[image: image1.jpg]



Samantha didn't see it coming. How could she? One minute she was sitting at her desk working into the night on the paperwork for the damned “water tower problem” (“problem?” More like “fiasco”), and the next she slammed ass-first onto the trunk of a fallen tree in front of that bitch Gertrude and the much-more-pleasant Gwendolyn. Her formerly-drooping eyes shot wide open and she let out a short, pained screech.

“D-dammit!” she yelled. “I'm like your friggin' comedy relief every time you call me. Couldn't you just, y'know, crush a crystal at a time when I'm ready for it?” The gray cat in her business attire (Lime-green button-up shirt. Red tie. Beige khakis) lifted herself up, rubbing her sore hindquarters.

Gertrude couldn't help but snicker a bit but said, “Sorry. Sorry. You know we can't really do much more than judge when you're asleep, right?” She ignored that her crushing of the onyx crystal this time very well could have caught the city manager asleep, as she didn't actually think about the time before summoning her.

Sam grumbled, continuing to rub her sore posterior. “Yeah. I know. Just grumpy from working on an irritating city problem late into the night, and I took it out on you guys. Sorry...and why is your gut so huge, Gertrude?” The gray cat's eyes zeroed in for the first time on the “huge gut” in question, which housed the remains of Wewo, one of Gwendolyn's last opponent's supports. Gertrude blushed a bit, patted her sloshing belly, and mumbled, “Uhm. Had to take out one of the guy's supports. Was the best way...”

Before Samantha could press the issue further, the short orange mouse stepped forward and said, “I could heal that for you if you'd like, Samantha.”

Gertrude's ears flicked once, discussing what they just heard with her brain, and she reacted in a black-and-green flash, interposing herself between the two allies, her distended stomach splashing back and forth. “Gwen, no!” was all she could get out at the moment.

The mouse tilted her head. “Oh? Why not? She's hurt.”

“'Cuz...'cuz...” the black cat stammered.

Sam stepped in. “Because I prefer natural healing if I can survive the wound. It helps make me tougher, you know?” She winked at Gertrude, who smiled, relieved of the burden of lying to maintain Gwen's moral soundness-of-mind when rotting her opponents under the guise of healing them.

“Oh yes! I remember reading in Halcyon's Book of Healing that such a practice does indeed make one more resistant to pain than would magical healing. Its negatives include scars, of course, but if you are okay with having a scar and being in pain longer, then it's worth it in order to—”

“Gwen, bruises don't leave scars,” the gray cat said, wrapping her arm across the mouse's shoulders. “Now should we get out of here, or would you rather stay and miss your next match?”

When the trio left, a couple of gnarled rat fingers snapped in disappointment. The owner of the fingers cackled a bit, though, when he saw Gertrude's scythe lying at the side of the dead tree.

Flying was hard work. Not necessarily very taxing; it just required making the air around you denser than your own body, which didn't take much manipulation. What was difficult, though, was trying to time the density changes so that you actually gained acceleration, and making that acceleration forward acceleration was even trickier. Mind, Aria had done it plenty of times before, but that didn't make it much less of a mentally taxing effort this time, especially since she had to hold her brother Aralie so he could work his illusions more effectively. Didn't want to be detected in a reconnaissance mission, after all.

Several hours had passed since she left The Proud Jezebel, and Aria was starting to doubt she'd followed the scouting machine properly. Doubt. She always had doubt. Fuck it. If this isn't the right direction, I'd be completely aimless anyway at this point. I'll give it a day or two if I have to, she thought, shaking her head. If I'm going to succeed this time and prove myself to Ark, first thing that's gotta change is my attitude.

“Goodnight, Gwen. I'll see you in the morning. Gertrude, mind sticking around for a second?”

Bowing and dispensing with the proper farewell, Gwendolyn left Samantha's house in search of an inn still open late at night. The black cat in green was a bit perplexed why she was asked to stay behind, but placed her hand on her hip and cocked her head slightly to the side. “Need somethin'?”

Samantha nudged her glasses with a finger and said, “I understand that this tournament requires the eating of opponents to dispatch them. Gwendolyn's Nutrion made that clear enough, and that's now the primary reason I'm not helping you guys directly, claustrophobia and all. I'm not even going to ask why eating people is required, as it's not really my concern. However, I noticed that Gwendolyn's stomach has never bulged by the time I got there like yours is doing right now. Is it different for non-Nutrion entrants like you?”

Pausing a moment, the black cat picked her teeth with a claw and responded, “Must be. This's the first time I ate someone this tournament. Wouldn't have done it if they hadn't knocked away my scythe. It's weird, though: When Gwen eats someone, they basically disappear in a few minutes and then somehow reform. This guy in my gut, though? Seems dead as a doornail. I dunno if he'll come back or not, but it looks like supports like me might not be immune to death, and to tell the truth, that kinda freaks me out.” This talk of danger reminded her of her best defense. “Waiddaminute. My scythe. I fuckin' left my scythe at that tree. You mind goin' back to find it?” She advanced on the gray cat in front of her, eyes wide with urgency.

Sam held her head up and sighed at the ceiling. “Ugh. I'm tired, Gertrude. Can't we go tomorrow?”

“No. What if someone steals it? There were huge termites there. Our opponents may've come back. Maybe someone else is gonna fight there. Anything could happen. I need to get it now.”

Shaking her head downward in defeat, the sorceress said, “Alright. I'll get you back there and give you fifteen minutes. I don't think I'll be able to teleport again today if I wait much longer than that. Takes energy, you know?”

“That's fine. I know where it dropped. Let's go to the bottom of that fallen tree.”

“Alright. Hold my hand,” Samantha replied.
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Right away, Gertrude's dark green eyes spotted the scythe she expected to see, but she didn't expect the old, grizzled rat man next to it in patched poor-man's clothing holding a spear. Her brow furrowed and she yelled, “Get away from that scythe! It's mine!”

He turned his gray eyes on her, twinkling in the forest light, yet somehow deadened. “You're Gertrude, right? Heh heh...And that's Samantha with you?”

Gert pointed a black thumb at her chest and said, “That's right, rat-man. Glad you've heard of me. Who're you, though?”

“Haheehaheh! Well, you know of me already. You just weren't curious enough to look into it, is all, so I'm not sure why I should bother telling you now. HA!” The old rat slapped his knee and leaned on his spear, apparently finding this hilarious.

