the halfling. Giving into the rage, he leapt forward, landing with his knees in his assailant’s stomach, driving all the wind out of his body. Then he punched him, and kept punching him until his blood spattered-face stopped moving beneath his fists. 

“Get a grip on yourself,” a new somewhat-stuffy voice ordered in a frankly beautiful tenor. “There are more enemies on this beach.” 

The halfling stood up to see four other people scattered around the beach pointing and laughing at the person he’d just beaten senseless. The sand around them was scattered with debris which the people appeared to have been gathering up. 

“Now warn them off!” The new voice advised him.

“Do you want some too?” the halfling challenged.

The laughter increased, a strange mix of people with the tallest looking especially ugly to him. 

“That’s a half-orc,” yet another voice boomed inside his head in a deep bass that demanded it be taken seriously. “It’s important to know your enemies. They are strong and sometimes fast, but not a tithe on the real thing. You can take—damn!”

A whip snapped out across the beach from another direction and wrapped itself around the halfling’s arm.

Yet more voices spoke up inside of him. “Move quickly,” the harmonious tones of a man and woman urged. “Like this!”

Without quite knowing what he was doing, the halfling followed the internal prompting and cartwheeled toward the man holding the whip, even as his assailant pulled back on the weapon, intending to tighten it around the halfling’s arm. Finishing the acrobatic maneuver directly in front of the man, the halfling let the voices inside him continue to guide him and punched the man hard in the balls with his bloody knuckles.

The whip wielder immediately doubled over, letting the halfling grab him by the hair to hold him in place as he kneed him in the face.

The man’s nose broke, splattering blood about them even as the halfling dropped him like a stone.

The three remaining scavengers stopped laughing. Evidently, having one of their number taken by surprise with his pants down was hilarious. Watching a second be easily incapacitated was not.

The halfling pivoted to keep all three in sight. 

“The two women with the pointy ears are half-elves,” the deep bass voice explained “Like half-orcs, they are very poor imitations of the true blood of their race, but they can still be highly dangerous. They’re very nimble and their long lives often make them adept with weapons and magic.” 

“Crap!” the half orc snarled, before smacking the woman beside him on the back of her head. “Stun him. I don’t want him dead.”

The woman flipped her long back hair out of her face and began to speak in a different language that the halfling also understood perfectly. He could hear the words as she summoned a bolt of lighting and he followed the advice of the twins and immediately rolled out of the way. 

The bolt grounded in the beach where he had been standing, blowing a cloud of sand up into the air and making the halfling’s hair stand up on end while his teeth ground together painfully.

It did not knock him out.

“Crap!” the half orc said again. “Have you ever even heard of a halfling this tough? What’s keeping him on his feet?”

The final scavenger ran forward, holding a small axe in her hand with the blade reversed so that she threatened him with the flat back end. 

“Mari, don’t!” the lightning wielder shouted. “I can take him.” 

Mari ignored the other woman, swinging the blunt end of the axe hard at the halfling’s head. 

He moved easily to the left, too late realizing that this put him directly between the two women.

“Now I’ve got you,” the spellcaster gloated while Mari cocked her arm back for another blow.

The hairs on the halfling’s body began to stand up again. 

He darted forward without prompting from the voices inside of him, stepped on the nearer woman’s right foot to momentarily hold in her place, grabbed her by the shirt and threw himself over backward. The woman came with him, flipping across his body and shielding him from the oncoming bolt of lightning.

“Mari!” the spellcaster cried in horror while the two deepest voices in his head chuckled in amusement. 

The halfling scrambled back to his feet and saw the hatchet lying in the sand beside the stunned half elf. The spellcaster met his eyes, frowned, and began to cast another bolt. 

The halfling scooped up the axe and threw it without taking even a moment to consider what he was doing. The weapon turned end over end until it landed with a sickening thump right between the woman’s eyes.

The half orc howled with rage and drew a heavy cutlass out of his belt. “I’m done playing around. Kill the runt!”

