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      There’s something to the start of any journey, something about the first step and all that. I’ve always relished in the moments when you gather everything together before heading out, especially as a group.

      Unfortunately, all the fun, all the joy, all the intrinsic hootenanny that you’d expect with an upcoming voyage completely and utterly disappears when you’re working with the Legion. Or any sort of bureaucratic monster associated with the Empire of Glaton, really.

      Even me, ostensibly a duke and one of the most powerful men in the Empire, was met at every possible turning point with mountains of red tape. Partially, I think it was the attempt of the powers within Arenberg to keep me around in case some other emergency arose.

      The kobold army swept Mahrduhm from the tunnel that Mahrduhm and her allies had spent so much time and effort building, pushing them all the way back to where the tunnel began, on the eastern side of the mountains. There, they established an impressive defensive set-up in a matter of days, turning what had been a staging ground for the Mahrduhmese into a nightmare of fortifications, traps, and murder-holes. It all gave me a new appreciation for kobolds. Now I saw them as disciplined miniature dragons instead of flighty lizard weirdos. Minor difference there.

      Of course, I didn’t see the fortifications on the Mahrduhmese side, just the ones built on the Glaton side. The kobolds had claimed the tunnel as their own — not the sovereign land of the Empire, nor of Mahrduhm, but belonging instead to the kobolds’ Mountain Kingdom.

      They built it out quickly and impressively with no regard for the obvious discomfort the fortifications brought to the Arenberg Assholes who rode out with the Count to take a tour of the tunnel they believed was now theirs. I wished I’d gone with them to see the looks on their faces when they faced a wall bristling with spears and other pointy things, prepped to pepper the assholes should the assholes not bother to obey the gate-kobold, who was, apparently, a new type of monstrous kobold larger than any ogre. It was probably just a kohemoth, but maybe it was something even bigger than a kohemoth.

      They kept me in the city, just in case. Not so much in case I needed to go out and attack, but more so I didn’t wallop the stupid Count.

      Vengai, the kobold ambassador, was a blur of activity. While I cleaned myself up, got on some new gear, and tried to leave, Vengai made the rounds, talking to the count, to the count’s ‘people,’ and to the Legion and its officer corps. He learned a remarkable amount whilst giving nothing back himself. I was impressed, and grateful I wasn’t really going to deal with the big snake guy.

      At one point, Vengai was pulled in to the negotiations over the tunnel, and he maintained the kobolds owned the land under the mountains, including the tunnel. He made it abundantly clear that the kobolds would fight to keep that space, reminding the count that they had been the ones to fight the Robed Ones and push them out.

      Apparently, the count brought up my contributions, stating that without me, the kobolds wouldn’t have been able to attack successfully. So therefore, the Empire deserved some measure of the tunnel.

      Whereupon, Vengai agreed that I would be given as much of the tunnel as I had taken, and then turned to offer to buy that portion of the tunnel from me.

      At which point, I was summoned, because somehow I’d been pulled into the whole mess.

      “You want to what now?” I asked as I walked up to the count and the ambassador glaring at each other.

      “A measure of our tunnel has been granted to you,” Vengai said, giving me a bow, “based upon your fighting and that we used your distraction as a means of making a successful attack upon Mahrduhm and their allies. His highness, my king, offers you as much of the tunnel as you were able to take before our arrival.”

      “Okay, sure. That’s fine.”

      I turned to leave.

      “However, my king is most eager to purchase your portion of the tunnel, if you would be amenable to such an offer.”

      “Dude, I live on the other side of the country. I don’t care. I⁠—”

      “It is not his land,” the count barked. “It should be given to me.”

      “It was not earned by you,” Vengai countered, his voice cold. “Thus, it belongs to Montana of Coggeshall. Unless, of course, if he wishes to sell it or dispose of it in some way.”

      I sighed. “I don’t know — I can’t tell you how much it’s worth. I have no idea about that sort of shit. I mean, sorry, language. I don’t know about land value. Especially a tunnel.”

      “My king is known to be generous to those who are generous with him.”

      “How about he can just have it?”

      “That would hardly be a fair trade.”

      “How am I not getting this land?” The count asked.

      “Oh shut up,” I snapped. “You don’t get it because you were sitting in the city behind a bunch of walls, ready to give up. And if you shut up now, I won’t keep going about what exactly you were doing.”

      The count went a bit white, and glared at me some more. But he was smart enough to keep quiet. And I knew the best thing I could do in this case was get nothing for the tunnel so it didn’t seem like I was winning.

      “How about the king owes me a favor,” I said. “Is that more fair?”

      Vengai nodded, and pulled a coin from the air, holding it out to me.

      “A fair deal,” he said as I took the kobold king’s favor coin.

      Albrecht rested. At least, that’s what he claimed he was doing, but he spent little time in his bed. He was mostly sneaking around the city doing ‘things.’ I have no idea what things exactly, because I tried to follow him once, and but my Arenberg hero status made it impossible. Everywhere I went, people came up to thank me for saving the city from the horrors of Mahrduhm and her Dark Queen. I would smile and nod and accept the thanks. And the gifts. And I’d hold babies until they cried and then quickly give them back to their parents. Which I didn’t really understand — why did parents want me to hold their children? It’s not like they could take a photo or something. Was there some superstition about me being able to influence their stats or their character sheet in some capacity?
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Baby Sheets

      How do babies deal with character sheets? How are they seen by the system? Are there birds and/or bees involved?

      Reward for success: Well, when two quests really love each other…

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): none.

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      In public, I couldn’t shake my fist at the sky or my head at myself, so I just smiled and nodded and accepted the quest with the hopes I could find someone to explain things to me. Not like that.

      I spent a lot of time with my horses, finally achieving my dream of becoming a horse girl. The animals were amazing and cool, all the things I thought horses weren’t. Well, mostly. The ones who weren’t steelhorses were skittish, taking a long time to get used to me. But the steelhorses accepted me right away, and we became something of a family. Me and all ten of them.

      I had to figure out how to get the horses all the way over to Coggeshall, which was a real challenge because I didn’t like the idea of sending them on a long trip around Glaton only to have some Mahrduhmese commando kill them while I was stuck playing Senator SchmancyPants in the capital.

      Although, as I tried to get a plan in mind, the count tried to claim the horses as his.

      I mean, naturally he did.

      He was a man used to owning everything he looked at, and seemed to fail at the basics of the whole feudal system where a duke outranks a count.

      “You do realize a duke outranks a count, right?” I asked.

      “You are on my land–”

      “Your father’s land.”

      “This is my county, duke,” he snapped. “My land. Not my father’s.”

      “It’s amazing that you can’t even think to thank me for saving you.”

      “You did very little, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “I know it must have been hard to see much of anything while you were cowering in your little house, away from the action. Or maybe that was while you were plotting to⁠—”

      He gave me a look, a mix of panic and threat, where he realized that if I said what I was going to say out loud, he’d be somewhere in the neighborhood of fucked. It irritated me that I even had to remind him of the fact that he’d technically committed treason. The only thing keeping him alive was my desire to keep his father from becoming an enemy.

      “Never mind. The horses are mine,” I finished.

      “Spoils of war,” a voice said, and I saw the Legion commander strolling along the paddock, looking longingly at the steelhorses, who were busy eating. “Those horses, both steel and otherwise, are the spoils of war, clearly stated within Imperial law.”

      “And am I not to be rewarded for the fighting?” the count asked. “Did this not occur on my lands? Are my lands not damaged as a result of this man’s fighting and the Legion losing the pass? A pass that no longer exists!”

      “If you would care to invoke an accurate accounting,” the commander began slowly and carefully, clearly, to me at least, indicating that it was a bad idea to invoke such a thing, “then you would be given all spoils from this conflict. However⁠—”

      “I would like—” the count started, but the commander continued on as if he hadn’t noticed the count talking.

      “—An accurate accounting is a rather onerous undertaking and would require the Legion to document the total damage that occurred to this county, duchy, and country and decide which entity is due recompense thereof. In addition, being that there were multiple parties involved in the fighting, each enemy death would need to be established and attributed, and a value placed upon each death. That would then go into the calculation to determine the value-add of each party into the overall victory. At which point, you would be required to pay the Legion a Victory Price, comprising the cost of each soldier’s salary, the cost of each soldier’s death, and the cost of any additional parties. The payment is taken, initially from the spoils before coming from the individual lord or lady responsible, which is in place to offset the true cost. And I can assure you, whatever value there is–”

      “And what is the value on the steelhorses?” the count asked with an evil smile. “Because I can assure you it is incalculable, being that no one has one outside of Mahrduhm. And now I have–”

      I was about to jump in, but the commander shot me a look that told me to wait.

      “The steelhorses are different, your lordship, as those were gained by Montana of Coggeshall directly through his own efforts fighting. He gained those by Right of Knight, unhorsing and defeating two champions of the Dark Queen, as well as by liberating them from the Mahrduhmese army. There is no circumstance by which you might claim them as your own. And knowing what I know of steelhorses, I am tempted to watch you try just so I might have something amusing to oversee for the rest of the time I am stationed here. So, if you would still like a full accounting, it can be arranged, but I suspect, if you examine the history of the Empire, you will be hard-pressed to find a time when a full accounting actually worked in favor of the landholder. Do you wish a full accounting?”

      “No,” the count said, his face full of hatred, once gain, somehow magically forgetting that I held his life in my hands.

      Not quite as literally as before, but that could be changed in a few quick steps.

      I held myself back.

      One of the steelhorses had slowly made his way around the paddock, eating grass along the way, until he was very close to the count. The enormous horse turned toward me, still face-down amongst the sweet green. Then he lifted his tail up and unleashed one of the most impressive farts I’d ever heard.

      The count stood there and just sort of took it, closing his eyes to the stinging gas attack. Then he turned on his heel and marched away.

      “Impressive horses, your grace,” the commander said.

      “They are indeed.”

      “However–”

      “Why did I not realize that was coming?”

      “Because I spoke the truth. The steelhorses are yours — there is no question to that. The other spoils of the battle require a more thorough accounting, as well as distribution.”

      “Care to spell that out for me?”

      “I can, unless you have a chancellor who would be willing to negotiate for you.”

      “I have one, but he’s over in Coggeshall.”

      “We are right around the deadline, so I fear it must be you.”

      “Lovely.”

      “I admit, I have not been in this particular position before, going through the spoils with a lord.”

      “Goodie?”
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      One of the commander’s underlings brought out a little table and a chair. The sort of campaign furniture I expected out in the field, not within a city like Arenberg. But I guess we were sort of in a field, just one within a city. The caravaner’s guild had let me borrow a paddock. Or, rather, they let the Legion borrow a paddock. I hadn’t wanted to get into that can of worms lest they remember I was supposedly blacklisted over ruining their city on the other side of the world.

      I felt a tugging at my belt and looked down to see two goblins fighting to get a chair out of the unfillable knapsack.

      “Let me help,” I said.

      The goblins gnashed their teeth at my hand.

      “It’s going to take you two for-fucking-ever — let me do it!”

      I smacked them away, and their little green and blue bodies flew into the grass. Then I pulled out a chair and set it across from the commander, Rhonium Scipius.

      “Do you require a full accounting?” the commander asked, holding a pen above what looked like a form.

      “No,” I said.

      He checked a box on his form.

      “Given your rank and your estimated contributions, you are awarded twenty-five points’ worth of spoils.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been given Twenty-Five (25) points worth of spoils.
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        * * *

      

      “Out of how many?”

      “One hundred.”

      “I did a quarter of the work?” I asked, thinking that could be both high or low, considering I’d only been there for the last bit. But the last bit had been rather important in the victory.

      “Fifty points go to the Empire and the Legion by default, so you effectively earned half the remaining spoils, based on the after-action reports filed by the various commanders you served with and under.”

      “Oh. That’s generous, I think.”

      “I think you likely are responsible for more, but this is something of a soft limit. The Legion, technically, ranks above all but the Emperor when it comes to picking spoils. Hence, we would go first.”

      “Do we go in turns? Or do you pick everything you want, and then I pick what I want, and then the rest?”

      “That is up to the discretion of the two of us. If you wish to press the issue, we can go back and forth. In the past, it is usually a bit of a negotiation in that we decide what you would like and what the Legion would like and something is agreed upon. Then the Legionnaires who were involved and given rights of spoil take what is left.”

      “Ah. Can I donate my spoil points to someone?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “And the steelhorses are outside that?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s up for the taking?”

      “The other horses, for one. The arms and armor taken from the battlefield are another, as well as any coins and riches taken from the bodies.”