Before the barbarian could rush him and clock him, however, her bespectacled companion grabbed her sleeve. “You're here for your scythe, right? Don't go getting into unnecessary fights on my time, please?” she said, eyes drooping but eyebrows remaining stern.

“Yeah, alright,” Gertrude said, wrenching her sleeve away. She turned to the rat again and said, “You heard her. I'm here for my scythe. You're not gonna fight me for it, are you?”

With an exaggerated shrug, the rat said, “Psh. You really are incurious, aren't you? I was leading you on, Missy. Playing Hard-to-Get. Apparently your mommy never taught you social conventions and subtle cues. Hehe! You can have your scythe, sure, but I stuck around here to meet you for a reason.”

Warily walking over to her scythe, the black cat said, “So start talking if it's so important to you. I'll listen.”

“You're not going to get anywhere with that sort of attitude,” he scolded. “Aren't you the slightest bit curious about this tournament you're in? Or how you got here?” That got Gertrude's attention, and she stopped mid-stoop to listen.

Samantha turned her head away and said to no one in particular, “...That sounds like a lead-in to exposition in a novel. He couldn't be acting this way based on that, could he...?”

Taking her scythe from the forest floor, the black cat said, “...Yeah. I am. But I'd been thinking about it myself since no one could really help. You mean to say you know something about this shit, rat-man?” 

“Rat-man” stuck his crude spear in the ground and leaned on it, yawning. “First off, my name's Godota, not 'rat-man.' It'd do you well to be more polite to strangers. You never know when someone's a crazy old arch-mage who could blast you into dust in a second! Hahehaha!” Composing himself, he continued, “Next, yeah. I know more than I care to tell you about a lot of things, but I want you to know that I'm the reason you're in this tournament in the first place, and I'm the one who's been sticking notes in Gwendolyn's books.”

Gertrude's grip suddenly tightened on her scythe's handle.

After another hour of flight, the young Lionspaw's eyes caught sight of tread tracks in the dusty crags below. But the surveillance machine was hovering, wasn't it? She pondered for a minute, would've asked Aralie what he thought if he weren't concentrating on keeping up his glamour abilities to block out any senses, biological or mechanical, that could otherwise perceive them. Eventually she came to a conclusion: Fuck it. It's the only lead I have, and maybe the thing dropped into the chasm below to keep out of sight on its way back.

She descended, and not long after, detected a glint of metal moving off in the distance. Grinning from ear to ear at her probable success, Aria said, “Aralie, as soon as I attack it, make us seem like a dragon or something. We're taking this thing out and contacting Arayin to come pick it up for examination. Ready?”

Her furry, crossdressing Lionspaw brother replied, “Yes'm!” and the two were off to pull the ANA-1 probe droid out of the crack.

“Who the hell are you, and why are you manipulating us?!”

Not the slightest bit surprised or perturbed by Gertrude's outburst, “Godota” tapped his fingers on his crossed arms. He let the cat seethe and menace a little bit before continuing. “Heh! If you're done, I'll continue.” Gertrude grimaced, but said nothing. “Like I said before, my name is Godota. Godota Mashene. I consider your companion a sort of...uh...charge, I guess.”

The black cat looked at her companion and back. “...Samantha?”

Godota cackled and hunched over, slapping his knee. “Hehahahehehe! That's a good one!” He straightened up and said, “No, I'm not talking about Samantha. She's not very interesting.”

Gertrude couldn't help but snicker a little bit, but the gray cat in question remained stoic.

“Neither are you, for that matter, but that's neither here nor there.” Despite an angry “HEY!” he continued: “Gwendolyn, on the other hand, is a riot. I've been following her for years and she's given me no end of amusement. Hahaheha!”

Samantha smiled and mused, “...Yeah. I could see that.”

By this point, Gertrude's grip had loosened on her scythe. The old man didn't seem to be much of a threat, even if he was strange and creepy. “So you're a stalker,” she said.

“HAH! Suuuuure. I guess you could say that. It's not like she's hot or anything; it's more of a fascination. See, Gwendolyn has died before. A lot. Heheh! Usually it's in hilarious or ridiculous ways, and I want to make sure I see it every time, and what better way to watch her die repeatedly than to put her in a fighting tournament?”

Hearing this frequent inappropriate laughter, Sam couldn't help but wonder if it was more of a nervous tick than an actual sense of humor. She pegged the rat in front of her as “probably insane, but to an unknown degree.” Just in case, she made sure her mind was as sharpened as it could be in case things turned dangerous. A quick glance at Gertrude's body language indicated she had grown more or less comfortable with the situation, even if she was annoyed. Obviously not very good at reading people outside of combat situations, but hey. That wasn't Samantha's problem, and the black cat had so far given her no reason to make it her problem.

“Now where was I?” Godota asked, tapping his chin. “Got interrupted by a voice in my head narrating something.”

Again, the rat reminded Sam of an actor playing a character who knows his role in the story. Creepy, she thought.

“Ah yes! Was talking about Gwendolyn! Haheha!” He raised a finger in the air in triumph. “I like Gwen. She's a pure soul and all that, but I've seen other pure souls in my lifetime, so that wasn't particularly interesting in itself. And before you ask, no, she doesn't resurrect herself. That's my doing.” He pretended to...smoke? as he said this.

“So you go around watching her die, and then you revive her...?” Gertrude tilted her head and raised an eyebrow, leaning heavily on her scythe, her own girth as well as the large amount of meat in her gut bending the wood ever-so-slightly.  “...Why?”

“I also give her a book every time it happens, but that's neither here nor there. Hehaha! Why, though? Already said. She's funny as hell. 'Fact, she saved me from my own fate because of it. I'd tell you more, but dramatic tension dictates I have to leave it at that. I'd find an excuse to run away; say some sort of wizard or cleric's council is calling me or something, but I don't really give a shit what you think of me, so who needs excuses? HAH!”

With that, Godota placed his thumb on his nose, stuck out his tongue, and wiggled his fingers, and vanished into a puff of green smoke, quickly rising past the forest ceiling. As he left, he said, “Oh, and don't tell Gwendolyn about me or I'll kill you. Just saying!”

Gertrude looked at her sorceress companion. “...What the fuck?”

Samantha smiled a little and shrugged.