As the half orc started forward, the woman whom the spellcaster had just electrocuted groaned and tried to get to her feet. The halfling kicked her in the head, realizing for the first time that he wore no shoes like his assailants did. Then, he turned and ran toward the man with the whip who still sat in the sand holding his broken nose. He tried to get up as the halfling approached but was not fast enough to do it. The halfling clocked him in the head with another blow from his fist and he went back down.

At the top of his boot, the hilt of a knife could be seen and the halfling quickly drew it and turned to face the half orc. He tossed the weapon into the air, caught it easily by the tip of the blade, and cocked his arm to throw it. 

The man at his feet chose that moment to try and fight with him again, grabbing the halfling’s leg to throw him off balance. The half orc was almost upon them both, lifting the cutlass above his head to increase the strength of the coming blow.

The halfling reversed his grip on the knife so he held it properly by the hilt and stabbed down into the arm of the man holding him.

Then he threw himself backward just as the half orc brought his weapon crashing down, directly into his friend. 

“Taunt him!” the stuffy voice in his head demanded.

Uncertain where the words came from, the halfling did just that. “You’re not very good at this, are you?”

Without waiting for a reply, he darted in and kicked the half orc in the knee to apparently no effect, then he danced back out of reach of the man again.

Across the sand, the other woman shook her head and struggled to her feet. Without hesitation, the halfling threw the knife at her, sinking the blade into her throat. He then darted past the half orc and ran to the spellcaster, ripping the hand axe out of her head.

The half orc was only a couple of steps behind him and immediately pressed the attack, swinging the cutlass in short chopping strokes, driving the halfling back across the sand. 

“Sometimes you have to fight dirty, laddie,” the gravelly voice in his head advised. 

Without really knowing what he was doing, the halfling kicked sand up into the face of the half orc and immediately followed it up with a blow from his axe to his knee. Unlike the kick, the axe brought the half orc down and the follow up blow cut deep into the back of his neck killing him.

The halfling dropped the little axe and bent over, hands on knees, trying to catch his breath while he wished he had some idea what was going on.
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The halfling took stock of his situation. He stood on a beach near the water’s edge. All around him were the bodies of his assailants, plus he realized, several more than he could account for. They were men and women in waterlogged clothing. None, he realized, looked like him. 

As he stared down the beach, he realized that these people who had attacked him were not the only men and women scavenging. All along the shoreline, people were gathering up goods and occasionally rifling the dead bodies.

A melodious female voice whispered to him inside his head. “A ship has gone down in last night’s storm. You are seeing part of its cargo brought in by the current and the waves. The bodies were passengers and crew.”

The halfling wandered down to the water’s edge until the surf surged up around his bare hairy feet. He stank of the scavenger’s urine and needed to do something about it. 

He went deeper into the surging surf until each approaching wave brought foam and water up to his waist. He tried to splash his face and vest to clean it but it wasn’t working well, especially with his long brown hair.

“Go deeper,” the woman in his head urged. “You are not going to drown with me to guide you.”

The halfling did as he was told, wondering just how many people were living in his head with him. He reached a spot where the waves almost knocked him over, and then on the internal advice, pushed past it so that the surf broke between him and the shore. The water would drop in depth to a point where he could stand on the wet sand with his head clear, and then rise up again so that he had to swim to keep breathing.

He dunked his head, scrubbed himself with sand, and tried to get the blood and urine off of him. After a while, yet another voice, timid and female, promised him, “You’re clean now. You can go back on the beach to dry.”

He followed the advice, getting rolled by the waves in a way that was both unsettling and frankly fun, then he trod back up on the dry sand to find a woman had appeared to rifle the bodies of the men and women he had killed.

That’s not a woman,” the deep plain-spoken voice boomed. “It’s just a human girl—my people. She’s maybe fifteen years old and she is no threat to you. Slap her a few times if she refuses to recognize what’s yours.”

The halfling adjusted his vest so that it sat properly on his shoulders, hanging down to cover the waist of his pants, and flung his wet hair back behind him. He felt like something was missing, but he couldn’t put his finger on what that could be. 

“You know,” he addressed the girl, “it is very dangerous to steal the booty another has earned.”

She glanced up at him and then down again, completely unable to register the three-foot halfling as a threat. 

