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***

Morgan made her way along the thin trail that connected the urban regions of the island of Tanibri to its more rural climes, alone. The sky was clear and the air was windy; the currents were such that there was always a breeze. The only question was how strong the wind blew. Today it was more tolerable than most, only strong enough to ruffle the tassels on her robe. The majority of travelers traversed the pass on a mule or a horse, but Morgan was on foot-- because she was neither headed for the cities nor the exurbs. At an innocuous bend in the trail where the road hugged up the mountain, Morgan stopped, checked to see that no-one was looking, and then, with only the slightest twinge of hesitance from the sense that she might be about to make an ass of herself, walked straight through the stone.

Contrary to the reasonable behavior of a cliff face, it did not retard her progress and make her feel like an ass for trying. At that point and at that point alone on the entire mountain, there was actually only the appearance of stone. Morgan made her way into a natural cave whose entrance had been painted over with an illusion. Though the light extended a fair way in, the tunnel soon twisted such that it was pitch black. But Morgan was prepared for this: she reached into a pouch held up by the rope that served as her belt and drew out a small canister about as wide across as her thumbnail, unscrewed the top, and tapped the top of the pitch-like substance within with the index finger of her opposite hand. With it, she scratched out a rune into her palm and waved her hand as though to sweep it away. A small, manageable ball of flame leaped up out of the symbol and rested above her hand as if cradled by it. With this to light her path, Morgan proceeded.

The tunnel diverged into two different paths, and of these Morgan chose the left. She knew the right to be a trap, albeit merely a confounding one. Those who entered the right tunnel found themselves emerging from the left, with the mistaken impression that the channel formed a loop. After that, the left tunnel would connect to the right in the same way, and no further investigation would reveal anything besides that conclusion. Only by taking the left path initially could one proceed further, until the path bifurcated again and the trick was repeated. The odds of reaching any given junction strictly by chance dropped precipitously... therefore, only one such as Morgan could reach the end.

Morgan emerged from the tunnel on the opposite end of the mountain, into a land that made it obvious why such measures had been taken to protect it. It was a hidden valley abundantly blessed by the rain. The mountains on all sides were covered with greens of all hues. The grasses were tall and thick and wavered with the movements of the deer and field-hares within. The air was still and temperate, a far cry from the chilly, windy breezes of the valley on the far side. There was a trail through the woods, and Morgan followed it down to the fields below, permitting herself the occasional grin at a squirrel's antics or a bird's chirping. She walked for two miles into the fields, close to half of its length, and then stopped to deal with the final barrier.

The valley was beautiful, certainly, but it was not an end unto itself. A cunning adventurer might wonder: who would go to such lengths to bar entry to this place, when, besides its natural bounty, there is nothing in it? Driven by greed or curiosity both, that would lead to an extensive but ultimately fruitless search... because of the magic that permitted its victims to believe that they were indeed searching the entire valley. But there was a spot where even the cautious might be permitted to pass around while thinking they were passing through, and Morgan stood at its border. Raising the finger that was still daubed in ink, she signed her name in an old, dead, and forgotten language upon the air. The words trailed from her fingertip like smoke from a candle, lingered in front of her, and then were swallowed up. As if the world had suddenly remembered an important detail, a castle appeared.

Though grand as all castles must be, it was modest as castles go. There were no banners to mark it, nor were the turrets of any complicated construction. They served to give the walls endpoints by defining the points of a hexagon. The gates were wrought iron and opened of their own accord to grant Morgan access. The curtains were drawn in every window, and absent the bustle and yammering of people to give it life, it had all the appearance of being totally abandoned. Only its immaculate state of repair spared Morgan suspecting that. It sole tenant (sole, when all things were considered) made sure that it stayed presentable. So, her goal in sight, Morgan made her way to the central complex, a single massive building circumscribed by the outer walls and capped, in its center, by a tall, cylindrical tower. The entrance was a straight shot from the wall, a single pair of normally-sized double doors with an unassuming geometric engraving. Without bothering to knock (that she could even locate the place was invitation enough), Morgan turned the hooked handle, swung the door open, winced, and said "Oh, shit."