Sure enough, the glint of metal in the distance turned out to be what Ark described, only on treads instead of hovering. Once she and her brother had gotten past the dust cloud kicked up by the probe droid, Aria saw it in all its glory: A round, oblong body of dusty metal with “ANA-1” painted on; observation nodes in its midsection surrounding its entire horizontal circumference; a camera on an antenna; and a rectangular base clearly meant for storage of unused locomotion parts. Okay, it wasn't really glorious at all. It was clearly built for functionality rather than esthetics, being such a simplistic design.

The pair of Lionspaws flew past the droid and Aria descended a ways in front of it, feet plopping lightly on the dusty yellow earth. Aralie meandered to the side and let Aria get to work. It was funny: She was more powerful now than she had been when she obtained the Revenge Nutrion. She had to laugh a little at that as she commenced her first attack: disabling the wiring in the probe droid's camera and all its observational nodes.

Aralie manipulated the photoelectrical aether around the droid to simulate a dragon's maw crushing down over the probe droid.

Even if this thing had weaponry, it wouldn't stand a chance, Aria thought, smiling. She then focused on the ground in front of the droid, feeling its aether and manipulating it upward, upward, creating a tall ramp. That sucker was going to crash and bust its locomotive abilities if she had anything to say about it.

Aralie compensated by causing the droid to believe it was being lifted into the air in the creature's teeth.

However, the AI kicked in and retracted the treads, sending out the hover pods once more. It began to lift off the ground. Aria screamed, “Dammit!” and quickly focused on the ground beneath it, imagining a spike jutting out of the ground and...CRACK!

“Aria! You might have damaged the stuff in it! Why'd you do that?” Aralie let his illusions drop and ran to his sister.

[image: image3.jpg]


She hung her head low. “I'm sorry. I panicked, seeing it get away. I had to do something, so...well, it might not be damaged. Let's go get Ark and the Jessie; the probe might still be salvageable.” The young woman looked at the impaled machine riding a wave of dirt and hoped with all her soul she didn't botch this mission too.

The week following the encounter with Godota was relatively uneventful. Gertrude was pissed at herself and Samantha for not asking how the hell the rat knew things about the tournament, or how he knew she and Gwendolyn would find the Nutrion to register them in the first place, or how he'd kept out of sight, or any number of other important questions, but she worked off her anger by working out. Eating an entire person last round may have been a good short-term choice, but now she had to deal with lugging around his fat ass in her gut and working him off so she didn't get fat herself. She spent many a sore night on her side in her tent, letting her muscles recuperate and keeping her slowly-shrinking stomach from suffocating her in her sleep.

This was the main reason she didn't eat people very often. Fuck the laws against it; if you can kill a man in the street by stabbing him in a duel, then there shouldn't be a law against any manner of dispatching someone. Having originally come from an aristocratic background herself, she could smell sensibility-based bullshit the instant she encountered it. Hell, first time she ever ate someone in a duel, she got locked up for a month and no one could explain why it was different or worse than when she splattered the streets with people's gore. But she could see the cell-block guard pointedly avoid looking at her stomach during most of her stay there. But then, as now, such a huge gut was a pain in the ass. She'd be glad when it was nothin' but a lump and then finally gone. Probably wouldn't be completely gone by the time the next round started, but at least she'd finished this round early and had time to work most of it off. In the middle of these ponderings that night, the cat fell asleep, hand on a stomach half the size it used to be.

Running a mailed finger along the shelf one last time, Gwen decided it was true: She had read every book in Samantha's library this past week. Just as she walked into the cat's living room to tell her, however, she got a notice from her belly: “Gwendolyn Smythe, your next match is Convoy X-27b. It is located in a dry seabed near the ShaleSlate Mining Inc. mines. Your match will take place on a flatbed superwalker, though your landing point is inside it. Any extra supports who may appear on the flatbed itself will be summarily eaten. You have two weeks to encounter your opponent and complete the match.”

Instantly sidetracked, the mouse ran to go find her host, transportation, and friend. “Miss Weltzin! Miss Weltzin! I got my next instructions!”

And then she remembered Samantha was asleep at the moment.

“Oh...” Her little mouse muzzle turned into an upside-down “V,” and she sat down cross-legged on the floor, cheeks in her hands, pondering what to do. Then she heard footsteps coming down from the second floor.

Gwen jumped to her feet with the clumpclump of metal boots on carpeted wood. “Oh, I'm sorry! Did I wake you up, Miss Weltzin? I just got the message of where I need to be and all, and I was so excited that I had forgotten what time it was, and so I went to go get you, not thinking about the time or anything, and—”

The gray cat waved it away, blinking. “Iss nothin'. Happens.” She rubbed her eyes. “You gon' go ta yer hotel soon? We can get...Gertrude tomorrow. Yawwwwn...” A small string of saliva between Sam's teeth and tongue snapped as she yawned. When she shut her mouth and opened her eyes again, Gwendolyn was scooting out the door saying her farewells and apologies in a rapid pace. When the door shut, the sorceress couldn't help but smile a little bit before she went back to bed.

“So what's the fratboy going to be this time, Genie? My money's on a dragon.”

Though driving a flying car, Regina turned her gaze to the awkward mohawkèd skunk carrying a head identical to the one on his own shoulders...well, identical except for the hand growing out of the back of its skull. Then she looked down at the head itself. “...Why did you just call me Genie? Have I ever called myself Genie? I don't seem to recall doing that, but perhaps you could refresh my memory...?”

The disembodied head nudged its way back into its clone's arms and placed its fingers in front of its face. “I was just messin' around...Do you really not like it?”

The calico put her eyes back on the “road.” “No, it's okay. I was just asking you why you did it.” She smirked, but made sure it was on the side of her face Stank couldn't see. “As for the type of jock...I'm gonna guess a shark.”

Stank's head said, “Oh. Reason?”

She just shrugged. “None. Just humoring you. Might not even be a fratboy, you know. Yes, those types gravitate toward things like this, but other people are in them too.”

“Yeah, like you and me.”

Regina's eyes glinted. “Precisely.”

A bug splattered on the windshield and the cat flicked on the wipers.