He strode up the beach toward her, words coming to him from the gravelly voice. “I said, lassie, get away from my kills!” 

She immediately drew her knife and pointed it at him. “Don’t make me—ouch!” 

The halfling grabbed her wrist and twisted it hard, making her drop the weapon. The moment he released her she scrambled back out of the way. He crouched over the body of the man who had wielded the whip, then glared at the young woman. “This one had a ring on his finger. Where is it?”

The girl turned and ran away.

The halfling let her go. He found cut purse strings at the man’s belt, but doubted the others had been looted yet. The first man, the pisser, must not have been quite dead, for his body had completely disappeared. But the other three had a collection of coin pouches, rings, and weapons—the cutlass, the whip, the hatchet, and three knives plus the girl’s. Then he stripped off the half orc’s shirt to bundle his new belongings in, keeping the hatchet where he could easily get at it. 

Uncertain where he should go, he decided to walk toward the other scavengers on the beach. Then a thing of great beauty caught his eye just above the furthest reach of the water. It was a handsome brown hat with a bright green plume to give it character.

He plucked it off the sand and placed it on his head. 
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Chapter Three: The Town
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The halfling walked up the beach, passing other scavengers who all stopped what they were doing to stare, but otherwise ignored him. To his right was the water. To his left a teeming jungle that looked to him to be quite forbidding. The hour was still early as the sun had only risen a little bit above the horizon. 

As he journeyed, the voices in his head explained to him what he was seeing as he passed from the ocean into a protected harbor with three ships currently anchored within it—fast little corsairs, at least until they got a stolen cargo in them. At the far end of the harbor sat a shipyard with at least one vessel in it getting repairs. He thought that he would travel to it, but well before he reached it, the coastline veered to the left showing a much shallower lagoon protected from large shipping by shoals and a tower with a wall, both of which were in poor repair. 

He kept walking. Something in the tower snored quite loudly, but whether or not there were other people in it, he couldn’t say.

The halfling decided to pass without investigating, stepping through an open gate with the wooden wall falling down to either side of it. Eventually, he reached the settlement where more people were awake and moving about their morning business. None of the buildings looked particularly strong, but they survived the recent storm so perhaps looks were deceiving. The one thing that stood out to him more than any other was that the people were all much taller than him—and they were all staring as if they couldn’t imagine anything stranger than the halfling walking through their town. 

A woman approached. “Hello, little halfling, would you like to come into my shop for a sweet treat?”

The halfling tried to ignore her, but as he continued past, a gruff man surged past her saying, “Don’t bother asking him, Nat, just grab him.”

He bent over to grasp the halfling’s arm and the halfling immediately flipped him over his shoulder so that he landed on his back. 

“What is wrong with you?” the halfling demanded. “Do you want to be injured?”

The man scrambled to his feet. “You’re a halfling and I’m claiming you.”

“What an asshole,” the gravelly voice in his head groused. “You better warn him off.”

The halfling agreed. “If you touch me again, I’m going to break your arm.”

The man reached for him despite his threat, but seemed utterly surprised by the halfling’s strength and speed. He gaped when the halfling dropped his bundle, ducked beneath the man’s grasping hands, and punched him in the balls. His mouth still hung open when his smaller opponent turned him around, leapt into the air, and kicked him in the ass, sending him sprawling into the sand. 

Other townsmen laughed and applauded. 

“Show the little people some aplomb,” the stuffy voice ordered.

The halfling swept his hat off his head and bowed to the crowd. They cheered as he placed the hat back in its place and began to gather up his belongings.

“Hey, his arm isn’t broken yet,” someone shouted.

“They’re testing you, garcon!” the stuffy voice warned him.

“Don’t let them think you’re weak, laddie.” another voice urged.

The twin voices of the man and woman added their own advice. “People who gather in places like this are often cruel. They do not respect kindness.” 

“You don’t have to do this,” a timid female voice pleaded.

“Shut up, Rose!” the deep voice boomed. “You know nothing of conflict.”

The halfling set his bundle down again, walked over to the man who had just rolled over so he could sit in the sand. 

“What do you want?” the man asked warily.