      “Which includes magic rings and the like?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And the value of everything is calculated and put out in a points table or something?”

      He took a piece of paper out from under the form and passed it to me. On it, in immaculate handwriting, was an account of everything that had been looted from the opposing army in a clever little table. Swords, spears, shields, all sorts of stuff that had been left on the battlefield and snatched up before that weird girl Fiona could get to it. Also, the horses. There were more than I thought, and while I could grab most of the horses with my twenty-five points, I wasn’t sure it was necessary. It’s not like I needed horses, and I was going to have enough trouble getting the damn steelhorses across the country as it was.

      “Just give me some gold,” I said. “I don’t really need anything. And maybe only ten points’ worth, because I think the poor bastards left up there all the way to the end deserve a little more love.”

      “That can be arranged,” the commander said, ignoring my jab.

      He took the sheet with the table back from me and then made more marks on the form. Then he passed all the papers over his shoulder without looking, just expecting an underling to take it. He smiled at me.

      “The Legion thanks you for your service,” he said, hand out.

      I shook it.

      “Um, you’re welcome.”

      Then he stood and walked away.

      I sat there for a moment longer, watching his underlings pack up the table and chair and whisk those away as the commander went off to whatever was next on his stupid schedule.

      Something pushed at my side.

      A goblin.

      He was trying to get me to move off the chair so he and the other goblin could put it away. In the knapsack, on my hip. I picked up goblin one and threw him, gently, at goblin two, creating enough of a tangle that I could stand up and get the chair into the bag myself. Then I went and leaned on the fence, looking at the steelhorses.

      “Now, how do I get you over to your new home?” I asked.

      The horses just stared at me.
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      Operation Horse Drop.

      It wasn’t the most creative name, but it did describe what we were doing — using Fritz to fly the horses across the continent. And I didn’t come up with it, so I couldn’t exactly make fun of it or take credit for either the name or the operation. It was something Lee drew up, partially literally, because he sent along plans for a massive horse-lifting platform via the paired journal. I found some marginally insane carpenters and blacksmiths to work together to make the thing without asking too many questions, and then managed to get the platform to a large field outside of the city.

      I led the steelhorses to the field, introduced them to the platform, and then to Fritz.

      It went over surprisingly well.

      The giant roc thudded into the ground and did his usual spread-wing entrance, making a lot of noise and looking like the big fuck-off monster he technically was.

      The horses surrounded me and prepared to charge.

      “Easy,” I shouted, feeling like I was tearing my vocal cords apart. “We’re all friends here. Fritz, horses. Horses, Fritz. We’ll figure out what everyone’s actual names are later. For the moment, Fritz is going to lift this platform here,” I pointed at the platform, “and he’s going to carry it over to my home, which is going to be your home from now on. There are nice people and tasty grass there, and I am hoping we can all get along and make the world a better place together.”

      I got nods from the largest horses, which usually meant everyone was going to go along with things.

      Philippe actually helped me get all ten horses into their little stations, get harnesses on them, and make sure they were ready to roll. Which helped me realize I needed someone to go with the horses and make sure that they were able to get off the platform in an emergency, or when a stop needed to happen.

      I was very tempted to go myself, because maybe then I could skip the whole senate thing. But if I did that, it meant that Eliza was essentially abandoned in the capital, and that seemed off. I’d probably miss her or something.

      But who could I send instead?

      I didn’t have many people with me.

      Albrecht couldn’t go — he needed to keep spying on me for Valamir. Oh, and advising me on the art of war. And probably other things as well.

      Philippe was a no. He wasn’t a big fan of horses as it was, and I couldn’t see him handling a long flight.

      The goblins, who still needed names, would not go — they couldn’t handle being more than two or three feet from me at any time. Which, by the way, made both bath and bed times particularly pleasant. You’ve never known relaxation until you’ve taken a bath with two tiny goblins ‘standing guard’ inside the bath with you. I had to spend more time acting as goblin life-guard than actually bathing.

      Then there was Nimble, the ear-worm. Whom I had quite forgotten. I’d left him the charge of… shit. Couldn’t even remember that. I’d misplaced my worm, which was a strange thing to say. But then again, sometimes that’s what happens with brain-eating pests. I made a mental note to find the little guy and prayed to Mister Paul that Nimble hadn’t gone on a binge.

      Once found, Nimble could theoretically go. But he didn’t like horses, horses didn’t like him, and I could really only imagine him getting hungry and de-braining every last steelhorse before the trip was even halfway done. Unless the horses got annoyed and stomped the little guy out of existence first.

      So I had to go to the kobold fortifications and call Baltu out. The old snowbold who’d become the kobold commander for Coggeshall was still acting as my ambassador to the kobolds here, but I had to give him a new quest.

      “Yes, your grace,” he said with a bow as he came out of the tunnel.

      “How big a problem is it if you head back to Coggeshall?” I asked.

      He wriggled his snout back and forth a bit and then twirled a long white feather around a long finger.

      “Not big,” he replied. “There is at least one elite gloom team. I could be back in short order if necessary. You need me to go?”

      “I do, but via Fritz. We need to get the horses over there.”

      “The horses?”

      “I sort of won some horses in the fighting,” I said, and explained things to him.

      He nodded.

      “You think they are not good at climbing up and down?” Baltu asked.

      “I think they’re too big to go through kobold tunnels, if that’s what you’re implying.”

      “It is, yes. So we must fly.”

      “Right.”

      “I would prefer not flying.”

      “I know.”

      “But you have need.”

      “That I do. I mean, I need you here as well. I need you both places. Any chance you’ve got a twin?”

      He gave me a toothy grin.

      “Twins are not kobold thing, very very rare. I can go. We go now?”

      “You go now. I still have to go to the capital and deal with all the nonsense there.”

      “Ah, yes,” he said, standing up straight. “We go.”

      I got him some nosh and grog for the road, or air, introduced everyone again, and then got Baltu settled with some blankets. Fritz scratched out a message in the dirt.

      “WHERE MEET?”

      An excellent question. Albrecht had very clearly been stalling me, I assume because Valamir didn’t want me to return so soon. This annoyed me, so I got my hands on a map and found a nice town about a four-days’ walk along a road that went diagonally from Arenberg to the Royal Road leading into Glaton. I figured being seen walking away would give credence to the whole ‘we’re not using Fritz to travel’ theory, and then our arrival into Glaton, once Fritz came and picked us up from the random town, would be a surprise.

      “Romainmont,” I said, pulling the map out and holding it up to Fritz.

      Fritz peered at the map, getting his massive eye remarkably close to the paper and studying it.

      Then he gave a big ol’ nod, rose up, grabbed the horses and Baltu, and winged his way west.

      I watched him go, feeling weirdly alone and vulnerable without my big buddy at my beck and call. And yet, he had to go. He had a job to do, just like I did. And I was reasonably sure that there was nothing I’d met yet in this land that would fuck with a roc. Not willingly at least.

      On to the next problem: breaking the news to Albrecht that we were leaving, whether he wanted to or not.
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      “Because I’m a duke,” I said, gathering whatever things I decided were mine and putting them into the bag.

      The goblins helped me pack while Albrecht continued to tell me I was being a fool.

      “You’re being a fool,” he said.

      “We’re leaving,” I repeated. “I don’t have reason to stay here any longer. The only thing that’ll happen if we stick around is me accidentally killing that shit-for-brains count for talking to me again. And I’d rather not do that.”

      “I would imagine you can control yourself for a short time and not murder anyone.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Don’t surprise me then, your grace.”

      “I’m not going to, because we’re leaving.”

      “And going where, exactly?”

      “Romainmont.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s far enough for us to do a little walking while Fritz travels and close enough for us to not do too much walking while Fritz travels.”

      “Might we wait a single night?”

      “Why?”

      “Because it is later in the afternoon and I would rather limit the number of nights I must sleep on the ground.”

      I stared at him, trying to ignore the goblins ripping down drapes and shoving them in my bag.

      It wasn’t a point I could reasonably argue with. I also enjoyed sleeping in a bed. And yet, I didn’t want to spend another night in fucking Arenberg. Not with Count Shit-for-Brains mucking about, trying to make my life a living hell. Granted, he’d been failing at it, but I really didn’t want to deal with him, his town, or any of that bullshit a second longer.

      And yet. Looking at Albrecht, I felt his age. I remembered the aches and pains that came with surviving a hard life, and I knew it was probably likely he wasn’t just trying to stall me for Valamir. He probably really did hate camping on cold ground when he could be in a warm bed.

      “Fine,” I said. “We’ll leave in the morning.”

      One goblin stopped in his tracks, holding the pillow half in the bag and half out.

      “Put it back,” I said.

      He stared at me, then let go and the pillow vanished into the bag.

      “That better have been from your bed,” I snapped.

      He smiled at me and then ran away.

      I fought the urge to chase him, being that I could just pick up a chair and throw it at him. But I lost the urge.

      “One of you clean that up,” I said, pointing at the smashed chair and mangled goblin, who was giggling amid the mess. “I need to go find someone.”

      And I was off, racking my brain as to where I’d left the worm.
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      I figured a little grub would jog my memory about who exactly I’d given the little dude to. Over a plate of potatoes and meat, it finally came to me.

      “Alcibiades!” I snapped.

      “Yipe!” Philippe said, falling off the bench. “Beg pardon, your grace. Might I, um—” he pulled himself level with the table. “Alcibiades?”

      “He’s got Nimble.”

      “I believe you mean to say he is nimble?”

      “No, he has Nimble. The ear-worm.”

      “Oh no, that thing is still around?”

      “I mean, I hope so.”

      I got up from the table, stuffing the remains of the meal into my mouth in one rather uncouth handful, and hurried my way from the tavern down to the road leading to the Legion encampment outside the city walls.

      It was, as per Legion standards, the same damn camp. Orderly rows of tents surrounded the central buildings holding the officers, the mess, the quartermaster, all the various tenets and tents just where they should be. Which meant it should have been easy to find my buddy Alcibiades. And yet, the nature of Vuldranni dictated it had to be difficult.

      The guards on duty weren’t keen on letting me into the camp at first, although when I ignored their request to remain outside, I realized they had no orders on what do to when their orders weren’t obeyed, because no one pulled their swords on me. Which meant I had two minders hurrying behind me, telling me I wasn’t supposed to be there and also asking me if I’d kindly leave the camp before they got in trouble. I did feel a smidge bad. I was going to get them in trouble, but I had to find Nimble. Or, at least, I had to figure out what happened to him.

      By the time I made it to the command building, the commander was there to meet me, looking a little out of sorts in that he only had part of his armor on. And there was still shaving cream on his ill-shaven face. Clearly, I’d caught him mid-shave, something confirmed when I saw the barber behind him looking irritated.

      “Your grace,” the commander said. “I was unaware we had a meeting planned.”

      “Nothing on the books,” I replied. “Actually I was looking for Alcibiades.”

      “Who?”

      I grit my teeth, really wanting to pop this pompous lout in the mouth for not knowing the commander who’d helped save his ass.

      “He’s with the auxiliaries,” Betty said. “They are camped outside to the north.”

      She pointed down the appropriate road, which was either the Via Praetorious or the Via Principalis, something I could never remember.

      “Thank you,” I said. “And commander, love those shoes.”

      He looked down, confused, then quickly blushed when he saw he was still wearing his fuzzy slippers.
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      The Auxiliaries had their own camp, and it was much the same as the main camp, just smaller. And not as nice. Not that it wasn’t neat or tidy, just that they were in the hand-me-downs. The tents were almost more patches than canvas, for instance. A Non-burning fire pit sat in the middle of the camp and the commanders, Alcibiades and Rufius Trifer, perched around it.

      “Duke!” Alcibiades shouted, hopping to his feet. “I was wondering when I might see you.”

      “Sorry for the delay,” I said. “Been a weird slice of time.”

      “I’m sure. I wanted to thank you for, um, well, everything you’ve done. The soldiers are quite happy you thought of them when, um⁠—”

      “Oh, that was nothing,” I interrupted, not wanting to get into anything that might make me feel things.

      “It is not nothing — it is quite something. I have taken part in more than a few campaigns, and this is the first when I have ever seen any of the spoils. It is a mark of great generosity.”

      “Indeed,” said Rufius said.

      He gave me an Imperial Legion salute.

      So did Alcibiades.

      And then another Auxiliary did it. And another, and pretty soon, the whole camp was standing still, saluting me.

      “Thank you, but not, um…” I stammered. I was able to face down dragons and gods without problem, but this… this made things difficult. “Thank you.”

      The moment thankfully passed as smiles broke out on faces and the camp activities resumed.