Gwendolyn waved her finger a bit. “Yes, Gertrude. What Samantha says is true. Going into a fight drunk lessens your efficiency by five to 100 percent, depending on amount of alcohol you have imbibed, unless you have trained as a Drunken Master. According—”

Ignoring the mouse, Gertrude, whose gut was now only about as big as a woman six months pregnant, and whose arms seemed bulkier than before, stared daggers at her rival, all the while moving several more bottles and flasks of whiskey from the bar counter to her bag. “Look. Waiting for the opponent to show up gets fucking boring, and listening to Gwen prattling on about useless shit is really hard. I need something to block it out, and booze happens to be something I enjoy, so lay the fuck off. We've won both our matches so far, right? What concern is that of yours? I thought you didn't care about this tournament anyway.”

The gray cat sighed, also ignoring Gwendolyn's chatter. “Gertrude, do you really want me to beat you in a verbal battle again? I mean, I can indulge that, but I get the feeling you'd rather keep what's left of your dignity.” Gertrude's fur bristled. “I've been helping you travel to your locations so far, and if you'd like me to take you at a later date to avoid the long waits, that's fine too. And sure, you're a big girl; you can take care of yourself, but you need a devil's advocate for your bad decisions.”

Shoulders hunched and fists clenched, the black cat managed to say, “...Are you done?”

Samantha took the cue. “Yes. I'll let it drop.”

“Good. Let's go. Gwen told you the location, right?” Her fists were still clenched, but the muscles in her arms slackened a bit. There was now much less danger of a strike to the city manager's mouth than there was ten seconds ago.

Sam shrugged. “She did, but I don't really understand what it means. Gwen, what did your Nutrion say about your next battlefield again?”

“...holding two drinks, you would be able to breathe fire...Oh? Oh!” The mouse jumped to attention, trying to remember what her Nutrion said. “...Uhm, the next battlefield is somewhere called Convoy X-27b, and we're supposed to get on a 'superwalker,' but I don't know what that is! I've never read about it in my books or anything, so I can't tell you what it looks like...”

“And I can't teleport you accurately without a reasonably precise description. 'Dry lakebed near a mine' isn't good enough, as there are a bunch of those in the world. We're in a bit of a conundrum,” Samantha said.

Gertrude suggested, “Maybe there's a big sign or something advertising it?”

Scratching her chin, the gray cat said, “Possibly. I guess we could check...wait, I have a better idea. Remember that one thing that happened the night you won the last match, Gertrude?”

“Huh? What about it?” Gert scratched her head.

Sam shook her head. “Nevermind. Gwen! Check your book bag and see if there's anything new.”

During the exchange, Gwen's head had been bouncing back and forth in attention, and she was a bit off-guard when directly addressed. She jumped a bit and said, “Ah...okay! Sure!” then ruffled around in her magical pack. As Samantha suspected, her mousey eyes widened and she pulled out a book she hadn't read before: Mordred's Book of Modern Machines.

Gertrude cocked an eyebrow. “...Godota.” She felt a sudden chill start on the back of her neck and run down her spine, as if someone were tracing her vertebrae with an icy gaze, ready to paralyze her at any moment.

“Excuse me, Gertrude?” Gwen asked, eyes shut and smiling.

The cat shivered. “Nothing. Just said 'let's geddoutta here.' We've got a match to fight.”

Crossing her arms and shivering in anticipation, Aria asked, “What do you think, Arayin? Salvageable?”

The enormously busty Lionspaw replied without looking at her sister, “Ah do declare, Aria! Y'got right lucky in yer choice o' stabbin' places. Ever'thin's fahn! Shed be easy 'nough ta get some data from this here contraption 'n' be on our way. Nahce job there, sistah.”

Aria breathed a sigh of relief and turned to Ark with a huge grin. He nodded and smiled a bit, which was all she needed, an indication of “You and Aralie done good.”

“'Fore Ah get t'analyzin' this, howe'er...Le's head to a city er summat. If ah don't fuck summun or summat soon, Ah'm gon' explode,” Arayin declared.

Aria blushed. If Ark did too, he hid it well.

The two cats and the mouse stared in wonder at their surroundings. None of them had ever seen anything like it before, but, just as the book described, every wall around them was metal. Not unheard of, sure, but the fact that they could feel themselves moving within these metal confines, as if traveling inside of an enormous steel golem, was just a bit unsettling for people whose largest transportation experience was a slow floating castle or the like, where the movement was barely perceptible unless on the edge looking down.

Gertrude harkened back to the sentient box with wheels from the first match and realized that perhaps what everyone was riding in right now was probably a similar construct. She wouldn't be surprised if it wound up talking to them during the fight.

Samantha walked ahead of her two allies and said, “I'm going to look around a bit. This is absolutely fascinating. Given the exit sign over there, it looks like you can get on top using that ladder on the side wall.” She pointed to the ladder in question. “I'll probably be here for half an hour or so, so if you wind up fighting your opponent and winning by then, come get me and you won't have to break your onyx crystal.” With that, she was off, inspecting the numerous crates and talking to the crew members further up.

“Okay!” Gwen saluted, then made her way to the ladder without bothering to look around. As the mouse scampered up in her full-plate mail, Gertrude looked over her shoulder at the crew and began to climb the ladder before she heard a familiar voice say, “Hey.”

She turned, scowling. “You. Here to impart some more wisdom, O Mysterious One?”

Godota faded into vision seemingly out of thin air. “Hahaheha! Certainly, if you'd like. I'll do it in the form of a question: Why are you in this tournament?”

“'Cuz you got us in this mess. Duh,” the cat replied, harrumphing.

He shook his head. “No, no, no. You're not that dumb, girl. Why are you in this tournament? You could up and leave Gwen at any time, yet you continue to help her win matches. Hell, according to the rules, if she lost, you and she would be out of the whole thing and able to move on with your lives. I know you've given this thought; don't try to hide that from me. Heheh...”

For the first time talking to this rat, Gertrude smiled. “Nice. You really are invested in this, aren't you? Look, pal, I have given it a lot of thought. I think I've figured it out, too, and maybe you can confirm my suspicion.”

Godota chuckled a bit. “And what suspicion is that? Heh!”

The cat leaned close, putting her hand to the side of her face as if she needed to dampen what she was about to say. “I entered to begin with just to win the tournament and get the glory involved in winning a worldwide contest, but now I don't think this tournament's entirely legal. At first, that freaked me out, but now? Now I'm a little excited to get to the bottom of it. You know how famous this could make me if I uncover a massive conspiracy or crime syndicate?” She grinned, showing off her sharp cat teeth.