The halfling grabbed his arm. “To do as I said I would.” Without hesitation, he twisted and cracked the bone at the elbow.

The man screamed in agony and the crowd went crazy with excitement, hooting and hollering and chanting the word, “Halfling!” 

The halfling continued down the path, noticing a building with a poorly drawn beer mug in front of it. Realizing he was very thirsty, he gathered up his bundle and went inside. 

Little light illuminated the interior, but his eyes picked out the details anyway. Two young women sat at a table with two serving trays and a couple of dishrags on it. Two other tables had men slumped over top of them, looking more asleep than awake.

A gruff voice challenged him from behind the bar. “What are you doing here, halfling?”

The halfling paused to look at her. She had a beard which the gravelly voice in his head found fetching. She also had a no-nonsense frown on her face. 

“I require a drink,” the halfling answered her.

“You have money?” the dwarf clearly didn’t expect the answer to be yes.

The halfling jingled one of the purses he had looted from his assailants on the beach and the bartender relaxed. “What do you want?”

“Beer!” the gruff voice inside him shouted joyfully. 

“Wine,” the stuffy voice advised at the same time. 

The halfling went with the more enthusiastic response. “Beer.”

“Beer’s expensive,” the woman told him.

The halfling didn’t know what anything cost, but he decided to heed the timid woman in his head and be thrifty. “What do you recommend then?”

“Most people drink mule piss,” the dwarf told him.

“They do not!” the halfling took a step back in horror.

The bartender laughed. “It’s not really mule piss. It’s some kind of fermented fruit juice. Tastes like piss, but it kicks like a mule.”

“That sounds like fun,” gravelly voice told him while deep bass ordered, “Try it!” 

“I’ll get that,” the halfling told her.

The bartender took out a very small cup. “That will be one copper.”

“She’s insulting you, laddie. Get a dwarven sized mug.” 

“A full mug,” the halfling countered.

The timid voice, the one that deep bass had called Rose, admonished him. Say please. It never hurts to be charming and polite.”

“Please,” the halfling added just as the bartender looked as if she were going to bark something unpleasant at him.

Instead, she laughed and took out a large mug. “Are you sure you can handle it?”

She dumped the cup into a much bigger mug and then topped it off from a keg.

The halfling’s stomach rumbled. “Food?”

“Got some gruel. Got some fish.”

“Ask for some nice bread,” Rose suggested.

“Fish and some bread, please,” the halfling said.

“Bread is like beer, expensive,” the dwarf warned him. “We don’t grow wheat or barley here.”

“Alright then,” the halfling agreed. “I’ll just have the fish.”

“Five coppers,” the woman declared.

The halfling didn’t know if that was a good price or not. He set his bundle on one of the barstools and climbed up onto another so he could pay the money. Then he grabbed the mug of mule piss.

“That’s extra,” the dwarf insisted.

Now, the lassie’s trying to gouge you,” one of his internal voices said.

The halfling slid off his chair still holding the mug, picked up his bundle, and walked to a table in the corner of the room. “Bring the fish when it’s ready.”

He hopped up into one of the seats and took a swig from the mug, The sour flavor was so intense that his lips twisted and he almost spit it out before overcoming the impulse and forcing it down his throat. His tongue tingled, feeling almost numb from its contact with the liquid. 

He wiped his mouth on his wrist. “You’re right. That is foul.” 

The woman laughed. “You’re alright, halfling. Most people can’t swallow their first taste.” 

“Obviously, I am not most people,” the halfling answered her.

The bartender stared hard at him for a moment, then went through a door behind the bar and shouted, “Give me a plate of fish.” 
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Chapter Four: The Guv
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“He did what?” the huge half-minotaur bellowed at the tiny stick of a man trembling before him. The Guv hated to be woken from his sleep and he especially hated to be woken with bad news.

“He killed them all,” the little human whimpered. “I’ve never seen anything like it. He just started punching and throwing axes and knives and, well, they’re all dead.”

The Guv reached out and snagged the scrawny human by the front of his shirt, lifting him two and a half feet off the ground so that he could look him in the eye. “Do you really expect me to believe that a pissant little halfling—a halfling—killed four of my people including one of my two wizards?” 