      “I see you’re back to busy work here,” I said.

      “Oh, I’m sure we’ll be working on a road or a bridge within a matter of days,” Alcibiades said.

      “Soon as they remember we’re here and not doing a thing,” Rufius added.

      “Quick question,” I said. “Where’s Nimble?”

      “Here!” The little worm’s tiny, high voice of Nimble came out a bag hanging off a pole. Then his head peeked out, bright orange fur going every which way but straight. It was strange to see the little guy with bed head — or, I suppose, pouch head.

      “Did you just speak Imperial Common?” I asked.

      “I did! I got to eat a brain.”

      “You fed him a brain?”

      “Yes, well, um, about that. We didn’t really, um,” Alcibiades said, “realize this creature does, um, what it does, and I didn’t really, um⁠—”

      “Can anyone explain this a little more succinctly?” I asked.

      “We were told to interrogate a traitor,” Rufius said. “Alcibiades had the idea to threaten the spy with the ear worm⁠—”

      “And then I was too fast and I ate his brain!” Nimble reported happily, practically dancing in his little pouch. Like a tiny, terrifying golden retriever. “But I did give out the information I found there, and I picked up some new languages.”

      “He was rather useful,” Alcibiades said.

      “I gave them secrets!”

      “Which we sadly could not confirm, because the traitor had, um⁠—”

      “Died,” I offered.

      “Died,” Alcibiades replied. “Which limits his strategic viability.”

      “I will have you know I am very viable,” Nimble said, stretching up to his full height of a few inches.

      “You want me to take him off your hands?” I asked. “Or do you have plans for him?”

      “Truth be told, your grace, he is more than a little terrifying.”

      “I am not!”

      “I get that,” I said, taking the pouch off the stand and slipping it around my neck. “I’ll take him.”

      “What about my say in this?” Nimble asked.

      “Just wait a minute,” I snapped, and then turned my attention back to Alcibiades. “I’m heading out of here soon.”

      “Thank you again, your grace.”

      “If you ever get out of the Legion, you are more than welcome to come to Coggeshall.”

      “Thank you, your grace.”

      I gave him a pat on the back.

      “Good fighting with you.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      I got a few more gratitude and platitudes from the men and women around me, and I tried to keep a smile on my face and take it with the emotion it was given. And then I walked out of the camp, worm around my neck in a pouch.

      “What about now?” Nimble asked.

      “Now is better,” I replied. “You want to stay with the Legion?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Then what? You want to go home?”

      “Back underground?”

      “Is that home?”

      “It is, but⁠—”

      “But what?”

      “Home is boring. And there’s so much up here to explore!”

      “So you want to stay up here?”

      “Yes.”

      “With me?”

      “Preferably. Your level of fear is tolerable.”

      “If you’d stop trying to eat every brain you came close to, the fear level in people would go way down.”

      “But that’s what I eat.”

      “Have you tried other things?”

      “No.”

      “Do the brains need to be living?”

      “No.”

      “Do they taste better or something?”

      “I haven’t really considered. Probably not. I learn more when they’re alive, but taste-wise, same.”

      “Do they have to be, um, sapient?”

      “No. Brain’s a brain.”

      “So can you ease off the eating of human brains? Of humanoid brains?”

      “I guess, but⁠—”

      “I’ll get you brains. Just stop bum-rushing every ear you see.”

      “Might be a bit of a challenge — I am an ear worm, after all.”

      “Well, try. Otherwise, I’ll hand you over to the kobolds to deal with.”

      “Oh, that would be bad.”

      “Why?”

      “They have special things they do to my kind.”

      I sighed, wondering if I wanted to go down that rabbit hole.

      “Then I suppose that’s a pretty good bit of motivation to be a good and kind ear worm, eh?”

      He harrumphed, and then curled up in the pouch, which I took to mean he agreed.
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      I was up before dawn, because I hadn’t slept. I’d decided to work out all night long instead. It was a nice thing, not really having stamina, because it meant I could throw myself into a state of physicality that kept my brain from doing much. Not that it did that much anyway, but it meant I wasn’t thinking through things in loops all night long. While the goblins snored on the nest they made from blankets they definitely didn’t steal from the count’s house, I did pushups, pull-ups, squats, and sit-ups. Any and all of the isometric exercises I could come up with.

      It wasn’t a perfect system. I still had some thoughts, still got lost in memories of time with certain people. But I wasn’t in a good place to dig into my feelings.

      All that to say, I was packed and ready to go nice and early in the morning.

      No one else was. Well, Nimble was there, only because he slept in the same room with me, and, technically, his room went with me.

      Also, the goblins were there, sleepy-eyed and fighting with each other.

      Now there was a third.

      “Where did he come from?” I asked the smaller of the two original goblins.

      The small goblin looked over at the new goblin, and then did a double take, confused.

      “No know,” came the response with a shrug.

      The new goblin began picking his nose.

      Original goblin two smacked new goblin’s hand out.

      “No nose pick.”

      I really needed to name these little asshats.

      “No more new goblins,” I said. “Not now. Preferably not for a while.”

      Goblin one had a dagger out, already stabbing it toward new goblin’s back.

      I grabbed goblin one and threw him over my shoulder.

      “No killing unless I say so,” I snapped. Then I pointed at the new guy. “Explain the rules to him. And tell me your names.”

      Some intense jabbering broke out between the new goblin and the old goblin. The other old goblin came walking back, happy as can be to have gone flying. I didn’t really understand goblin physiology, because sometimes it seemed they were essentially indestructible, while other times they seemed to come apart with a wet sneeze. Maybe my abilities in terms of strength and resilience were rubbing off on the goblins that ‘worshiped’ me? In which case, I needed to figure out if I could stop that.

      As I looked at the three little green fuckers, I realized it would be easy enough to nip this godhood thing in the butt if I just pulled a sword from my bag and initiated a little early-morning slaughter. Good to start the day with laughter, even when you need to add an ’s’ to it.

      But I didn’t do that. I couldn’t. These dudes weren’t trying to hurt me. Or anyone. Killing them right at that moment would be cold-blooded murder.

      The largest of the three pointed to himself. “Appleworm.”

      “Appleworm?” I asked.

      The largest nodded, then he pointed to the smallest one, who was the second original goblin follower. “Teethmouth.”

      “Teethmouth?”

      ‘Teethmouth’ nodded.

      “Okay, last one,” I said, “what’s your name?”

      “Snek.”

      “Awesome—”

      “No, Snek.”

      “Right. Appleworm, Teethmouth, Snek. No more goblins, got it?”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “Need more goblins.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said.

      Snek frowned, then Appleworm stuck his tongue out at me.

      Teethmouth got distracted by a bug crawling on a blade of grass. He knelt down, plucked the bug up, and popped it into his mouth. I heard it crunch in his mouth as he chewed, and then his eyes went wide with joy, possibly at the taste. At which point he started hunting around the grass for other bugs. Which then caught the attention of the other two goblins, and then they were all bug-hunting.

      Philippe awoke next, dragging and bumping an enormous trunk down the street, taking breaks about every twenty feet. Which made me think he’d actually been trying to get to us for some time.

      “I didn’t realize we were meeting at the gate,” he said, breathing hard, “else I might have altered my packing or arranged a ride, your grace.”

      “Well,” I replied, gesturing at the goblins busy in the grass, “I figured it was better to get them a little farther away from the niceties before they got bored.”

      “Is that a new one?” He asked, pointing to the third goblin.

      “Apparently. Snek.”

      “Snek.”

      “That’s his name. The big one is Appleworm and the littlest one is Teethmouth.”

      “Teethmouth? Don’t they all have teeth?”

      “So far as I’ve seen.”

      “Does that imply there might be some who don’t have teeth in their mouths?”

      “I mean, it could also mean there are other orifices that contain teeth, and this one is special because he has teeth only in his mouth.”

      “I dislike how disgusting you have made my morning.”

      I just smiled.

      Phillipe dropped his trunk and sat on it. He looked around, confused.

      “Where are the horses?”

      “What horses?”

      “That we are riding?”

      “We’re not riding horses.”

      His face paled.

      “Are we flying?”

      “Walking.”

      “Sorry?”

      “We’re walking.”

      He looked down at his trunk.

      “I can carry that,” I said.

      “Oh, thank you,” he said. “I am coming with you, right? I do have employment…?”

      “If you want it.”

      “I would prefer to have employment of some capacity, given that I have a number of expenses and enjoy eating on a regular basis. What would I be doing?”

      “Whatever needs doing.”

      “I see.”

      “Well, it depends on your skill set. What’s your skill set exactly?”

      “Exactly?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have decent levels in party-planning, social situation assessment, intrigue, stealth–”

      “Combat?”

      “No.”

      “None?”

      “Not yet, your grace. Does that influence my employment?”

      “I mean, I already gave you the job — I think you have a bit more leverage at the moment than me.”

      “You are a duke and I am a nothing. I would venture to guess that whatever leverage I have, you have given me.”

      “I wouldn’t say you’re nothing.”

      “You are too kind.”

      I rolled my eyes and leaned back against the city wall, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “I don’t want to presume anything–” he started.

      “—and yet?”

      “I hazard a guess you are not necessarily well-versed in the society game, are you?”

      “Depends on what you mean by society game.”

      “Does it really?”

      “Not really, no.”

      “Then I could be of great help to you in that arena.”

      “Presuming I don’t have someone like that already.”

      “Who?” he asked, smiling and gesturing at the goblins.

      “Sure, that’s going to be Snek’s new position.”

      Snek looked up at the mention of his name. Something that might have been half-a-slug hung out of his wide goblin mouth. His big eyes were scrunched in confusion, and he looked over at Appleworm, asking something quietly in goblin.

      “Just a joke,” I said in goblin. “That’s not your job.”

      He nodded, and went back to hunting.

      “It amazes me you speak their language,” Philippe said, staring at the goblins as if they were monsters. Which they were, so I suppose he looked at them like they were more monstrous than they actually were. “To be honest, I am also surprised they have a language.”

      “I’m consistently surprised by goblins. They’ve got both more of a culture and society than I anticipated, and less of one.”

      “I admit that I have no idea what that means.”

      “I’ll explain at some point, but the next member of our party is arriving.”

      Vengai the kobold ambassador slithered along the road, a pack on his back and a sword on his hip. Out of the group of us, he looked the most ready for adventure and excitement.

      “Your grace,” he said with a bow. “Master Philippe, are you to join us?”

      “Ah, yes, I believe I am going to hitch my metaphorical wagon to his grace, and work with him, being that my employment with the count here has come to a demonstrable end.”

      “Then are we to set off?” Vengai asked, looking to me.

      “Still waiting on Albrecht,” I replied.

      “Right.”

      Which we did for another hour.

      Finally, the old man came strolling down the road, an oddly large pack strapped to his back. He looked haggard, as if he’d spent the night in the taverns making sure it was one hell of a party. But he didn’t have the odor of alcohol on him. He did, however, pull his pack off and toss it my way as soon as he got close.

      “Mind taking that?” he asked.

      “Usually you ask before you throw,” I replied, snagging the bag out of the air and putting it in my knapsack. “I can also take that for you, Vengai.”

      “I appreciate the offer, your grace, but I would be remiss if I gave up control of my diplomatic pouch. And I worry how two magical storage devices might interact, if given the chance.”

      “Oh, yeah — that’s probably a recipe for disaster.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Okay, goblins! Get in with the group.”

      The goblins, who I’d lost track of somewhat, popped out of a hole they’d dug in the ground. They were covered in a good layer of loam, mud, and a liquid that seemed a goodly mix of blood and ichor.

      “What were you killing?” I asked.

      Snek held up a rodent.

      “Awesome, let’s–”

      “Snek. No Awesome.”

      I sighed. It was going to be a long walk.
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      It was a pleasant walk, though. The area around Arenberg, at least on the western side, away from the mountains, was pretty fucking idyllic. All leafy trees, grassy fields, cozy looking farms, orchards filled with fruit or flowers.

      The goblins began fighting over who was allowed to ride on my shoulder. When it looked like it was going to devolve into actual violence, I declared no one could ride on me, which led to active sulking. Until they realized they could try to ride on the other large people walking. But one look from Vengai, and that idea was mostly pushed aside. I wasn’t exactly sure how I could be both a god and a beast of burden to the little dudes, but then again, I was new to this whole god thing.

      We made good time, just cruising down the road. Midway through the first day, which wasn’t really that much time in terms of actual walking  being that we’d made such a late start, we veered off the Royal Road to take the ‘shortcut,’ which would get us to Romainmont in three or four days, depending.