“HA!” the old rat laughed, holding his hips. “Well, I hate to be the one to break it to you, but if Gwendolyn weren't retarded, she'd have the power to destroy you twice over with those Nutrions of hers. You wouldn't be able to kill her, even if you sliced her in half, but all she would need is one or two lucky shots and you'd be toast. Bye-bye Gertrude!” He made a feeble waving gesture that seemed entirely inadequate for what he was saying.

The cat was dumbstruck. Why hadn't she thought of that? Add to that that the organizers of this tournament were likely to have similar powers as the entrants, only probably better.

Godota continued, “Also, all these other competitors have the same powers, and some of them are actually competent, and I don't think you're going to have the power to so much as harm this organization. So again, I ask you, why are you in this tournament?”

“...I don't know. I really don't. But...why aren't you in it? You had the Nutrion first...” she mumbled.

“Even had an invitation, yeah! Haha!”

The cat's eyes took on a heavily worried look. “Then why not you?”

Godota's face suddenly lost its humor. He took a deep breath and said, “Because my life is already over. I'll tell you how that happened later, but know that I don't have the same goals as you or other living people. I only have one thing left for me, and I already told you what that was: Having fun watching Gwendolyn mess things up, one way or another.”

Gertrude was speechless once again.

“At first, I just wanted to see her fail miserably, but now? Now it's almost more hilarious watching her mess up the entire tournament. I want to see her win this, and if you don't mind, I'd like you to help her.”

The black cat stood there for a while, hand on a ladder rung. After some thinking, she smirked. “Alright. I've decided. Your goals and mine are the same, at least for now. I want Gwen to fuck up everything she can in this tournament because, when she does, I'll be there to take the credit. Since I can't do it myself, I'll have her do it. Thanks, Godota.” She held out her hand, which the rat looked at for a second. He cocked his eyebrow and said, “No. I don't like touching people I don't like. Heheha!” His knee took another undeserved slap and would have protested had it not been a knee. “However, I'm glad our goals coincide, missy. Means I don't have to sabotage you or wipe you from the face of the planet. HAHEEHA!”

Gertrude just shook her head, and when she raised it again, Godota had disappeared. “Son of a bitch,” she said before mounting the ladder in hopes that her foes would soon arrive. She could hear her heartbeat thumping in her ears.
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Samantha ran the conversation she'd just heard through her head several times. There was something about that rat that unnerved her. It wasn't that he was creepy and weird or that he kept threatening to destroy Gertrude if she did something wrong. It had something to do with his knowledge of things and the way he acted as if he knew exactly what to say and which circumstances to say it in. Like he was a messenger from the future, or of fate, or...something. 

She jumped when he whispered in her ear: “Don't think about me; I'm unimportant. Think about why the entrants have to eat each other to win. You're smart; you can figure it out.” And just like that, his voice was gone. She sat down, adrenaline still stinging in her veins, and she waved off the crew of the superwalker when they asked what was wrong.

“Nothing. Just had a startle, is all.”

Three days later...

“We're still in a flying car.”

“Yes, Broah Wiley. We are. Very good observation,” Regina said to the clone, a tired look on her face.

Stank picked up on that. “Is this tournament starting to get to you, Regina?”

She looked at him blankly.

“I mean, it's gone on a long time and all, and if we keep winning, it'll go on longer. You starting to regret getting that Nutrion?” the skunk head pressed on.

The calico shook her head. “No. I think it's for the best.”

Cocking an eyebrow, Stank said, “Because...?”

She shook her head again.

“You're not going to tell me, are you?”

“Nope.”

Stank's face sank. “Y'know, if it didn't require we give the 'Magic Ball' up, I think we should just stop and go look for the other artifacts. Taking this detour seemed like a good idea at the outset, but it's been distracting us, and these long weeks are really starting to make me antsy. Maybe we were wrong about how long King Grunk'll keep Drake alive.”

“Projecting much?” Regina said, a grin beginning to form.

“Pardon?” Stank asked.

“You asked me if I was tired and if I regretted eating the Nutrion, then went off about how maybe we should just quit. I think it's you who's having problems with the whole thing, though.”

Stank blinked, then said, “Hey! I'm the psychoanalyzer here! You're allowed to be all dominant and stuff...'cuz it's kinda hot...so at least throw me that bone!”

The haughty calico put the back of her hand to her mouth and laughed: “Ooh hoh hoh hoh!”

“Big elphanant...” Broah Wiley said, pointing down past the side door of the Charger.

Stank said, “Excuse me?” and tried to heft himself up onto the side of the door, with marginal success. Before he could see the “elphanant,” however, Regina grabbed him by the hair and tossed him on the floor, stomping him on the side of the face with her sandal.

“Bad Stank. No falling out of the car to your death far below,” she scolded. “Besides, Wiley's just talking about the superwalker we're coming across.”

“Mmph forry!” he replied. “Geff yer foof off me, pweef?”

“Aw man! Another one's starting? But this one isn't over yet...I guess I'll finish this and watch the recording of the other one later. That sucks, though!”

The Benefactor frowned but decided it'd be best to watch the battle in-progress instead of complaining about the bad timing the competitors had no way of knowing about. He reached into the bag at the side of his chair and pulled out another chocolate bar.

Gwen held up her finger and closed her eyes, entering Lecture Mode. “Miss Hallorhim, you know that imbibing large amounts of alcohol decreases your overall fighting ability, don't you? Unless of course you are a Drunken Master, but I don't recall you having trained yourself to utilize your drunkenness to your advantage. Did you? I know you were off doing something else for a long time in the in-between time this round. Actually, I'm getting a little excited. Is that what you were doing? Because there aren't very many Drunken Masters around, and it would be neat to know one! Are you a Drunken Master?” She clapped her hands together and stared expectantly at the cat.

Gertrude just chugged from a bottle of whiskey and glared sideways at her companion. When she removed it from her lips with a suck, she said, “Ffug you, Gwen. They're not gon' fuggin' arrive for days now, so I'm gon' spen' mah time in a more ennertain' way than lissen'ta yer stupid ass.” She took another swig and, as her eyes were raised to the sky, she saw a flying...something metal she'd seen somewhere before...rapidly approaching and heading for the back of the superwalker.