The man pissed himself he was so scared which amused the Guv to no end. Not that the scrawny little coward would recognize a smile from a frown on his face. All he saw was eight feet of muscle, bull horns sticking out of his head over floppy ears and cloven hooves at the end of his legs. 

He slapped him, cracking him so hard with his open palm that he partially stunned the man. “What really happened? Tell me now or I’ll break every bone in your—” 

“Guv! Guv!” another of the Guv’s henchmen sprinted into the tower. “You are never going to believe what I just saw. I was in Hidden Harbor pulling myself together after last night’s drinking, when this little halfling with a crazy big hat comes strolling up the street. Everyone is staring at the little guy and then Nat and her man, Bart, got it into their heads to capture him.”

The man started laughing. “Funniest thing I ever saw. Bart tries to grab the halfling and he flips him over hard on his back. Wham! Bart’s got the wind knocked out of him. Then the halfling—you won’t believe this—he actually threatened Big Bart and told him he’d break his arm if he touched him again.”

The man finally realized that he had interrupted a tense moment. “Hey, what’s going on?”

The Guv tossed the loser in his hand over against the wall. “Finish your story. What happened next.”

The henchman licked his lips nervously. “Well, Big Bart tried to fight and the halfling literally kicked his ass and then, cold as can be, he just broke his arm at the elbow. It was the craziest thing I’ve ever seen. Have you ever even heard of a halfling fighting?”

“Something’s wrong in Hidden Harbor,” the Guv decided. “I want this halfling brought to me.”
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Chapter Five: Bonnie
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“You got a name, halfling?” the dwarf woman asked as she set the plate of food down on the table in front of him.

“I don’t know,” the halfling admitted. “I woke up on the beach this morning and I’m a little confused.”

“Probably washed up with the other flotsam and jetsam,” the woman told him before she painstakingly climbed onto a chair across from him. “I’m Bonnie, by the way. I own this place.”

The halfling didn’t know what to say. 

“That hat fits you very nicely,” the dwarf told him. “Have you looked inside. Sometimes people scratch their names in there in case someone else tries to claim it.”

The halfling removed the hat. It was a large beautiful thing good for keeping the sun out of the eyes and it had a bright green plume stuck in the band. “This? I found it on the beach.”

“It fits you perfectly,” the woman noted. “I’d say the chances are good it’s your hat.”

“And you think I kept hold of it while trying not to drown at sea?”

“Stranger things have happened,” the dwarf assured him. He suspected she was smiling behind the beard. “And you’re obviously not a typical halfling. Maybe you’ve got a spell on the hat that keeps it near you.”

“People can get spells like that?” 

Bonnie shrugged. “People can get spells that do anything.”

He turned the hat over and saw that a name had indeed been written in it: Navarre. 

“That must be your name,” Bonnie told him. 

The word meant nothing to the halfling, but as he needed a name, he decided that this one would do. “I guess it is.”

“Eat your fish,” the woman ordered. “While you do it, I thought I’d tell you a little bit about our community here. I’m guessing you don’t know where you are?”

“I do not,” Navarre agreed. 

“This town is called Hidden Harbor. We’re a pirate community that is currently dominated by a man called the Guv. The Guv is half or a quarter minotaur—a real brute who is strong as an ox. He runs a protection racket, taking roughly half of the profits of all the businesses on the strip. He has about twenty thugs who help him keep track of the couple thousand semi-permanent residents.” She paused for a moment before adding. “He’s the latest in a long line and he won’t last. There’s always another thug ready to be king for a month or two.”

Inside his head all of the voices were prompting him to ask her for more information and prompting him with questions. “I gather than we’re on an island?” 

“That’s right,” the dwarf agreed. “We’re small, way out on the edge of the Western Reaches, but not too far from the main sea lanes. So, if you know we’re here, we’re not too hard to get to. And that’s really convenient for a lot of supposedly honest merchant men. Pirates bring goods here to sell and trade, and several legitimate merchants come to buy.”

“Your voice gets weird when you say honest and legitimate,” Navarre told her. 