Where she had expected to see an atrium, Morgan instead saw a corridor. Wizards are prone to having their residences mutate without warning, but the fact that this corridor was made entirely out of slick, glistening, gently-rippling esophagal flesh was a more extreme variation than most. Extreme, though not entirely unexpected. Morgan took a deep, balancing breath, in through the nose and out through the mouth. A task that had been merely onerous was now to be actively unpleasant. Wetting her fingertip again, Morgan painted a broad symbol onto the sternum of her robe. She treated both boots the same way, and finished by painting the symbol onto her forehead as well. Each rune gave off a faint hum and disappeared into its host. Thus prepared, Morgan stepped into the throat-hall and carefully made her way forward, not at all eager to slip and fall regardless of whether she'd sealed herself against foreign fluids.

This was not the first time that Morgan had seen the castle in this state, and, with some chagrin, she thought to herself that it probably wouldn't be the last. It was perfectly harmless... just annoying, for all manner of reasons. Not least of which was the fact that the layout had completely changed, and Morgan had quite thankfully never had the opportunity to become familiar with it. Therefore, the master of the castle could easily be anywhere, and headed for anywhere. The only thing for it, then, was to check the places she already knew (and could bear to visit) and hope for the best. Impeded at all times by the peristaltically pulsating terrain and the vague scent of bile, Morgan made her way through the halls of the castle. Every now and again the path would fork, forcing Morgan to decide which of the two ways felt safest. Generally, the decision was easy. Most ways led to some sort of dead end. One dropped precipitously down into a chamber whose biliously yellow contents Morgan had no interest in investigating. Another went to a chamber that was full of worms whose heads bore an uncanny resemblance to a particularly distinctive aspect of the male anatomy. And then there were the paths which passed through giant, puckered sphincters. Even shielded from the layer of digestive lubricants as she was, Morgan had no desire to force her way through one of those. So she proceeded on.

As she rounded a bend in one of the tunnels, Morgan passed by the first human-looking thing she'd seen all day. Unfortunately, the resemblance to a human was only fleeting and it was definitely not the master of the castle. For one thing, it was a woman, there could be no mistaking that. She was all flesh-tones and reds: her eyes had a sparkling, ruby-like luster to them, with a doll-like unfocusedness. Her rose-red hair fell off of her head in jagged, damp clumps, probably from being drooled on over time. Elaborate but meaningless tattoos curled asymmetrically over every inch of her naked skin, all the way to the points of her elfin ears. She was shaped like a caricature of femaleness, a fleshy Venus of Willendorf. Her breasts had a garish fullness and stuck out from her chest impossibly. Her nipples were too long by far. Her hips were broader than her shoulders, all the better to carry the hugely distended belly that jutted precariously into the air before her. Tiny bulges and hand-prints erupted in her skin before falling back in toward the center.

Morgan spoke tersely. "Is that him?" The creature shook her head twice quickly. An honest response. Morgan snorted, and went to move on. The creature offered her belly like a cat would. Barely noticing, Morgan said, "Yes, you're lovely," and left the freakish woman behind.

The next chamber that Morgan peered into featured a creature that resembled nothing so much as a sea urchin with prehensile spines. A number of them were curled around the body of another one of those doll-women, squeezing her and sliding up and down her body excitedly. Huge as they were, the woman's breasts somehow managed to completely depress under the force of the tentacles, springing back to fullness as soon as the tentacle had passed only to be tamped back down as it went the other way. Four or five of them were driving themselves into her vagina with abandon, evidently causing the woman no end of pleasure. Meanwhile, a much larger tentacle with cup-shaped end was worming its way up the woman's calves, making gulping motions and hurling out thick spurts of some substance that was a bit too thick to be saliva. To spare her sanity, Morgan turned away, but she'd hardly taken a step when she felt something holding her back by the ankle. A particularly long tentacle had reached out from the mass and taken a grip on her. Fixing her jaw in an enraged clench, Morgan pointed at it and said "No!" firmly. The tentacle retreated instantly, with as much of an expression of mortification as a faceless appendage can bear.