“Oh goodness!” Gwen said, pointing. “That's called a 'car!' I saw one of those in Mordred's Book of Modern Machines. They're used for land travel in modern, non-magical parts of the world. They have a top speed of nearly 193.12128 kilometers per hour, and in some of the larger countries, there are a few million accidents each year involving such machines! The first car was invented by—”

Gwendolyn lost her train of thought in the excitement of her face meeting its old friend, The Back of Gertrude's Hand, once again. The mouse picked herself up and was about to begin lecturing her cat companion about the etiquette of bitch-slapping when Gertrude silenced her and said, “Our opponents're here. Shuddup an' get ready t'fight.” She pulled out her scythe, reeled a bit from the weight imbalance, and planted both feet farther apart after regaining equilibrium.

“Glad to see we're the first ones here for a change,” Stank said jovially. “Nothin' parked means no opponents yet! Let's kick back and relax.” The skunk head-plus-hand hopped along and came to rest on a particularly squat crate.

Regina grabbed him by the hair and carried him like an Aztec post-sacrifice toward the ladder.

“Ow! Hey! Leggo!” he protested, squirming around and making things worse for himself.

The calico simply climbed the ladder, one fist full of Stank, and said over her shoulder at the fidgeting whole-skunk, “I'm checking things out. If you hear screams and yelling and they're not just Stank, go ahead and come help us. For now, just stay put and keep a lookout.”

Broah Wiley practiced the salute Stank taught him, putting his hand under his chin and wiggling his fingers ineffectively. “Yeah Boss!”

Just as Regina reached the top of the hatch, however, she noticed a slight shift in the light coming from above and dodged just in time to avoid having her head split in two by a giant scythe. Instead, the weapon CLANGed off the ladder, and its owner dropped on her ass from the unexpected metal-on-metal-instead-of-metal-on-flesh-and-bone impact. The calico looked at Stank, smirked, and threw him up through the opening. She heard a scream of “That's no fratboy!” and a swish, but no tell-tale splat, so she assumed her companion was fine and took the opportunity to scoot her own body through before the scythe-user could react. “C'mon, Wiley!” she shouted as she clambered up.

When Regina's cat eyes adjusted to the sunlight, a picture of utter horror awaited them: Stank was screaming, caught in the terrifying metal clutches of a fully-armored orange mouse. A pudgy black cat with a large, green hat was yelling slurred imprecations and waving a wicked scythe back and forth so hard she threw herself off-balance once or twice. Worst of all, the mouse was saying sinister things like, “How cute~!” and “Please don't hurt him, Gertrude! He's adorable!” as she held him to her mailed chest. Worst of all, however, was the way Stank was bewitched by the mouse, murring in her grasp. He didn't normally murr...did he?

So, of course, Regina couldn't help but laugh a bit at the situation. She wouldn't underestimate her opponents, given that they'd gotten this far, sure, but they were still pretty goofy.

“He'sss a fugging abomination, Gwen. Lemme choppim' in two an' we'll be one less opponen' to...we'll have one less oppon'...Juss lemme kill'im!” Gertrude stammered as she swung her scythe around in an attempt to intimidate her partner into dropping the disgusting skunk-head-hand abomination. So far, results were lacking.

However, the stalemate was broken when the cat felt her scythe suddenly wrenched from her grasp by an unseen force. She leaped to grab it, but it shot a meter away from her just as quickly. A small growl began in her throat as she slowly stalked her weapon as a feral cat would its prey, then she lunged with a ROAR! only to come back to the iron surface empty-handed.

This dance went on for a while, and Regina had to keep herself from laughing out loud and giving herself away as she used her magnetic Polaris personality to manipulate the cat's weapon. However, Gertrude managed to glance at the calico on one of her descents and realized she'd been had. She turned around and charged Regina, yelling bloody murder as she ran.

Her scythe followed.

For every foot the black cat bridged between herself and the calico, her scythe bridged two between itself and her. Just as Gertrude was about to murder Regina in the face, she felt a sharp pain in her back and through her lower-left side. Her momentum carried her forward, and she toppled toward the cleric, who simply sidestepped and let her drop.

Seeing that something was actually happening, Stank decided it was probably time to work toward a victory, so he begrudgingly bounced out of Gwendolyn's arms and hit the mouse with a stink bomb from his bizarre anatomy. She shrieked in surprise and let him drop, plugging her nose and conjuring a lecture in her head. Ohhh, he was going to get it now, even if he was adorable.

Just as she opened her mouth to explain the reasons that one should not jump out of a person's hug and spray her in the face with stink, however, the little mouse paladin felt herself slowly being lifted off the ground. “Oh goodness! I didn't realize I had a Flight Nutrion!” she said, trying to control the powers making themselves evident. When she found she couldn't, however, her eyes did register that she was slowly increasing altitude, which startled her because if she were to fall, according to Altamiir's Atlas of Altitude, the higher a person increases in altitude, the more dangerous the fall happens to be, should it occur. There was even a mathematical formula in the book somewhere, so Gwen decided to search in her pack so she didn't mess up that formula. Mathematics was never her strong-suit, after all.

Regina was too busy concentrating on raising Gwendolyn further and further in the air (and laughing while doing it, her Polaris personality entering “manic” mode) to notice that the black cat she impaled was not, in fact, dead, or even passed out. She didn't notice when the black cat yanked the blade out of her abdomen, grimacing and stuffing a bit of intestine back in her body with her finger. She didn't notice when the black cat flicked her scythe, spattering her own blood on the surface of the superwalker. She didn't notice when the black cat took out a flask of whiskey and poured it on her wound, holding the scythe handle with her teeth and leaving clearly visible tooth-marks in its wooden surface. She did notice, however, when the black cat with the gaping wound charged her, screaming bloody murder.

As Gertrude began madly swiping at Regina, keeping her off-balance and less able to manipulate the dangerous weapon, Gwen started to fall. Her pain and rage somewhat clearing her head of the alcohol's influence, the barbarian noticed that fact and yelled, “Gwen! Grow!” as she continued her onslaught.

“Oh right! I can do that!” the mouse said and began to concentrate on increasing her size. The landing came much sooner and more gently than she expected, and when she opened her eyes she noticed that everyone had stopped moving and was simply staring at her. “Is something wrong?” she asked.
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Stank was the first to do something. He chose to scream. “AAAAHHHHHHHH! GIANT ZOMBIE MOUSE!” the disembodied head yelled, dragging himself along the metal surface toward the hatch as quickly as he could.