Bonnie laughed. “That’s because there isn’t much difference between a full-on pirate and these merchants. Heck, many of the pirates who come here are thought to be honest merchants in their own ports. 

“Find out how you can make some money,” the bass voice ordered.

“So, what do most people do around here?” Navarre asked.

“Do? You mean their jobs?” Bonnie clarified.

“Yes,” Navarre answered, listening to the voices in his head. “What are their professions?”

One of the girls brought Bonnie a mug of mule piss. 

“Thank you, Josie,” she told her before leaning forward, clearly enjoying the conversation. “So, you want to know peoples’ professions?”

“Yes,” Navarre tried to state his interest another way, following the prompts inside of him. “What is their training in? How do they make money?”

“Those are two different questions,” the dwarf insisted.

“I don’t understand,” Navarre admitted.

“Hidden Harbor is home to people from all walks of life and every imaginable trade,” Bonnie explained. “We have nobles, commoners, townspeople, and now, even a halfling. We have priests, soldiers, butchers, stone masons, fishermen, tailors, farmers, carpenters, coopers, carters, miners, tavern owners, sailors, blacksmiths, shipwrights, sail makers, tanners, acrobats, scribes, wizards, thieves, actors, adventurers, joy girls, ditchdiggers, morticians, scholars, and well, you get the idea.”

She took a drink of the mule piss and didn’t show any sign of discomfort from the taste. “But no matter what these people did before they came to Hidden Harbor, every last one of them is a pirate now—even me who would rather die than board a ship again.”

Navarre frowned. “How can you be a pirate if you’re not going out on a ship and pirating?”

“Because in the eyes of the great navies—the Immortal Empire, the Grand Duchy of Eternity, Forestria—every person here lives off piracy and therefore is a pirate.”

An old man, stick thin with completely rigid posture, approached their table. “Excuse me, Madame Bonnie, but the brewer has raised his prices.”

Bonnie lost her pleasant demeanor. “Why’s that, Winston?”

“He says that he is almost out of his stock and he can’t brew more because the chitters keep attacking his foragers.”

The dwarf cursed and jumped off of her chair. 

“This is an opportunity both to make some money and earn more respect,” the deep bass voice within him suggested. “It’s much better than a job.”

“Are we talking about the mule piss fruit?” Navarre asked. 

“Yes,” Bonnie answered before turning back to Winston. “How much more does he want?”

“Can I see one?” Navarre interrupted. “The mule piss fruit, I mean.”

The barmaid, Josie, went and fetched one from the kitchen. It was yellow and about the size of both of Navarre’s fists put together. 

“Where do you find it?” the halfling asked. 

“It’s the fastest growing fruit in the jungle,” Bonnie explained. “But it’s in the jungle, you understand? And the jungle is very dangerous. These chitters probably won’t stick around. It may take a couple of weeks...”

“How much is one of those fruits worth?” Navarre asked, still trying to figure you how he could make some money as the deep voice had suggested.

“These fruits are pretty big,” Bonnie considered the question. “I suspect the brewer would pay a copper apiece for these—maybe even two if they really are scarce right now.”

“That’s not worth the effort,” bass voice stated.

“Thorne is right, laddie,” gravelly voice agreed. “What about the chittering monkeys?”

“That’s not very much money,” Navarre informed Bonnie. “How much would you pay for the monkeys?”

Bonnie frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“The chittering monkey carcasses,” Navarre expanded on his initial question. “How much would you pay?”

“Halfling, you don’t understand,” the dwarf told him. “These critters are dangerous. They attack in mobs. They have claws on all four feet and sharp fangs. They can even strangle you with their tails—and that assumes that something else in the jungle doesn’t kill you before they get to you.”

Every word of warning she gave him stiffened Navarre’s spine. It was as if he instinctively couldn’t accept someone telling him he couldn’t do something. He simply didn’t like being told no. “How much?”

Bonnie sighed. “If the corpse wasn’t torn up too much, I think I could give you a copper a pound. We keep the bones, the brains, the meat, and the organs here to feed people, sell the hide to the tanner, and we can probably find someone who wants to buy the claws, the fangs, and the eyeballs for magic or some such crap.”