A few moments after that episode, Morgan passed by a third of the strange women. She, like the first, was cradling a massive, gurgling gut (though hers was smaller) and looking as though she were on the verge of smiling but didn't know how. Morgan drew up and appraised her. Like her sisters, she had exactly the same appearance, down to the tattoos. The human mind does not suffer extremes of repetition well, and their sameness was beginning to grate on Morgan's already-chafing patience. Brusquely, she pointed to the creature's stomach and asked, "Is that him?" Just like her sister, the creature shook her head twice quickly. Morgan sighed. "Fine," she said, and went on, leaving the monster to digest in peace right up until a thought occurred to her. Turning back, she said, "Hey! Have I talked to you already?" The creature nodded. Morgan sighed harder.

Morgan's luck as regarded her choice of paths came to an abrupt end when she reached a path that dead-ended in an sphincter. Naturally, she immediately considered head back to the last branch and going the other way, but that one had ended in an sphincter as well. And the one before that. Morgan rubbed her temples and strongly considered simply putting together a divination. Unfortunately, there were too many confounding factors for a divination to be any help; even accounting for the usual difficulty in narrowing time frames, possibilities, and locations, the entire inside of the castle was so self-similar that even if she got a clear look at where she was supposed to be, there was no guarantee that she'd recognize it when she got there. That and it always seemed like the longer she stayed in one place, the louder the looming lub-dubs and liquid swooshes got around her. Even if it were perfectly safe to stay in one place long enough to put the spell together (and she doubted it was), Morgan absolutely did not want to do so. Forward was the way. Stifling her pride (and her nose), Morgan reached her hands into the slimy pucker, pulled it open as far as her muscles could pull it, and pushed herself through. Thankfully, her dryness spell held, and all the slime that would have drenched her slid right off. However, it could not prevent her from falling face-first into the writhing flesh of the floor, which gleefully caressed her face for as long as it was available. Morgan quickly denied it that pleasure and wobbled to her feet.

After visiting the next several chambers long enough to determine that they contained nothing but orgasmic woman replicas and horrible beasts hell-bent on devouring them, Morgan again passed by a doll-woman propped up against the wall, rubbing her slightly pudgy abdomen. Morgan glanced at her, and couldn't held but notice how her over-puffy vagina was oozing and squirming like a mouth of its own. "I don't suppose that's him," Morgan said flatly, gesturing to the creature's midsection. She shook her head twice. Morgan almost turned, but thought to say, "You're the same one as before, aren't you?" The creature nodded. "Are you following me?!" Morgan demanded. The creature grinned and shook her head enthusiastically. Morgan pinched the bridge of her nose. "Goddamn smartass homunculus." She left.

Soon thereafter, Morgan experienced her first stroke of luck in her entire visit. By chance, she happened upon a room that she recognized: a larger chamber than the rest, more oblong and longer than it was wide. There were blockish structures in the floor, offering a sparse path to the other side. The chamber's true floor was about a man's height below the upraised level. It was carpeted with a sort of worm that rose up from a tripodal base that had grown into the flesh of the floor. They were about two fists' widths across, formed out of bands of flesh roughly a fist's height across. They reached nearly to the platforms, where they ended in a row of bright white teeth. Even eyeless as they were, every hungry mouth in the room pointed toward Morgan, gently opening and closing, offering glimpses of the throats that a single misstep would send her down. Sniffing, Morgan looked across the room. There were spots where the platforms were too far apart to cross normally, but in every instance there was something fashioned to help. At one spot, a rope of braided hair hung from the ceiling. In another, two fleshy pillars held up an exposed bone just thing enough to hold on to and swing from. Put simply, it was an obstacle course.

Morgan had no intention of even attempting it. She could, if she wanted to, simply paint a few redeclarations of reality onto her feet and walk across the air to the other side. However, even that simple measure was unnecessary on account of what she saw about halfway up the room. One of the worms was much larger than the others, and stood up straight. Its mouth had puckered shut and its teeth had zipped together to seal in its prey. So thin to begin with, the worm's skin formed a near-perfect silhouette of its contents. There were no bulges of breast and buttock on this particular victim; instead, there was a cylindrical shape between its legs, nestled just above and between a pair of large elliptical ones. This was very definitely a male creature-- the only one in the entire castle, unless the owner's tastes had changed significantly in the interim since Morgan had seen him last. Morgan was disappointed to find him in the one spot that she couldn't reach him, but at least knowing where he was now told her where he would be next. With no interest in watching the shape squirm and rub itself up against the worm's insides, not even to know when it would start to lose its definition and become a more fluid, bottom-heavy bulge in the worm's base, Morgan turned and went the way she came.