Gwen was confused. “W-what? Where?” She looked around, but even from her high vantage point couldn't see any such thing.

Keeping a wary eye on Regina, Gertrude staggered toward her partner. “You, you...doofus. Yer Rot Nutrion seems't'ave fugged with yer Body Nutrion an'...” she waved her hand, unable to finish her sentence.

Rot, huh? Regina thought, pulling out her large flail and blinking, changing her eyes from gray to dun and becoming much more intense and feral. She grinned, her sharp teeth glinting in the desert sun. “Stank, take care of the cat. That mouse is mine,” she said, and licked her lips.

The skunk head stopped, turned around, and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, sure boss. Easy as pie.” He turned to face the scythe-wielding madwoman. “Where's Wiley, anyway?”

Gertrude looked at her giant, rotted companion and said, “Gwen, just...stomp on her or something. I'll...back you up soon. *Burp.*” She then hefted her scythe, checked her wound (It was still dribbling, but her rage-clenched muscles managed to stop most of the bleeding), and smirked at the skunk head. “Run, y'fugger, an' I won' murder ya.” Stank “ran,” but not away.

Gwendolyn had some difficulty stomping on the cat below her. Being big was disorienting, and for someone as clumsy as Gwen, that made things much harder. Add to that that the cat kept dodging in and out of her legs as she pranced around, and it looked more like the giant mouse was one of those '50s women holding up her skirt and dancing on a chair trying to get away from a spider or, if you will, a mouse. She'd never read what to do in a situation like this before, and she didn't know of any books she owned that might have—oh, that was an electrified mace to her Achilles tendon. Gwen felt something give out inside her mailed boot, but that feeling was quickly overshadowed by a strong jolt of electricity flowing through her body.

As Stank lunged toward his feline opponent, his eyes widened in fear. A scythe he could twist around and dodge in midair. In fact, he expected to face a scythe when he made his mad dash. What he didn't expect was for the cat to drop her arms to her sides, stare at her companion, and drop her jaw. The reason for the skunk head's fear was that dropped jaw. He entered her mouth wordlessly, and she snapped it shut in surprise.

Had the enormous rotting mouse fallen forward, she likely would have destroyed her and her opponent's supports. Instead, she simply formed a large dent in the top of the superwalker that would cost the Benefactor a pretty penny to repair later. Unable to do much else, Gwendolyn simply lay there, wondering what just happened.

Offensive Nutrion use detected.

Regina clambered up the mouse's foot and sat upon it, legs crossed. “I used to be in a mafia, you know.” She smirked. “They called me 'Don Tazemebro.'”

Countering on opposite Nutrion-holder.

Just then, a huge electrical surge coursed through her body, causing her to fall backward off the mouse in a smoldering heap. “...No, really. Don't taze me...bro...” She let out a puff of smoke.

Gertrude swallowed, unsure of what else to do with the sudden mouthful, a large lump traveling down her throat. “Uhm...” she said, scratching her head with her scythe and staring at the new bulge in her gut, “the 'ell was thaddall about?” She belched, a noxious stench filling her nostrils. “Ohgawd! UGH!”

Inside her, Stank said, “Hey, there's someone else's disgusting remains in here! What? Am I not special? I'm offended!”

The black cat coughed, more of that offensive smell coming from within. She decided to hold her breath and hope he would die quickly and the smell would go away, or something. Ignoring her recent unwitting meal's complaints, she tried to keep any belches or coughs inside her for the moment and ran toward her fallen partner. “Gwen! Show me 'owta make a snow angel!”

The mouse brightened up. “Okay! I like snow angels. They are often reminiscent of one's childhood, according to—”

“Juss do it!” Gertrude yelled, seeing Regina lift herself off the ground and begin to run. However, it was too late. Gwen's giant mailed foot caught up with her, and she jumped onto it to avoid being swept off the edge. At the peak of Gwendolyn's stretch, however, the calico suddenly felt something rip further up the mouse's body, and she screamed as the leg swung unnaturally down toward the side of the superwalker, slamming into the metal with the force of a behemoth's headbutt. This was too much. Regina said, “Ohshit,” lost her grip, and began to fall.

“Holy fuck!” Gertrude yelled, gagging as a bit of stench escaped her lips. She ignored it, however, as the fact that Gwen's legs had just ripped off and were held up only by her chainmail leggings seemed a bit more pressing. She dashed toward the edge Regina had followed the foot over just in time to see the calico lose her grip. “Oh no you don't,” the barbarian said, swinging her scythe in a heavy arc and plummeting it into Regina's thigh. “Gwen, sit up and start telling me about the most famous battle in history!”

As the mouse gladly acquiesced, an eye popping out of her skull from the force of a quick situp (though she didn't seem to notice), Gertrude grinned at Regina, who was too dazed and in pain to do much but stare. “I'm not waiting the duration of the round for you to lose.” Then, the black cat heaved her scythe upward and hurled her opponent toward the disgusting mouse giant's open mouth.

CHOMP!

Gwen looked down at Gertrude, confused. The cat yelled back, “Juss swallow 'er, ya moron!” She belched again, almost vomiting this time. This was worse than a hangover.

Just as the mouse swallowed, she felt her throat constrict. Oh yes! I forgot that I had to choke each round. Silly me!

[image: image6.jpg]



Inside the mouse's gullet, Regina clenched her teeth and ignored the wound in her leg long enough to switch back to her primary personality and manipulate the shadows inside her opponent into a solid blockade. She wasn't going down without a fight, especially to a fucking rodent. She could hear some yelling outside, probably from the cat, but she couldn't really make out what she was saying because of the sound of flowing blood, ineffective throat peristalsis, a heartbeat, and wheezing bombarding her ears. Not to mention the spit washing over every inch of exposed body. That didn't help her pay attention either.

She had a pretty good guess what the cat said, however, when she felt a mailed finger smash her against the shadow block she'd wedged in this tube. Panicking, the calico tried to get the shadow block to push upward against the finger, but all that served to do was smash her already-tightly-squeezed body even further between the two solid surfaces.

Just as Gertrude was about to tell Gwen to give up the “shove her in with your finger” plan and go in herself (probably something she'd have regretted, had it actually happened), she saw the lump begin to move once again down the mouse's throat and wiped her hands, considering the job done. Then she belched again.