“She’s robbing you blind, boy,” Thorne told him.

“Any idea what the average chitter weighs?” Navarre pressed.

“How should I know?” Bonnie pressed him. “They’re probably four or five pounds apiece.”

“Two coppers a pound,” Navarre haggled.

“What?” Bonnie may have been confused before, but she certainly understood that he was trying to change the price on her.

“You’ll make that back just on the meat,” Navarre argued. “The hides and the claws and fangs—those will be a big bonus.”

“Lad,” Bonnie reached out and touched his wrist. “I don’t want to get you killed. I feel like I’m sending you to your death.”

“Women!” gravelly voice swore.

“I’m going either way,” Navarre insisted. “The only question is, will I sell the carcasses to you or someone else?”

Bonnie sighed. “Two coppers a pound.”

“I’ll be back to pick up my stuff,” Navarre told her as he hopped off the chair and put on his hat. 

Bonnie watched him walk out the door. “There goes one really stupid halfling. Too bad, I was starting to like him.”
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Chapter Six: A Little Trading
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Navarre walked down the short strip of businesses to one of the traders. He identified it as such because there were a significant number of goods set outside the door to the establishment—mostly sailcloth, clothing, and possibly empty barrels. There was also a half orc standing outside glaring at anyone who got too close to the goods. 

Navarre ignored him and walked inside. There was an image in his mind and he wasn’t certain which of the voices put it there, but it made sense to him and so he decided to purchase what he needed to make it happen. 

A tiny wrinkled little gnome who was even shorter than Navarre glared at him from his seat on top of the counter. “Welcome to Ebeneezer’s Trading goods. What do you want, halfling?”

“Forty or fifty feet of really stout cord and one of the needles sailors use to patch holes in their sails,” Navarre told him. Again, he wasn’t certain which of the voices in his head supplied the answer.

The gnome stood up from his tiny chair and walked closer to Navarre, squinting as if he was nearsighted. “You’re the halfling who beat up Big Bart earlier. I heard you killed a bunch of people on the beach as well.”

“Is there any other halfling in Hidden Harbor?” Navarre asked.

The gnome stroked his scraggy whiskers that refused to become a full beard. “Not that I’ve heard of.” Then he abruptly stopped chatting and got down to business. “I can give you all of that for six silver sovereigns.”

The voices in his head were strangely silent now that it came time to haggle. Navarre tentatively repeated the price. “Six?”

“We don’t make anything here on the island,” the gnome told him. “So, manufactured goods are expensive.”

“He buys his wares from pirates,” the voice of Thorne finally grumbled a bit more helpfully than the others.

“This is pirate booty,” Navarre reminded him.

“What’s your point?” the gnome challenged him.

The stuffy voice of Tryon took over the explanation. “That means he didn’t pay fair price for it either. Because they are all breaking the law, everyone gets less than they would in an honest transaction. The pirates sell their wares for a pittance. This trader will pass them on to a corrupt merchant for no more than three-fourths of the price they would have paid in an honest port.”

“That means you got it all cheap,” Navarre summarized the mini lecture.

“Price is about need,” the gnome explained. “I have it, you need it.”

“Go somewhere else, laddie,” the gravelly voice advised.

“Furaidh is right,” Thorne boomed. “See what price another trader will give you.”

“I will try another trader,” Navarre announced.

The gnome scowled. “What? You think my brother, Ebneezium, will give you a better price?”

“I guess I will find out,” Navarre told him as he turned and started for the door.

“Five sovereigns,” Ebeneezer called after him. 

“Keep walking, laddie.”

“Four, three.”

Navarre stepped through door back out into the sunshine. 

“Two and five coppers and that’s my final offer.” The gnome shouted.

“Stop!” the three dominant voices in his head snapped in unison.

Navarre turned around and reentered the store. “I’ll take them.”

As the gnome grumpily sent a human assistant to get the cord and needle, Navarre noticed that one of the shelves behind the counter was cluttered with various sets of teeth. 

“Are any of those chitter fangs?” he asked.

“Yes,” the gnome leaped up, jumped precariously onto the top of a step stool, and stretched up to take down a cruel looking set of teeth. 