      The new road was still stone, but not anywhere near the quality or consistency of the Legion-made Royal Road. It looked older, and wasn’t as well maintained. But there was still a decent amount of traffic, and we passed a steady stream of farmers. Every few hours, we’d come to a little town. Most were really small, little more than a tavern, a store, and a wagon stop where farmers could bring their goods and have it shipped into the main city. It made me hope that we wouldn’t need to sleep on the ground unless we wanted.

      There was little talk on that first leg of our journey. Everyone seemed to be drinking in the environment instead. And for the most part, I enjoyed the stroll. The hike. I wasn’t too much of a naturalist or outdoorsman in my post-Scouts era, but prior to that, I’d always liked hiking the most of the camping life.

      Although this hardly felt like hiking. It was more walking in a very large park.

      Albrecht passed out some dried meats and fruits as a lunch of sorts, and we kept rolling.

      Somewhere approaching nightfall, we found a town that had an inn, which was basically just a glorified tavern that looked like it had had a second floor added on without permission. The Suckling Brian.

      Not the weirdest name for a place I’d come across, but certainly up there.

      The innkeep was already in his cups, enough that I’m pretty sure he confused the goblins for a gaggle of unruly children. I didn’t disabuse him of that notion, making sure they headed straight to the room with Phillippe before any of the other patrons in the place could get a good look at the three monsters.

      Phillippe was not exactly excited about being a goblin-sitter for the evening, but I reminded him that he worked for me, and I wasn’t about to do it. Granted, I also threatened to keep the goblins from Coggeshalla if they misbehaved in the slightest, and that seemed to do the trick. At least for the two original goblins, but when I pointed out that all three goblins had to behave, I knew that Snek wasn’t going to do anything without Appleworm and Teethmouth pushing him back in line.

      I went to the bar, ordered us some dinners, sending some up for Phillipe and the boys, and then took a seat in the corner with Albrecht and Vengai.

      “Not a bad first day,” Albrecht said.

      “Would’ve been better if we’d gotten out of Arenberg earlier,” I said, giving Albrecht a look.

      “I had things to handle,” Albrecht replied, not bothering to look up from his drink.

      “And did you handle them?”

      “I did. It was a bit rushed, but that is what it is.”

      Vengai smiled. “You have an interesting relationship with your underlings, Duke of Coggeshall,” he said.

      “He’s not technically my underling,” I replied.

      “I’m his advisor,” Albrecht corrected. “I work for someone else.”

      “But you are not of his station, are you?” Vengai asked.

      “I am not — that is true. And it is also true that his grace is not a usual example for those in Glaton. I would urge you caution in gauging others on the manners of the duke.”

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Is that a falsehood?”

      “No, just, maybe I’m the one doing things the right way?”

      “Right or wrong is not the answer to the question, certainly not for a diplomat. Vengai will be looking to tell his overlords how things are done in Glaton, so they can best exploit us.”

      “Perhaps not the word I would have used,” Vengai said, “but yes. Part of my mission is to best understand the manner in which Glaton works and how the culture has developed, so we might be better allies.”

      “Or figure out how to destroy us.”

      “I cannot see that as happening. We are happy living under the mountains and I doubt there will come a time where we change in our desire to live on the surface.”

      “I find that hard to believe. I have yet to come across a king or lord who lacks the desire for expansion.”

      “Oh, we are always looking to expand, but you are a fool if you think the only expansion opportunities are up here.”

      “The Gloom,” I said.

      “You know of this?”

      “I do. I mean, know’s a strong word, but I’ve been there, used it to travel.”

      “And?”

      “And it’s a strange place. Not sure I’d want to live there.”

      “It has its challenges, sure, but it is rich with resources and opportunity.”

      “I have heard of the Gloom,” Albrecht said, “but I know little of it.”

      I gestured that Vengai could explain if he wanted.

      Vengai just did that slithery smile again. “The Gloom is… hard to explain, but some time, perhaps I could show it to you.”

      I was about to offer an explanation, but stopped myself. I probably would have tried to teach someone all about the Gloom if they worked for me, or they were a friend. But Albrecht wasn’t either one of those. Not yet, at least. I trusted him, mostly, but I also wasn’t keen on educating him when he would just go and tell Valamir what I’d said. Which Valamir would probably check against his experts and decide I was even more of an idiot.

      Then the food arrived, and I wasn’t about talking any more. A day of walking had made me famished.

      I noticed we were getting weird looks from those around us. As the tavern started to fill up with regulars, it became more and more evident we were outsiders. It didn’t seem malevolent at first, but as the beer continued to flow, I noticed the looks turning a little more threatening.

      “I think I’m going to bed,” I announced to our little group. “I want to get an early start tomorrow.”

      “I think it would be better to take our time,” Albrecht said.

      “I know you do, but I don’t want to. I want to get where we’re going because it’s easier to meet up with friends when we aren’t late.”

      “It would be foolish to get places too early.”

      “Good night, Albrecht.”

      I extricated myself from the tavern, weaving between the drunk and drinking farmers. I noticed Vengai did the same, following right on my proverbial tail.

      He had the room across from mine on the rather rickety second floor.

      “I thought it might be best to leave with you, your grace,” he said. “I doubt we will have a pleasant night here.”

      “How about we switch rooms?” I asked, picking up what he was asking.

      “I would appreciate that,” he said with a bow of his head, crossing into my room without saying nothing else.

      And I went into his, pulling a sword out of my bag and sitting down on the floor, waiting to see who was going to be stupid first.
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      Somewhere in the middle of the night, probably around the time the innkeep had passed out from sipping deeply on his own supply, someone tried to break down the door.

      I had been reading a book I’d found in the bag, an absolutely scintillating treatise on the proper breeds of cattle for various climates and biomes, when there was a massive thud against the door.

      I tossed the book aside and stood up, stretching my body a little as I tried to determine what to do.

      Slicing down the door could work.

      But was extreme violence the answer here?

      “Just burn it all down,” whispered a voice from the other side, slurring their words.

      Great.

      Maybe I didn’t need the sword. I dropped it and let it stick in the wood floor.

      I kicked the door as hard as I could, and it flew off its hinges, smashing into the group beyond.

      I charged forward, dropping my shoulder and slamming into the door, squishing more than a few members of the crowd against the far wall.

      “Yarblefalrge!” someone screamed.

      I grabbed the door and snapped it in two, throwing both pieces behind me and glaring at the drunks.

      There was immediate silence in the hallway.

      Drunken farmers stood in pairs all the way down the stairs. A quick count put them at least twelve. Three had been smushed via the door (and myself) and were in various states of disrepair. Not at all conscious, but seeming mostly alive.

      “You broke the door,” I said, pointing at the ruins of the door.

      That caused a bit of confusion.

      “But you–” the lead drunk stammered.

      I held up a hand.

      “I don’t think so,” I snapped. “You’re drunk and I don’t think you know what the hell you’re doing, do you?”

      “Um? No?”

      “We’re killing the snake thing!” someone called out.

      “Do I look like a snake thing?” I called back.

      “I can’t see you!”

      “He’s not a snake,” a different drunk called out.

      “He’s got the snake?”

      “Tell him to kill the snake!”

      “I’m not—” I started, but I was being shouted over.

      “No, he’s not the snake. He’s someone else.”

      “Who?”

      “What?”

      “Someone needs to get these asshats off the floor,” I yelled out. “And probably to a healer.”

      “I’m fine,” said the idiot right in front of me, who had not been clobbered by the door, or myself.

      “Leave the snake alone,” I snapped. “Anyone who tries otherwise has to go through me.”

      “Is he big?” someone who couldn’t see me called out.

      “Eh,” someone else replied.

      “I’ll take him,” a particularly enthusiastic drunk shouted, and started forcing his way through the rest of the louts to get to the front.

      Which she did.

      She was tiny.

      Five feet nothing, and her clothes likely weighed more than she did.

      She wobbled like a weeble as she started looking down at my feet and then took a long time to work her way up me until she was staring nearly vertically to look up at my face.

      “Fuck,” she breathed.

      “You’re gonna take on me?” I asked.

      “Nope,” she said, shaking her head. “Him.”

      She pointed at one of the drunks, and then grabbed the man’s arm and hauled him away.

      It took a goodly amount of time before the crowd dispersed, but eventually I was left in the hallway by myself with the remains of the door behind me.

      The door to my original room opened a little, and Vengai peeked out.

      “Bit loud out here,” he said. “Care to keep it down?”

      I smiled.

      He smiled.

      Then he shut the door in my face, and, I suppose, went to bed.
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      The innkeep was still passed out when we trooped down the stairs the next morning. His wife was in the middle of cleaning the mess of the night while grousing at her unconscious husband.

      She glared at us.

      “You do this?” she gestured at everything.

      “No ma’am,” I said. “Don’t drink.”

      She frowned.

      “Heard there was a fight here last night. Sent three men to healers.”

      “There were some people who got into a bit of a kerfuffle and broke a door.”

      “Heard it was some big fellow who broke the door and broke their skulls.”

      “Must have been someone else. We were sleeping, right?”

      “And what are those?”

      She pointed at the goblins.

      “Are those goblins?”

      “Of course not,” I snapped. “What do you take me for? Good day, madam.”

      I stomped out of the inn before she could question us further, and we strolled along our way a little quicker than I think anyone expected we would.
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      Days two and three went largely the same as day one, although with more and more chatter happening in the group. It was just like being with a group of friends — except for me. I was still very much seen as a duke, so whenever I spoke, people became polite, or, in the case of Albrecht, almost pointedly disrespectful. It seemed like something had happened to him after I managed to win Rumib Pass. Maybe it was something to do with being right. That he’d wanted to retreat, and I’d pulled off the impossible victory. Was he salty over things?

      There was nothing, in particular, I could do about that though.

      I managed to get a little conversation out of Vengai, trying to understand more about kobolds.

      Vengai represented the Mountain Kingdom, and they held the area under the mountains directly north of Glaton.

      The guy didn’t actually warm up to me until, I think, he realized I wasn’t asking for specifics about his place so much as just trying to understand more about kobolds in general.

      “I’ve heard talk about the old ways,” I asked. “Could you tell me more about what the old ways were?”

      He thought for a moment. “The old ways are somewhat misnamed,” Vengai began. “I will do my best to explain, but please understand that I am by no means an expert on kobolds. My skills lie in interacting with others, not necessarily in the biology or history of my people.”

      “Got it.”

      “Kobolds believe the gods created them to service dragons, who in turn were created to protect this planet, this world. And perhaps there is some truth to that.”

      “Big job for the little guys.”

      “You may say that because, when left to their own devices, or shall I say when left to our own devices, things can become a bit…chaotic.”

      I laughed, thinking of all the circular conversations I’d had with Baltu.

      “But when kobolds have a guiding hand in what they do, they see huge progression. They are more than capable of following orders. You see my form as it is now, and you may wonder how it is that I still call myself a kobold. And that is the other unique thing about our species. I do not believe it was until our interaction with other species, other cultures, that we embraced the concept of the Choice. Prior to that, everything was through evolutions. Kobolds have many evolutions that they can unlock and progress through. As you can see, I have progressed from the kobold, to the naga, to the naga nanata.”

      “Oh, so you can evolve past a single point?”

      “We can. It is a shame that kobolds have never been eager to record their history. Much of it is lost. Whatever great kobold civilizations may have existed, there is no record of. But it is assumed that at some point, perhaps during one of the many dragon wars, kobolds and dragons got separated, and it was no longer common to find dragons who employed kobolds.”

      “Seems like a big schism to not have details about.”

      “Basically, all we know of the old traditions has come from searching the histories of other cultures for mentions of ourselves. Now, I presume what you really want to know about when you ask of the old ways are the evolutions.”

      “Well, I wanted to know about the old ways that pertain to the evolutions.”

      “They do. There is no guided notion of how to unlock an evolution, and in truth it does not seem that there is any one definitive means. What works for one kobold to become a naga does not necessarily work for another. Similarly, there are no guaranteed means to become a Kohemoth, or a Swolebold, or a Narfon. But there is a collected sense of what any of these paths would mean, and the old ways were an attempt to promote evolution. There were certain elements that were, shall we say, encouraged certain behaviors, and there were — well, I would hesitate to call them punishments, so much as a means to present alternative pathways as less pleasant. If you did not seek an evolution, there was a general belief that you were not worthy of receiving the full benefit of being in whatever clutch or grouping you had found yourself within.”

      “What would they do to you?”

      “Well, for example, if you were a kobold who was happy being a kobold, you would not receive full rations. You would only get enough to keep you from starving. That’s, of course, in times of rationing. If the clutch is particularly flush with food, it is generally given to everyone.”