Figuring the complaints weren't doing anything, Stank had pretty much resigned himself to his fate. Trapped in this cat's belly with her last meal and his own noxious fumes, he was just about to throw in the proverbial towel when he felt a sudden lurch. Hope rising again, he tried to increase his grossout factor in any way he could. Sure, there were worse ways to die than being digested by a hot babe—he'd done many of them—but if he didn't have to right now, that'd be fine by him. Besides, he didn't have any genitalia at the moment, so he was missing some key hormones to truly enjoy this. Annnnd there it is! He felt the familiar push of a contracting stomach, and he exited the way he'd entered.

Not one to miss a beat, the slime-covered Stank flipped himself up off the ground and held his grotesque hand protrusion in a fist in front of his face. “C'mon! Put 'em up! What are ya', chicken?...Oh.” He looked over where Gertrude was looking just as Gwen's belly spoke up. Congratulations on your win, Gwendolyn Smythe. Please select two Nutrions from the following list: Shadow, Lightning, Deliciousness.

“D-Deliciousness...?!” Gertrude said, flabbergasted. “What kinda power is—”

“Okay, I choose Deliciousness. What else, Gertrude?” Gwen smiled.

“MOTHERFUCK! Why'djoo pick that?” the cat sputtered.

“Oh, I believe that the two remaining Nutrions were Lightning and Shadow, Gertrude. Motherfuck did not appear to be in the—” the mouse corrected.

Gert waved her hand. “Shadow. Pick Shadow. Ugh.”

Gwendolyn did so and tried to stand up. Doing so without legs proved to be rather difficult, however, and she wobbled a bit, about to fall forward.

“Shrink back to your normal size!” the black cat yelled, covering her face.

Gwendolyn concentrated on returning to her normal size, splatting on her face, but no longer rotting. She was still missing her legs and eyeball, along with her leggings and metal boots, which fell over the edge when she shrank back down, but other than that, she was fairly normal...for Gwendolyn.

“Okay,” Gertrude said, looking back at the skunk head, who had gone to the top of the entrance hatch and was on his...back...giving his...hand...to help up an identical skunk hand. The black cat looked away. “Ugh. Not another...anyway, use that Body Nutrion to get back yer missing legs and eye, Gwen. I  think we're gon' hafta deal with another angry loser.” She readied her scythe and felt a bit dizzy. Relaxing seemed to have opened up that wound again, and her entire left side from her abdomen down was drenched in red. “Fuck. I hope they come in peace.” She sat down and tore a piece of her skirt off with her teeth to stanch the wound, then took out an onyx crystal and crushed it.


When the Benefactor finally got to the conclusion of the Gwendolyn vs Regina recording, he lost the last two chocolate bars he had just eaten. Wiping a fleck of vomit off his bottom lip, he yelled, “FUCK! Fuckfuckfuckfuck!. Brutal! Disgusting! What the hell's wrong with these people?! FUCK!”

He looked around, hoping he could find someone to clean up his mess. Seeing no one and unable to sit there and bear the smell, he went off to get a himself a mop and bucket of water, cursing the incompetence of the janitors, Enforcers, and everyone else but himself.

At that moment, he had a mind to call off the whole thing.

Turns out the hand the abomination was helping out actually belonged to a whole skunk, so Gertrude was happy enough about that. The two also didn't appear to be hostile, so that was another plus. Then the calico came up.

She looked over at her former opponents for a moment, then smiled a bit, her eyes a comforting light gray. “I've wanted to do this for several weeks, but couldn't 'til now. Mind if I heal up that wound for you, Miss...?”

Gertrude looked at her, an eyebrow raised and a scowl on her face, but she looked down at the red half of her dress and figured Why the hell not? “Sure. Hallorhim. M'name's Gertrude Hallorhim. And don't forget it.”

Zuel-Regina chuckled warmly. “Oh, I'll be certain not to, especially if we face each other again, which we may.” She laid her hands on Gertrude's waist and administered her healing powers, sealing the wound and restoring enough blood to make the black cat's head stop spinning.

When she stepped back, her eyes had changed to their natural brown again.

“Uh, thanks,” Gertrude said, rubbing the back of her head.

Regina said, “Sure. Not like I owed you or anything, but I figured the fight's over, so you shouldn't have to die after you've won. Besides, I wanted to make sure Zuel was back to its proper function. Now listen: Congrats and all, but this is a minor setback, a rock in the middle of the river of fate. I may see you again, if you don't lose before then. Destiny is strong with you, but mine is stronger; you'll see. For now, however, farewell.” She bowed and drug her two companions with her. Gertrude couldn't be certain, but she thought she heard the calico say, “Where the hell were you, Wiley?”

“Hey, Gwen. Why isn't Samantha here yet? I crushed that crystal; usually she comes right to the spot I did it in...Gwen?”

Gertrude turned around, only to see the mouse unconscious on the ground. “...Goddamn cat! What'd you do?” she yelled, only to turn around and see Godota there, grinning, his hands behind his back.

“Relax. That was me. I put her under a sleep spell, heh. Just wanted to say congratulations and all. Samantha'll be up the hatch soon; I just messed with her teleportation. Haha!” He slapped his knee. “Hee hee...anyway, I'll tell you more about myself whenever you're about to embark on your next journey. Can't reveal everything this round, after all! Wouldn't make for a good story, oh no! Heheha!”

Again, the wizened old rat turned into a green vapor and flew off before anyone could say anything. Gwendolyn woke up, rubbed her nose, and said, “Oh, that was a dream? How unfortunate. I was looking forward to reading that book...”

During the course of the week, Samantha had given Godota's question (and nature, despite his request not to think about him) some thought. No particular insight suddenly jumped out at her or anything, but she was starting to get a few ideas for why people had to eat each other in this tournament. As she walked through the familiar superwalker inside, she pondered whether to tell Gertrude her thoughts or not. She passed by a calico cat and two skunks—well, one and a seventh skunks—and nodded. The calico and whole skunk nodded back, but the skunk head was too busy explaining about how if the calico lost again, within time he'd have his magic balls back, and that might count for their scavenger hunt.

The last thing Samantha heard before ascending the ladder was the calico saying, “...You do realize you just implied I should castrate you, yes?”

When she reached the top of the ladder, she beheld a vision of carnage and destruction.