“How much do you sell those for?” 

“For a perfect set like this so necessary to many alchemical potions?” the gnome pondered the question. “I suppose, for you, a valued customer, I could let it go for a single gold crown.”

This time the voices in the halfling’s head did not protest. 

“And how much would you pay for another set?” Navarre queried.

“You know,” Ebeneezer told him, “I’d really hate for you to go out in the jungle and get yourself killed before you spent all of your money in my shop, but if you do and get lucky, I’ll give you three sovereigns for a full set of fangs.”

When Navarre did not immediately answer, the gnome added. “When I sell teeth like this to a merchant who needs to resale, I only get five sovereigns. You have to leave me room for some profit.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” the halfling decided. 

The assistant returned with the cord and a long sturdy iron needle. 

Navarre paid his money and left.
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Chapter Seven: Chitters
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Navarre threaded the needle with the cord and tied the end tight so that it wouldn’t slip off. Then he slung the cord over his shoulder, took his hatchet in his right hand and his knife in his left. Behind the line of buildings that formed the only street in town were a large number of huts scattered about without any apparent planning. Behind the huts was a dilapidated wall that didn’t look like it would keep any determined animal from leaving the jungle and visiting the town.

As Navarre stepped through one of the many gaps in the structure, a human woman called out to him. “Hey, you stupid halfling, it’s not safe out there.”

Navarre ignored her. Not only were the voices in his head encouraging him to go after these chitters, but there was some steel inside of him that didn’t want to back down from the challenge.

Behind the wall was a second structure in even worse repair. In his mind, Thorne made a disapproving tisking sound with his tongue. Obviously, some energetic person in the past had tried to give the people of Hidden Harbor some security but the community hadn’t maintained the effort. 

He walked through another gaping hole. The jungle started about ten feet in front of him, with some of the branches of its trees actually reaching over the outer wall. The only reason the trees proper started as far back as they did was that this appeared to be the place where the pirates came to fell new trees to burn and perhaps craft. 

He started forward only to be surprised by a rat perhaps two feet long, not counting the tail, springing at his side from a hiding place near the front of the fence. 

Navarre quickly leapt backward into the gap in the wall and dropped his cord. 

The rat, no less quickly, turned to spring at him again and Navarre put it down with a solid blow from his hatchet to the creature’s head. 

No more than three seconds later, a second rat appeared, but instead of attacking Navarre it grabbed the first rat and started pulling it away. 

Navarre stepped forward only to have a third rodent attack him. This time he slashed at it with his knife, forcing the creature to pull back so that he had time to swing the axe down on its head.

He wondered for a moment if the rat meat was worth anything, but pushed the thought aside. Rats were not why he had entered the jungle today. He was seeking more lucrative game.

As he approached the trees he spotted a path, probably worn into the jungle floor by the feet of the brewer’s mule piss fruit collectors. Navarre made his way to it and pushed into the jungle on the theory that if the chitters harassed the workmen, they must be near the path. 

After a couple of minutes, it occurred to him that he was placing his feet with care on the ground in front of him, never crinkling a leaf or breaking a stick. Insects, bad in the town, were absolutely horrendous here, swarming around him in great clouds seeking his blood. His eyes instinctively scanned the trees around him, seeking danger above, below, ahead and to the sides. His ears began to differentiate the many bird sounds as they called to each other within the trees. 

He felt remarkably comfortable and wondered why that would be the case. It felt as if he had spent a lot of time in the woods, which might actually be true. He could remember nothing before he woke on that beach. 

He paused to let a large snake—four feet long—slither across the path ahead of him. Then a premonition of danger had him whirling about to see a large black cat weighing twice as much as he did, stalking him from the trees he had just passed. 

“That’s right!” Navarre snapped at the creature. “I see you. No easy prey am I.” 

The cat just stared at him. 

“Go on, be gone,” Navarre commanded. “I’m not a big enough meal for you anyway.”

Something brown and foul smelling flew from the heights of the trees to hit the cat squarely on the nose. It leapt back a moment too late, then glared up into the leafy canopy above them before abruptly turning and disappearing into the trees.

The branches
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