      “Okay, so…”

      “The key is that you are at the bottom of the pecking order, so to say,” he began.“In addition, it was the determination of each individual ruler which evolutions their kingdom or under-mountain would seek. They would be the one who would look at the kobolds and determine what evolutions would be best for both the individual and the kingdom as a whole.”

      “Did that actually work?”

      “It presented its own challenges. You might have a ruler who is not particularly wise, or has beliefs that don’t necessarily align with reality. Or you might have a ruler who is willing to do anything to achieve their goals, including things that are not necessarily the best for individual kobolds. It was very common to move through the gloom and wage a war solely to gain XP and grind toward potential evolutions.”

      “How many forms of evolutions are there?”

      “It is not known. And even what we do know is something of a kobold secret. Some of our forms are... some of our evolutions are particularly useful, and therefore better kept close to the vest. If you Glatonese become true allies, perhaps we will share that.”

      “Well, what if just Coggeshall became a true ally?”

      “That is your land, is it?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Our ruler has mentioned that there is a somewhat unique relationship between kobolds and yourself. That you accepted the men when they had nowhere else to go, when they were left behind.”

      “Also correct.”

      “But that presents you in both a good and a bad light. For the reason they were left behind is they were not considered worthy by their ruler, who sought to join my liege.”

      “So on the one hand, while I am sure there will be a certain amount of... benevolence that you are so kind to kobolds, what we left behind was little more than trash.”

      “Wow — that’s pretty harsh, Vengai.”

      “It is just our way. Kobolds should desire to be more. Those who don’t... well, we tend to wish them well. But they are not of ours. We don’t see them as true kobolds any longer if they have no wish to evolve. No wish to make kobold better.”

      “I mean, I guess.”

      “Perhaps that is an unpleasant means of viewing it. But kobolds have been on our back feet for a long time. We have fought for little more than the chance to survive, dealing with a position of... poverty. And we are forced to make difficult decisions like who is allowed to eat, or who must sacrifice themselves so that others may live. But things are changing. We are finding success. And while we would welcome all kobolds who come to join us, we are not going to reach out and try to force those who have no motivation to better themselves. Not yet, at least. I would like to believe that day will come. But that day is not today.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “So, Duke of Coggeshall, my orders are to nurture and grow a relationship with Glaton, the Empire. And while I gladly consider you, Montana, a friend, I cannot make any promises as to how my liege lord will view you, the duke, in the future.”

      I gave him a nod. It was a lot to think about.

      For one thing, I wouldn’t exactly say the kobolds I had saved from the goblin invasion were unmotivated. They were just the ones ordered to remain behind. Their “queen” deemed them unworthy and then ran off to join this other liege lord when greener pastures presented themselves eastward.

      But that clearly wasn’t the story the queen had told the ruler. I wasn’t about to get into the weeds with Vengai over that. I still had to travel with the guy for a while, and I still wanted to be friends with his ruler. Even though we were very far apart, we did kind of share a mountain.

      “In any case, I would love to know more about evolutions, and kobolds in general.” I said. “If you’d like to tell me.”

      “I will think on it,” Vengai said. “It is a topic that I believe most kobolds are both desirous of speaking on, and yet, eager to hold secret.”
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      On the afternoon of the third day, we made it to our destination.

      Romainmont was a town. I’ll say that much for it. It actually had a few houses, so it was more of a place than most of the spots we’d come to along that non-royal road. And it had a small Caravaners’ Guild outpost, two competing taverns, a general store, and something that, despite appearances, totally wasn’t a brothel. I know because there was a sign outside saying, ‘Not a Borthel,’ which I took to be a typo. Or I guess a misspelling, since there was no typing involved.

      There looked to have been walls around the town at some point, but it seemed like people had taken to pulling stones off the walls to build their homes and businesses, so now they were left with a thick stone fence. More of a suggestion off stopping an invasion than anything that could actually repel an army. Or an irritated group of beavers. A few guards lounged around near the spot where the ‘fence’ met the wall. They had armor near them, in a stack next to a barrel filled with spears. Clearly not expecting trouble.

      If only Coggeshall was a place like that… I could dream.

      By the time the sun was setting, we’d gotten rooms in the inn, The Rusty Weasel. Which made it sound like something else entirely than the pleasant inn it was. And because it was a reasonably large place, we had four rooms. I got one, Vengai and Albrecht each got one, and then Phillipe and the goblins got the last one. Which basically meant Philippe had a room to himself, because the goblins invariably wound up sleeping on top of me.

      Being that we still had to wait for dinner to be cooked, I took some time to myself, laying down on the bed, staring at the ceiling, and pretending to relax.

      There was a knock on my door.

      Albrecht came in before I could answer.

      “I came to speak with you,” he said.

      “Not to cuddle?”

      He frowned. Apparently, the man didn’t like jokes. Or being touched.

      “Before we get to that,” I said, “you know, whatever you wanted to talk about — I want to know if you’re irritated with me.”

      “Your grace?”

      “I mean, you’re kind of a jerk now, when you used to be all nice and respectful before. So I’m just worried that I pissed you off, maybe because I was right and you were wrong and–”

      “Ah, right. No, your grace, I would be a rather poor advisor if I were to get emotional over our mutual rights and wrongs. I most certainly underestimated you, and I appreciate learning your capabilities.”

      “So, what changed then?”

      “I thought you might respond better to a more forceful approach. Someone who treats you as an equal, or even a lesser.”

      “So it was a mind game?”

      “Of sorts. But I was not seeing success with it, so I was going to change modalities again.”

      “Why not be honest and be yourself?”

      “Because myself might not be what is most useful in this situation.”

      “That’s crazy talk. Just be yourself.”

      He took a breath, and, in my mind at least, promptly ignored what I’d just said.

      “I have spoken with his highness. He has requested that you remain in place here until he sends for you.”

      “Oh.”

      “I take it that means you will ignore him?”

      “Well, I don’t particularly enjoy being sent for.”

      “If it is the phrasing that bothers you, that was certainly not the intent of his highness. He merely wished you to wait until what he has put in place has been accomplished.”

      “It’s not that. I just don’t want to wait. I’m tired of waiting. Both in terms of being here and being away from Coggeshall. I’m not doing anything–”

      “Need I remind you that you have managed to almost single-handedly halt an invasion?”

      “I don’t need a reminder. But I would prefer to–”

      “If you return to the capital too early, this entire sojourn would be in vain.”

      I put my hands behind my head and looked back at the ceiling, doing my best to calm down. I wasn’t mad at Albrecht, just at the stupid politics of the realm. There was no use to all the nonsense we were going through as Senators. It was just stupid.

      “I take it you are considering the prince’s ask?”

      “We’re not moving, are we?”

      “No.”

      “Well, at a bare minimum, we’re here until Fritz comes along. We can consider things then.”

      “Are you imagining we just rest here until then?”

      “Is there something else you’ve got planned? Want to go hiking? Visit some local tourist attractions?”

      That got a little smile.

      “No. Nothing along those lines. But there are surely some here who could use the help of a hero like yourself.”

      “I really don’t feel like doing more of that hearts and minds bullshit.”

      “Not sure I follow.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just what we called doing random quests like that. I’m more into the idea of seeing if I can buy a fishing rod and find a small creek and catch some fish.”

      “I can look into that if you would like, your grace.”

      “You would?”

      “If I can stall you a little whilst keeping you happy, by all means, yes. I would.”

      “That’d be awesome. If you can make fishing happen, I’m happy to stay here as long as you need.”

      “Then off I go, your grace,” Albrecht said. He didn’t quite leave with pep in his step, but something along the lines of pep.

      I let the genuine smile spread across my face, excited at the prospect of finally getting to indulge my favorite hobby. I barely minded the goblins started climbing around the outside of the building, sneaking in through my window, as if I wouldn’t notice. I opened the window as they reached it, knocking them off and sending them tumbling to the ground below.

      They landed with thuds, and I waited to make sure they were moving before I closed the window and laid back down.

      “Stupid goblins,” I said.
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      Albrecht was taking forever to get back to me, so I decided to make my way downstairs to see what was happening.

      As it turns out, not a lot.

      The tavern portion of the inn was slightly fuller than before. Locals were putting back ales and eating that night’s offering. It was a chunky meat-stew thing with a heavy emphasis of potatoes or potato-esque things. Smelled good.

      I headed to the bar, taking a stool at the end, away from people.

      The bartender, who apparently doubled as the innkeep, stood in front of me with his arms crossed, looking like I was the asshole who knocked his sister up.

      “Hi,” I said, trying my best to sound nonthreatening, “mind if I get some of that stew and maybe a mug of ale?”

      He gave me a perfunctory nod and walked away. A moment later, he returned with a mug that could only be considered full if you were a really passionate optimist, and a bowl of stew he was definitely knowingly putting his thumb into.

      He put both in front of me with a similar amount of care, slopping the little ale there was into the stew and the stew onto the counter.

      “Comes with the room,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I replied, choosing to ignore all the weirdness.

      I took a sip of the ale and glanced around for a spoon.

      No spoon.

      I looked up at the man, who was staring at me.

      “Spoon?” I asked.

      Without taking his eyes from me, he reached down, pulled out a spoon, and tossed it onto the bar.

      I grabbed it and took a big bite of stew.

      It was hot, and didn’t taste awful.

      Pretty much all the good I can say about it.

      “What’re you doing here?” the innkeep asked suddenly, as if he’d been building up the courage for a while and finally dropped it on me.

      “Um, eating?”

      “I meant in Romainmont. Why are you here? Heading south.”

      “I, um, just traveling, I guess.”

      “Running away?”

      “Running away?” I asked, and looked around the bar, noticing that it was a little quieter, and there were more eyes on me.

      “Look like a soldier, don’t you.”

      “I guess?”

      “Seems as if you should be up in Arenberg.”

      “I was.”

      “Aye, and now you’re running away?”

      “Why would I be running away?”

      “Going to be my next question, isn’t it?”

      “Not sure, being that it’s your line of questioning.”

      “So why are you running away?”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then what are you doing?”

      “Traveling southwest.”

      “Why?”

      “Um, that’s where I’m going?”

      “Why are you not fighting?” someone else barked out.

      “Aye, you can fight, can’t you?” the innkeep asked quickly. “Look like you can. Got armor and weapons and people. Some noble warrior running away–”

      “I’m not running away,” I repeated.

      “Then what are you doing?”

      “Can we back up a moment? Because you all seem to be a bit behind on the news. Arenberg is safe. We won. We pushed the Mahrduhmese out of Rumib Pass and secured it,” I said, neglecting to mention anything about the whole Rumib Pass not technically existing anymore bit. “There’s no way Mahrduhm is coming in through there. Battle’s over.”

      “And he did it,” came another voice in the room. Albrecht stood near the front door, holding a fishing rod and a small wooden box. “That man there — he won the Battle for Rumib Pass nearly by himself. Now he’s heading to his next fight and just wants to rest here for a while as we go.”

      All eyes passed from Albrecht back to me. I could almost feel the tension leave the room. A weight lifted off my shoulders as everyone wasn’t looking at me with hate and disappointment. Disahatement? Disappointhate?

      “That true?” the innkeep asked, a tad softer.

      “I mean, it wasn’t all me,” I replied. “I went and helped out is all–”

      “Charged the Dark Queen’s army on his own more’n once,” Albrecht continued, coming closer. “Held the line when it was falling. Even solo-charged the whole damn Mahrduhmese army, filled with robed monstrosities, when some coward was thinking about surrendering to the Dark Queen. This man here, much as I hate to admit it, entered an un-winnable battle and not only won it, but did so nigh on signle-handedly. Saved more lives’n I can count, taking the fight hisself.”

      “You don’t want that,” the innkeep said quickly, whisking the stew and ale away, and hurrying to the back.

      Albrecht sat down near me, leaning the rod on the bar and setting the wooden box on the stool between us.

      I leaned over to him. “Laying it on a bit thick, don’t you think?” I asked quietly.

      “Not in the slightest,” he replied, sounding like himself again. “I may have pushed the vernacular a smidge, but the truth is the truth. You were a hero. You did it mostly by yourself. You led from the front, fought so others were safe. Your heroism in what was once Rumib Pass should be acknowledged, and while I am sure it won’t be, not to the level it should, where I can, I will.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      “I found some fishing gear,” Albrecht continued. Then he pulled out a square of paper and unfolded it onto the bar. “As well as a map showing the directions to one of the supposed better fishing spots nearby. Granted, I know nothing of angling, so I cannot help you in that regard.”