An awkward conversation on a previous visit had led her to the knowledge of how to go from that chamber to one whose purpose Morgan could turn to her advantage. Ignoring the homunculus resting against the wall, whose belly was quite near full to bursting with another of her sisters, Morgan took each turn without a second thought. She arrived at a chamber whose walls were more pinkish than the red meat outside. It was wetter, and had a different kind of smell... not quite so noxious, but still not what Morgan preferred. Wary of an old warning against staying still for too long, Morgan took to pacing, dodging the puddles of less transparent fluids that dotted the chamber. When Morgan was at the edge of her sanity, a gentle schlicking sound from the center of the room drew her attention. A bubble of veiny, translucent flesh appeared from below, pushed up and out by rhythmic contractions in the entire chamber. It was small at first, about the size of a chicken's egg, but it swelled with a blood-like fluid being pumped into it. Morgan could just barely make out a black speck in its center, and watched it grow with interest. It expanded faster than the egg, quickly becoming a mass and taking on more definite shape. A head formed, then arms, then legs. It resembled a fetus, but only for a moment. The creature inside matured before her eyes. The sac reached the size of an adult curled into itself, and then the creature inside stirred. Its arms and legs pushed out, the skin tore around it. Freed, the creature stretched as though waking from sleep and let out a sound like a yawn and a groan of satisfaction.

It was, by all appearances, simply a male of the homunculi. It was the analog of the women Morgan had seen in all respects: the same peach-pink skin, the same snaking tattoos, the same jagged and seemingly endless hair, the same pointed ears. But this one was an abomination of a male rather than a female. It was practically carrot-shaped, its thick muscles piled broad at the shoulders and narrower, though still knotted, at the waist. Observing that brought Morgan's attention to the creature's maleness... which, had she been a two-copper whore instead of a respectable wizard, Morgan might have been impressed with. His penis shamed that of mortal men in length and girth even flaccid; his balls' dimensions could only be described in terms usually reserved for the breasts. He had every appearance of being as much a toy as the women, except in one respect. When Morgan said, "I will never understand this fetish of yours, William," and his eyes blinked open, they glittered with intelligence.

William said, "Morgan." It was only an acknowledgment, to placate her while he stood. "What are you doing here?" He spoke as though he weren't currently a giant-cocked elf.

Morgan did not quite match his flatness, though not for want of trying. "I have a job for you."

William folded his arms across his chest, breathed in, held it, and let the wind out begrudgingly. "What kind of job?" By his tone, it was clear that he already knew it was important enough to drive Morgan to traverse this form of his castle and important enough to bring his fun to an immediate end. It was only a matter of how far past that point.

"Need it done inside of a week," said Morgan.

Scowling, William clasped his palms together and tore them apart violently, one whipping to either side. Starting from himself and radiating outward, the matter of every object in the castle rose up like a startled bird and descended back down to its former place, altered. William himself transformed back into his normal shape-- a perfectly normal human being, brown-haired and blue-eyed, of not nearly so handsome a build as he'd been wearing (though, in Morgan's opinion, better for being natural). The fleshy walls evaporated and condensed into regularly-lain stone, perfectly clean and ordered, not a single fleck of mortar out of place. The reconstructive wave passed over Morgan without considering her; it had far more important things to transform than her. William held out his hands as one would at a tailor, and a gray robe, immaculately undecorated and entirely straight-hemmed wove itself around his naked body, granting him the presence of an ascetic rather than the skilled wizard Morgan knew him to be. A writing table appeared in the center of the room as though someone had pulled a cloth off of it. Two wooden chairs, comfortably-shaped but without design, spun themselves into existence on either end. Bookcases revealed themselves on either side, but besides those there was no decoration-- nor, indeed, any other in all the castle. Silently, Morgan marveled that such disparate personae could possibly exist within the same person.

William took one of the seats, tapped his nails against the desk, and clawed toward himself with them. An unseen roll of parchment unfurled itself toward him, fully deploying right at the end of the table. William smoothed it out as Morgan sat down. "All right, then," he said, holding a hand behind his shoulder. He gripped the air and pulled a quill from it. The nib scraped up against the start of the parchment, quivering like a sword held in preparation for a bloody revenge. "What's this job, then?"

***
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