      I looked over the map, which was hand drawn. There was a river off to the east, which had a nice bend where apparently there was good fishing. What there wasn’t, however, was any sense of scale.

      “How far is it?” I asked.

      Albrecht just looked at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I have no idea. I just got you the map.”

      The innkeeper came back in with a larger bowl of better looking stew, minus his thumb in it, as well as full-on flagon of ale. Strips of foamy bubbles trailed down its wooden outside.

      He put them both in front of me, sliding a spoon delicately in place next to the bowl.

      “I’m Geoffrey Hawksmoor,” the innkeep said. “Apologies on thinking you was a deserter or a coward or some such thing.”

      “Sure, um, no problem,” I replied, even though it did feel like it wasn’t quite something I should sweep under the rug. And yet, what would I gain from being upset about this. Better that I just let it go.

      The stew and ale were both significantly better than what I’d originally gotten. I gobbled them down, grateful when the Hawksmoor refilled both without comment.

      Albrecht ate at a more measured pace.

      Eventually Philippe came down and sat on the other side of Albrecht. They immediately got into a quiet conversation that I clearly wasn’t invited to. Which felt a little weird, but, well, it’s lonely at the top, right?

      I waved down the innkeep and showed him my map.

      “That’s east,” I said, “right?”

      He glanced down at the drawing, screwed up his face, and thought for a second.

      “Seems so, yeah,” he said with a nod. “Tronde’s Bend. But that’s not a good way to go. Head out the south gate, walk for about five minutes, and you’ll get to a bridge. Cross to the other side, and follow the river there. Might take a spell to get to the Bend, but it’s a sight better to take that route than this’n. Keeps you away from the nadelzahnwurm nest.”

      “The nadelzahnwurm nest?”

      “Aye. Somewheres about here,” Hawksmoor pointed to a spot between the town and the bend, basically right where the drawn path would take me. “Not sure when it popped up, or how, but–”

      “Is it dangerous?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “If you stay away, it’s not so dangerous. Get close? Dangerous. Them things aren’t so tough on their own. Just, a nest of ‘em is–”

      “Filled to the brim?”

      “Couldn’t tell you, being as I avoid it.”

      “Is the town planning on doing anything about it?”

      “Council put in with the count about it. Imagine someone ought to come down and take care of it sooner or later.”

      “Ah. Is your lord the Count of Arenberg?”

      “Technically, we are within the Barony of Gaghen, County of Arenberg. But there isn’t a baron at present. Not really.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “He fucked off to the capital to avoid having to fight!” a different customer belted out from behind me.

      “Not sure I’d put it that way,” the innkeep said, giving a warning look to the customer.

      “Oh? And how would you put it?” the man asked. He was an older fellow who was dressed like all the other farmers who were getting drunk in the place, except that his clothes were made of impressively bright colors. “Think he has a vote in the Senate like he says? No baron is sitting in that place waiting to pick the Emperor.”

      “Sure, but⁠—”

      “Bah, he just leaves us here to deal with all this shit. Whole deal is we pay for him to be all nice and comfy until it’s time to protect us, and then he protects us. Rather missing out on half that deal, if he’s off to galavant at balls getting his ba–”

      “Let off it, Mayhew,” a woman bellowed.

      Mayhew, the man in the bright colors, stopped talking suddenly.

      “We all get it,” she snapped. “And no one wants to hear your bellyaching. Not like you had to deal with them nadelzahnwurm either.”

      “I deal with ‘em!”

      “How’s that?”

      “I’ve seen one on the farm.”

      “Bullshit,” another farmer said. He’d taken his boots off and had his feet up on the chair next to him. “I’m closer’n you and I ain’t seen a one of ‘em.”

      “Maybe you ain’t lookin’ hard enough.”

      “Maybe you only lookin’ after you stumble home outta here.”

      “I don’t–”

      “I think I’m going to step out,” I said quietly as the fight behind me continued, “go the long way around.”

      “Good idea,” the innkeep said. “But now?”

      “Fish don’t bite at night?”

      “Not sure, but–”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, giving the man as roguish a grin as I thought I could muster. And before he, or anyone else, could say anything, I moseyed on out of the inn, the fishing rod in one hand and the tackle box in the other.
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      It was pretty close to dark out when I started out down the road, heading for the southern gate. But being that I could see in the dark and I knew there had to be some fish that were nocturnal, I thought it best to just get in the fishing where I could.

      I made it about ten minutes down the road before I stopped.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about that stupid nest of Nadelzahnwurms. On the one hand, whomever drew the map for Albrecht planned on me going right through it. Which could have been a trap to kill me, or if I went with the positive spin, an attempt to have me deal with the problem for them. I didn’t need a side-quest — the fishing rod was my side-quest. Rest and relaxation were the themes of this stupid trip to Romainmont. Not seek out a nest of monsters to eradicate to benefit a community that had been pretty shit to me.

      And yet… there was a bad thing endangering the people here, and it probably wouldn’t be that big of an issue for me to handle. Once again the question came up: was ignoring a problem I could fix as bad as me causing the problem?

      I wanted to say no, but I also knew it wasn’t that simple. How would I feel if someone’s dog got eaten by whatever these things were? How about a kid…? 

      “Fuuuuuck,” I said, turning around, trudging back toward Romainmont.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      At first, following the map was easy — mosey eastward between some houses until you hit the woods, and then enter those woods. But the woods were annoying, because they were thick, like a place that had once been forest, and then been clear-cut and made to farmland, and then allowed to return to forest. So the trees weren’t that big, but there were a lot of them, and the undergrowth was out of control. It meant actual tromping, pushing my way through brambles and bushes and shrubberies, all the time wondering if there was a real identifiable difference between bushes and shrubberies.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      What’s the Deal with shrubberies?!?

      I mean, they’re not quite trees, they’re not quite bushes. They’re like nature’s middle management. You trim them, you shape them, but they’re never really in charge of the garden. They’re just there to fill space and look important. And why do we always have to trim them into shapes? It’s like we’re giving them a haircut, but they never complain. They just stand there, silently judging our landscaping skills. I mean, come on, they’re plants, not critics! Figure out what the difference is between bushes and shrubberies, and make sure at least several gardeners agree with you.

      Reward for success: Plants purposefully planted within land you control will grow at an accelerated rate and offer increased harvests. XP

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): None.

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I accepted the quest, thinking it seemed like it had a pretty boss reward, and would be an easy bit of XP should I ever remember to clear the growing backlog of pointless quests.

      What little wildlife made its home in the woods next to Romainmont went silent in the face of the lumbering monstrosity making a racket — me. I felt a bit out on my own as I forced my way eastward, and even hoped I might miss the monster nest on my way to the fishing spot. Then I’d have a clear conscience — I’d made an effort to do the right thing and help the town, saving the hypothetical dogs and kids who could be killed by the theoretical monsters, and I could still fish the night away without worrying about a damn thing.

      Naturally, that’s not what happened.

      The first sign of things to come was when something bit my leg.

      I was just tromping along when a thing launched itself from somewhere in the undergrowth, jaws outstretched, and latched itself onto my thigh.

      I stared down at it.

      One big eye looked up at me. I think it was confused that I didn’t seem overly bothered by it.

      Not that it didn’t hurt — it hurt a fuckton. But I was also baffled by the creature.

      I grabbed it and tried to rip it off me.

      It didn’t let go.

      It had two little T-Rex arms, and it scratched at my hands with them. To be fair, it had claws and probably would have cut into the skin of a normal man. But I wasn’t exactly normal. They weren’t much more than little tickles to me.

      “Stop,” I said.

      It didn’t change its behavior in the slightest.

      I pulled harder.

      It bit down harder.

      I yanked.

      The head popped off the thing, jaws still implanted in my leg. Blood seeped out around the curved teeth.

      I held the body up to face, trying to get a good look at the thing in the night’s light. Or, rather, lack of light. The thing had something of an internal skeleton and an external skeleton, with a backbone that ended in a stubby sort of tail. Except it was a worm, so that was the bulk of its body. Minus the T-Rex arms. The external skeleton was kind of like armor, a plating providing protection around its head and along its segmented body. The stuff along its body was a bit spiky, which could have either been a defensive measure or something to allow for better movement along the ground. Either way, it was weird to see a creature like that. And it was weird that the creature was still trying to bite through my leg.

      I tried to get the head off my leg in a few different ways before just giving up and crushing it with my fist. Then I had to pinch and pull each tooth out, one at a time. I put the teeth into a pouch on my belt because they seemed too interesting to throw away.

      I checked the notifications:
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Nadelzahnwurm (lvl 2 juvenile Nadelzahnwurm)

      You’ve earned 50 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero.
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        * * *

      

      A little one — lovely. I was really looking forward to meeting the big ones.

      I sighed. Now I was committed for real. Even small, nadelzahnwurms seemed pretty nasty. I didn’t want to think what they might look like all grown up. Especially now that I realized I left my big bag of tricks back in the inn.

      I really am an idiot sometimes.

      But these nadelzahnwurms needed to go. Which meant I had to switch from fishing to hunting. Which sucked.
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      It was harder to pronounce the monster’s name than it was to actually find its nest. Largely because the damn things kept attacking me, in increasing numbers, as I got closer.

      They sucked.

      The stupid things launched themselves off trees, out of the grass, from everywhere, all angling to get a good bite on me. A lot of them succeeded, and my wound count kept growing.

      I kept busy slapping the worms, or wurms, out of the air and then stomping them against anything hard. Because when I just got them under my foot and into the loam, they seemed able to withstand my attacks. But when I could get them against a rock, they’d go ‘pop’ in a disgusting but satisfying way.

      I grabbed one out of the air and just squeezed. It made a ‘fltttt’ noise before its insides came out and sprayed the air, misting back down on me in a glorious display of ick.

      I kept moving, and the damn worm things kept getting substantially more commonplace, a pretty good indicator of how close I was to the nest.

      It wasn’t the toughest fight. Just a fair amount of stomping, swearing, and swatting as I pummeled my way past the disgusting worm things, all of whom seemed more than happy to sacrifice themselves on the altar of me as they tried to stop me.

      There was not even the slightest hesitation when they attacked me. It was all systems go, death to the human. Not that I was human, or that they could really kill me, but they all gave it a go. The only real challenge was that they were getting bigger.

      The nadelzahnwurms went from miniature wiener dog-sized to wiener dog-sized. Then I started to come across the ones that were more like corgis. If we want to continue with the dog metaphors, then I encountered a few that were like svelte golden retrievers, followed by some heavyset golden retrievers.

      The bigger ones hit harder, but then again, so did I. And as I fought more of them, I got better at beating them down with my fists of fury. And stomping them with my feet of fury. Which, you know, didn’t sound anywhere near as impressive.

      Still, the minor injuries were mounting, and so many tiny punctures meant blood loss. Which wasn’t my favorite thing, because the non-stop fighting meant I never got a chance to heal.

      A particularly large and nasty one, nearly to my waist and about eight feet long, burst through some undergrowth, its jaws open wide enough to pincushion me.

      I threw myself to the side on instinct, smashing right into a tree.

      My bounce off said tree put me right back into the path of the Nadelzahnwurm. But the nadelzahnwurm had tried to follow my jump, so oddly enough, the tree did me a favor, as it wound up taking the bite from the damn worm.

      The worm didn’t puncture the tree, not fully, so the oak managed to hold. But it did manage to get its teeth into the bark, and that did a job of keeping the fucker still.

      I let loose a hard hammer fist onto the back of the Nadelzahnwurm’s skull, smashing it against the oak.

      With a glorp, it went smoosh, and sent out a wave of gore all over the oak. And, by extension, me.

      But that seemed to be the end of the wave of creatures. The worms, or wurms, had stopped their onslaught.

      I stood there for a moment, leaning against a different tree that wasn’t covered in wurm guts, and took a few deep breaths while I let my body heal. I found a few teeth left in me, more than a handful, really, and I had to be delicate in pinching them tight to pull them free. It took longer than I hoped, because they were so damn slick with my blood that I couldn’t get enough of a grip to yank them free. I finally gave up after there were a few that didn’t seem like they were going to come out without introducing some tools to the equation. And not like Philippe so much as a set of pliers.

      With my health mostly back, and only bleeding a bit from the teeth still in my legs, I continued forcing my way through the forest in the same direction the nadelzahnwurms had come from. I was actually half-hoping I’d already found the nest, that the biggest of the bunch had been the queen or matriarch head wurm-fuck-whatever. Maybe I was about to get a notification that I had completed a hidden quest: Rid the Region of the Wurms, or something more pun based.

      I did not. Instead, I stumbled onto the real nest.
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      I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t what I came across. It was a hole in the ground, an inverse cone, kind of like an antlion’s. But much larger. Like, if it was an antlion down in the hole, it’d be a nightmare sort of scenario. This was also a nightmare scenario, just different.

      The hole was about a hundred feet across and thirty to forty feet deep. And it was filled with two main things: Nadelzahnwurms, and this white, goopy stuff that looked like a horrific blend of mucus and spiderwebs. Thick ropes of it crisscrossed every bit of the pit, which meant that no ground could be seen, so it was impossible to tell exactly how far down the nest went. The whole thing was in a constant state of movement as wurms of all different sizes wriggled around, grabbing things with their tiny arms.

      It was unbelievably foul, and I felt my stomach writhing around as much as the nest. I had to bear down to keep from adding my vomit to the pit.

      I’d spotted the thing before I came through the tree line, so I’d approached stealthily, and the Nadelzahnwurms hadn’t noticed me yet. I doubted it would be long before they did. Although it didn’t seem like they were eager to leave the nest. They were happy enough just wriggling around in their foulness.

      I stood there, in a mild amount of shock, trying to come up with some sort of plan. I could see why the town had tried to get an army in to solve the issue. Or, you know, someone who could burn these fucks right out of the world.

      Which was not something I could do.

      No choice but to go about this the old-fashioned way. I clenched my fists. I rolled my neck out. Then I realized I should put the fishing rod somewhere safe, more than a little surprised I’d managed to hold on to it all the way through the melee in the woods. The hook was gone, and the line had gotten caught on something and snapped, but I still had the rod and the tackle box, tied onto my belt.

      There was an old willow tree off to my left, big with heavy branches covering the trunk completely. I pushed my way inside, thinking I’d found a perfect little hiding spot.

      Which I did.

      Just, it was already taken.

      There was a bedroll down, unrolled, next to a series of bags and packs. One had clothing, one had dried meats and fruit. No weapons, though. Nor anyone there. Someone had made a little home and was currently out. And from my experiences with goblins, it wasn’t a goblin, because there was a definitive lack of mess. Plus the bedroll was too big — more in the realm of small human.

      I figured it was still a reasonably safe spot for hiding my pole, so I just put it on the other side of the tree, leaning up against the trunk, doing my best to get it to blend it with the bark. As for the tackle box, I took it off my belt and tucked it between two roots. Not exactly hidden, but out of the way enough that it’d probably go unnoticed. Provided, of course, the person using this tree wasn’t particularly nosey.

      I slipped out of the branches and was about to make my way back to the nest when I noticed a worn path on the ground, going from the willow tree toward the nest.

      Someone had made the trek back and forth from tree to the nest enough that they had worn out the grass. Which meant they’d been there for a while, which was nuts. Why were they out here?

      I followed the trail. Not on it — that’d be dumb — but off in the woods about ten feet, where I could follow it but keep hidden. The path moved around a little before stopping at a tree. There were marks on the branches that made me think someone climbed up said tree on the regular.

      And looking up, I saw a human butt dangling over a branch. Judging from the butt, I’d venture someone female, and younger.

      She was throwing something into the pit. Clay balls in the softball size neighborhood that broke with a soft pop and released a puff of glowing smoke before the wurms went nuts gobbling down whatever else came out.

      Was she feeding the nadelzahnwurms?

      And if so, she’d been doing it for some time.

      Which begged the question: What the fuck?
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      “What the fuck are you doing?” I asked.

      The girl was so startled she fell out of the tree.

      I caught her.

      She thanked me by stabbing me with a dagger.

      I grit my teeth and shook my head, letting her down to the ground on her feet. Then I pulled the dagger out of my chest and dropped it to the ground.

      The girl just stared at me.

      “Who are you?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Who am I? Who are you?”

      “Please! Be more quiet.”

      “What the fuck are you doing out here?” I hiss-whispered at her.

      “Nothing! Leave me alone–”

      I frowned at her, trying to figure this all out.

      She glared at me, probably trying to do the same, or maybe trying to scare me. I couldn’t tell which one. She had a pretty face, round with high cheeks, a button-ish nose and big green eyes that seemed to vacillate between fear and defiance. Her clothes weren’t much more than rags that barely fit her at all. They seemed about to fall apart.

      We stood in that tableau for a moment, like each was daring the other to say the first word.

      She lost.

      “They’re going to hear us.”

      “So?” I asked.

      “If they hear us, they’ll come for us.”

      “Seems like not hanging around here would be a pretty good idea, then.”

      “I’m not done.”

      “Care to explain what it is you’re doing?”

      “No.”

      “Then maybe–”

      “Certainly not until you say who you are and why you’re here.”

      “My name is Montana, and I wanted to go fishing,” I said, feeling like I was in an AA meeting.

      “Fishing in the forest in the middle of the night?”

      “Is it really the middle of the night?”

      “It’s the middle of the forest.”

      “Sure, but the forest is just on the way to where I was going to fish.”

      “At night?”

      “I wasn’t sure how long it’d take me to get there, and I wanted to be sure I could drop my line in at first light. What are you doing here?”

      “What I do here is my business, and I would like you to leave.”

      “I don’t think I want to leave so much as I want to know why you’re here and what you’re doing.”

      “You should probably see a healer.”

      “Why?”

      “I stabbed you.”

      I waved it away. “Happens all the time. I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll stab you again.”

      I bent over quickly and grabbed her dagger off the ground.

      She stabbed me with another dagger.

      I stood up and looked at her, tiny little blade in hand. It was about the size of a butter knife, but pointy.

      “Really?” I asked.

      “What are you?”

      “Besides annoyed?”

      “Why isn’t this doing anything to you?” she asked, confused and somewhat on the verge of panicking.

      “Because I’m big and mean and hard to kill, okay? Now, tell me what you’re doing here before I decide to get angry instead of curious.”

      The girl glared at me, and I felt a frustrated rage welling up and out of her. She’d come up against an immovable object. She didn’t want to do what I asked, and she was about to lose her shit.

      I was in a weird state of mind because it’s not like I couldn’t just kill her. She’d already tried to kill me, twice. But she was so small, and so young. Maybe stupid. It didn’t seem right.

      Her little fist clenched around the dagger.

      “No more stabbing,” I said, still in a whisper, but slightly louder.

      She grit her teeth, her lips going small. I knew she was going to stab me again.

      “Stop, or I’ll scream,” I snapped. “Then we’re both fucked, right?”

      The girl glanced toward the nest, a new level of fear blossoming.

      “It’d be bad, right?” I asked.

      She nodded, her movement barely discernible in the darkness, despite my darkvision.

      “So just tell me why you’re feeding the nadelzahnwurms.”

      “I’m helping them grow.”

      “Why?”

      “Does it matter? You don’t care why.”

      “Clearly I do — I keep getting stabbed trying to find out.”

      “I want them to do what I cannot.”

      “I’m sure you can be overly disgusting if you really try hard enough.”

      She gave me a look.

      “They’re meant to destroy Romainmont.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Yeah. I can see how that might be hard for you. Although if you just want to be really gross and writhe around in mucus, you can probably attain that.”

      She frowned at me, not appreciating my attempt at humor.

      “Can I ask why you want to destroy the town?” I asked.

      “I hate it.”

      “The town?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you from there?”

      “Maybe.”

      “That’s a yes. So now you’re going to tell me that something awful happened to you there and–”

      “What does it matter?”

      “I mean, I think it matters why we do things. I try to be a good person and–”

      “You’re a fool.”

      “You’re not wrong.”

      “You’re going to die soon.”

      “I mean, I would agree with you, but I think past results don’t necessarily agree with you. But then again, what’s that whole thing that lawyers love going on about? Past results don’t guarantee future returns or something like that?”

      “What?”

      “Ignore that.”

      “I mean, you’re going to die from poison soon.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I poisoned you.”

      “You did what?”

      “Poison,” she said slowly, a grim and unpleasant smile forming on her face. “Me. You. Don’t you get it?”

      “Actually, I don’t. I feel fine.”

      “That’s the great thing about this poison — you feel fine until you don’t and then you die.”

      “That’s a good poison.”

      “Thanks,” she said, the first genuinely friendly thing she’d said to me. “I made it myself.”

      “Congratulations?”

      “You seem awfully composed for a man about to die.”

      “Well, I’ve been in this position way more than anyone should, and frankly, I’m a bit tired, so it’s okay.”

      She frowned.

      “You want to tell me why you’re doing it then?” I asked, making a quick check of my notifications to see if there was anything about being poisoned… nothing.

      “The town deserves to die.”

      “All of it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did they do something to you?”

      “Does it matter? They are weaker than me. They thought I was weak and nothing and threw me out, and now I can hurt them. To take everything away from them. And I am going to take it all. The wurms are almost ready, and soon I will drive them to Romainmont and they will consume the town. Everyone will die, except for me, of course. I will be the lone survivor, and all the gold and riches left will be mine. And then I can leave this stupid place and finally go north and find her.”

      “Find who?”

      “The one who guides me. Who calls to me.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “You wouldn’t know her. She’s a being of great power, and she can help me become what I am destined to become, for only she has the means to transform me from this worthless husk into something great.”

      “I know a lot of people — I might know this being of great power.”

      “I will never use her true name, and she has long been distant from this world. But she’s finally here again and I will not miss this chance to go up to her.”

      “Is she in Arenberg?”

      “Beyond, just below Freita’s Tongue, in the Barforte Timberlands. She makes her home there, for now. But for how long, no one knows. But I will not wait any longer. I have made my weapon as she taught me. I have built my powers so none can stop me, and I will find the henn-cneohtes būr hægtesse–”

      “Gesundheit.”

      She blinked a moment, confused.

      “Never mind. Please, continue.”

      “I will enjoy bringing your corpse to the wurms. They will feast upon you and grow in numbers until they overwhelm the trivial villagers in Romainmont. Then I will let them run on until they lead a trail of destruction to Rumib Pass, and I will find my way to my mentor, guide and–”

      I held up a finger. “Just a thought,” I said.

      She put her hands on her hips and gave me a dark look, making it clear that her semi-afraid cutesy ingenue act was just that: an act. She wasn’t a person to be trifled with, and she had some seriously fucked up plans for the future.

      “What?” she asked.

      “There’s not really a pass anymore, at least not Rumib Pass. I kind of blew it up.”

      Her eyes went wide, and I could see the insane rage she’d been holding down bubble up, threatening to come out. She was about to stab me and probably gouge my eyes out while shrieking, and that was just going to make everything much messier.

      In one quick motion, I picked her up and threw her.

      She screamed, soaring through the air and then disappearing into the pit.

      “Nothing but nest,” I said.
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      Her screams went to a new octave and then stopped.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed Margery Göldi (lvl 13 Hagling).

      You’ve earned 540 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero.
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      Unfamiliar noises came up from the nest, though. The wurms were moving and grooving, almost as if they had been roused from whatever chill state they’d been in and were now getting active. Which could be bad.

      Of course, that’s when I felt a horrible pain in my back that began to radiate out across my body.

      I fell to my knees, the world going dark around me.

      “Fucking poison….”
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      And then it stopped.

      I blinked a few times and shook my head, trying to get back to reality. It didn’t seem like I’d been out for long. The sky was the same level of darkness, and vague noises came from the pit.

      I hadn’t died, and I hadn’t passed out. The poison had tried to kill me and failed. I didn’t know why — there wasn’t any evidence why — but if I had to guess, it was because I was a tough motherfucker who didn’t take no shit from no one.

      And I had a really overpowered regenerative power, thanks to Mister Paul.

      I got to my feet and stumbled a little. I needed a minute before hopping in the pit and throwing down, which meant I needed to get somewhere the wurms wouldn’t find me.

      The girl had seemed happy enough up in the tree, so I figured it was a good place for me. I grabbed the branches and climbed up, praying that the oak was hearty enough to support my bulk. The girl hadn’t gone that far, so I didn’t go that far — just up to the spot she’d been sitting, in fact. Which was easy to find because a large leather satchel was hanging there. I sat in the Y of the branches, settling in and being still.

      Below me and about fifteen feet away was the pit itself. There were a few smaller trees between me and the pit, but I still had a superb view of the foulness inside. There was no evidence of the girl. The Nadelzahnwurms had devoured every bit of her, even her clothes.

      A stillness settled over the wurms in the nest, who now slithered slowly over each other in search of whatever things the wurms might be searching for. I couldn’t discern any reason for the change in mood.

      I could tell that something larger was in the middle of the circular pit. Maybe some particularly huge wurm. Given that it was a nest, I had the sickening feeling it was some sort of brood mother. Which sucked. I didn’t want to deal with that. And, looking at the whole mess in front of me, I had a bad feeling about wading in and throwing down. There were just so many of the little bastards, most of whom weren’t actually that little. I didn’t have good armor on, and I didn’t have weapons with me — I was all set for fishing. So wading into the pit was likely to wind up with me dying just from eventual blood loss.

      I sighed. I didn’t like the idea of leaving this nest behind, but, one: it wasn’t really my problem. And two: it wasn’t something I could reasonably handle. Granted, just because I walked away that night didn’t mean I couldn’t come back and take care of the problem once I had the proper tools. And the proper tools wouldn’t be that hard to come by — with some solid armor, the teeth wouldn’t be a problem, and it’d be an exercise in patience while I squished wurms for hours.

      Besides, there had to be some good done by getting the weird girl out of the equation. No longer feeding the nadelzahnwurms the weird magic balls of clay would have to help. Maybe the nadelzahnwurms would just die on their own…

      But what if the wurms made a break for the village? They could still do real damage.

      I looked around the nest, particularly at the edge.

      I had a plan.
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      I mean, if I was strong enough.

      A rocky outcropping poked at the eastern edge of the pit. Stones pushing into the realm of boulders. Big enough to do some damage, but hopefully small enough for me to throw. And maybe round enough to roll on through the nest and create havoc.

      I took the pouch of magic balls, climbed down the tree, and slunk back to the willow tree. I grabbed my fishing rod and my tackle box, and then pawed through the girl’s stuff to see if there was anything useful.

      Some gnarly, old-looking books written in a language I didn’t recognize. A journal nearly filled with chicken scratch and odd drawings. Two satchels worth of random ingredients. A small cauldron, just the right size to work as a goblin helmet, and a magical rock hot enough to burn my fingers. It was wrapped in a magical cloth that blocked all the heat. Which was pretty cool.

      I re-wrapped the rock, put it back in the cauldron, and tossed the complete kit into one of the various packs. Then I put that on my back. Waste not want not, right?

      I headed out, going back toward the edge of the nest. I kept a few trees distant from the edge — still close to the danger zone, but probably not close enough for Kenny Loggins to sing to me — until I got to the eastern edge with the big rocks. Then I set the fishing rod down and looked through the ammunition available to me.

      Big ones, small ones, some as big as my head. Some as big as me. I felt like I had a solid few seconds to throw rocks before the nadelzahnwurms erupted and tried to kill me. Which meant my first shot needed to be my best, and ideally, needed to hit the middle of the nest and squish whatever big nasty fucker was hanging out there.

      I lined up some smaller rocks, things that were in the basketball to yoga ball size, and stacked them nearby, just like I when I’d ambush Franny Vogelwede with snowballs as she tried to get to the bus on a snowy morning. Then I found my primary weapon, the biggest of the stones there. I think most normal people would call it a boulder, but I called it Ragnar 2: Big Ass Rock-a-loo. But I definitely didn’t use mud to draw a Ragnar face on it — that’d be stupid.

      The bolder, new Ragnar, was roughly the size of a washing machine, and had a surprising roundness to it. Something I’d never really had to consider, prior to becoming this ridiculously strong, is how difficult picking up really big things was, from a purely mechanical sense. Just having the strength was only half the equation. The other half was actually figuring out how to get the damn thing up in the air and then transfer force to it from my body.

      I got it up into a modified shot-put grip. Then I checked my potential target, ignoring the foul nest as it writhed in the white mucusweb, focusing on the middle, where the large mystery prize moved under the surface.

      Then I torqued my body around and around and launched Ragnar 2 into the air. He soared beautifully, much more graceful without the flailing arms and legs of Ragnar the Original. It was a gorgeous sight.

      Which made the impact all the worse, because it hit with an impressive amount of force, slamming dead-center, right into the mucus-web before disappearing below. And because it hit with force, it sent up a serious amount of strangely iridescent gore up into the air.

      For the barest of moments, there was a marked stillness as nothing in the nest, or the direct area around the nest, seemed to move or make noise. Then all hell broke loose.

      The nadelzahnwurms went into an absolute frenzy, striking out at anything and everything around them.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a nadelzahnwurm (lvl 81 matriarch).

      You’ve earned 5000 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero.
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      Bullseye.

      Which was basically complete luck.

      I was already hurling the rocks from my stash into the nest, aiming at the largest wurms I saw, some of which were big enough to make me nervous. Things that’d be seeing eye to eye with horses, with teeth as long as my arm and black glossy eyes I could have dived through. Their armor was thick enough that I couldn’t kill them with a single hit. The big rocks smacked against their exoskeletons, cracking them and usually stunning the things, but not actually killing them.

      Granted, a second hit did the job, but I didn’t have unlimited ammunition. The bonus damage from my The Sword of My Enemy is My Sword was helping, though, because as I reached the bottom of my pile, the rocks would sometimes punch through one worm into another.

      The wurms, sadly, weren’t quite as dumb as I’d hoped. It didn’t take long for them to realize that I was the source of their problems, and they bum-rushed me, slithering, crawling, and grabbing their way out of the nest in my direction.

      I’d planned for that, though, and as soon as I was out of rocks, I turned and burned, sprinting toward the river. And, yes, I grabbed my fishing rod as I passed.
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      I swiped all the death notifications to the side — I’d check the kill count later — and hurdled fallen trunks and ducked under low-hanging branches. A thorny bush ripped my pants, but I wouldn’t slow down for much of anything. The damn nadelzahnwurms were gaining on me.

      The little fuckers could move fast through the woods. Really fast. The bigger ones moved a little slower, thankfully, but the ones in the baseball to football range zipped along and kept launching themselves at me. Most missed, but a few managed to bite my legs, my back, or my butt, sinking their teeth in and wriggling around in what I took to be an effort to wrench the flesh out of my body.

      Bright spots of pain erupted all over, and it took all my focus to keep pushing toward the river. I seriously hoped these stupid fucks couldn’t swim, but that was pretty much a complete guess.

      I could hear the river, and that gave me a little boost. I found that extra last-ditch gear and ran faster, my feet pounding on the dirt, my heart thundering in my chest.

      The river was dead ahead.

      It was also, unfortunately, at the bottom of a gulch. Which meant that not only had I been lied to about the way to get to the fishing spot, but this wasn’t even a good fishing spot. It sucked. It was a fast-moving river fifty feet down a steep drop.

      And I had to drop.

      So I just launched myself into the air, hoping I’d land between the rocks and rapids below.
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      I did not.
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      You’d think, for how often I jumped off of things, I’d have a better ability to judge distances and how to land where I wanted.

      I thought so too.

      I was wrong.

      I jumped with a little too much force and so slammed into the other side, smashing my face against the rock face. Then I got some free extreme exfoliation on the way down. By which I mean, the rock ground my face into hamburger. I scrabbled for a grip, but the slick cliff seemed to actively rebuff my hands.

      About fifteen feet above the water, the cliff canted in, and I tilted rearward, hitting the river on my back and sinking into the dark, frigid water.

      It felt fantastic on the inside of my face, which was now doing double duty as the outside of my face.

      The nadelzahnwurms freaked the fuck out as soon as they went under, de-biting my ass and struggling before they quickly drowned.

      I let my body go loose as the river bounced me along, bashing me against a few rocks before there was a lull as the river widened considerably. Now I could just float along lazily.

      My pole was busted, meaning I lacked the means to fish, but did have a glorified twig to wave around. As soon as my eyes worked again, I stared up at the sky, wondering how much night was left. The moons had set, so not that much longer. But that meant it was the darkest part of the night and the best time to stargaze. And a lazy river wasn’t a bad place to do it.

      My body repaired itself in the cold water. I was close to whole again, minus some holes where the nadelzahnwurm teeth were still deeply implanted.

      I’d never really been much for tubing, despite spending a fair amount of time in the vague neighborhood of the Muskegon River. If it had been like this, if I’d been a Grecian god of muscle and beard, I might have been more enthusiastic about moseying downriver. This was really nice. I stared at the stars. I relaxed. I thought about things.

      It was a strange shift, to go from the insanity of being chased by a horde of nightmare creatures to just floating along. My thoughts drifted to when I’d met Eliza the first time. I’d been in a river then, washing gore off myself.

      Which reminded me, I should probably do something similar here. I got closer to the shallows and scraped some of the nadelzahnwurm remains off of me, doing what I hoped was a decent job. I even got some sand going, working it over my skin to scrub off the general foulness.

      When my skin hurt, I jumped back toward the middle of the river and continued along.

      It took a fair amount of time to get to a bridge — I’d gone through the night and into the early morning, passing through a few spots of rapids along the way. It was a nice bridge. Good sized, made of stone, and with a group of people standing around, staring at me.
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      I swam to the side of the river and climbed out.

      “Where’d you come from?” a man asked.

      I pointed to the river.

      “Funny.”

      “But true,” I replied. “Are you, um, hanging out here for a reason?”

      “It’s our bridge.”

      “This one?”

      “Aye. This one.”

      “It’s a nice bridge.”

      “Thank you. Gonna need to tax you for crossin’ it.”

      “I didn’t cross it.”

      “You swam under it.”

      “I mean, I swam near it.”

      “Close enough. Pay up.”

      “Would it surprise you to learn that I don’t have a coin purse on me?”

      “No. I would expect one such as you to try something like that. Luckily, we take payment in other forms than coin.”

      “Such as entertainment?”

      “No.”

      “I do a mean soft-shoe.”

      “No.”

      “You’re missing out.”

      “I doubt it,” he said.

      As I got farther up the bank and closer to the road, I got a better look at the people I spoke with. Or, rather, the people surrounding the one grumpy dude making demands of me. There were about eight individuals, all of whom wore dark clothes and masks over their faces. Highwaymen, I guessed. Or, you know, highwaypeople, given that there seemed to be a mix of men and women and others in the minor crowd. One very large dude sort of hulked in the back, leaning on the railing of the stone bridge, looking more than a little bored.

      The main dude was tall and thin with a slim sword at his hip and a sleek silk mask covering the bulk of his face. He came closer to me, not quite in striking range, but in something of what would be intimidation range.

      “What do you have on you?” the man asked, bored.

      I made a show of checking things on my belt.

      “Not really anything,” I said. “Not sure if you noticed, but I was kind of floating down the river.”

      “You got some pouches there. And a box.”

      “The box is just tackle.”

      “It’s what now?”

      I untied the box from my belt, at which point it fell apart in my hands, spilling out a thin line, hooks, feathers, and some bits of cork all over the ground.

      “What is it?” someone in the back asked.

      “A mess,” a woman closer to the front shot back.

      “I guess you can have that,” I said.

      “Not much use to us,” the leader replied, “is it?”

      “Depends if you’re into fishing or not.”

      “I like fishing,” the big guy in the back said enthusiastically. He stood at attention, suddenly interested in our conversation.

      “See, he likes it,” I said, and started walking away.

      “You don’t get to just leave,” the leader said, hurrying to get back in front of me. Which kind of left me surrounded. “You ain’t paid yet.”

      “Sure I did — the tackle.”

      “Not worth enough.”

      “Do you really want to do this?”

      “Do you really want to do this?”

      “I’m not even sure what we’re doing here.”

      “You’re giving us everything you have, clothes included, and then we’ll decide if you still need to work your toll off.”

      “Seems like a steep price to pay–”

      “Then go another way.”

      “Like swim the river? I just did that.”

      “It’s our river.”

      “You own the bridge and the river?”

      “Aye, we do. What of it?”

      “Seems like an impressive portfolio is all.”

      “You either pay up or we let Bigger Tom take a crack at you.”

      “Bigger Tom?” I asked. “Who’s that?”

      The big bruiser guy raised his hand. As he came closer, I realized he was actually bigger than me. Which made him somewhat appropriately named.

      “Is there a Big Tom here?” I asked.

      A different guy raised his hand.

      “That’s Tom,” Big Tom said, pointing to a smaller masked person who gave me a little wave.

      “You don’t need to introduce yourselves,” the leader hissed.

      “I mean, they’re just being polite,” I said. “I’m Montana, by the way.”

      “We don’t introduce ourselves to the victims!” the leader snapped.

      “So you’re new to this whole line of work?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” someone said.

      “As much as I admire people exploring new careers, I don’t think this track is really worth exploring. Not only are you obviously bad at picking your targets–”

      “You are a noble puke. I think we’re just fine at picking targets.”

      “That may be, but I’m also a noble puke who hits back. And hits hard–”

      “If you were a hard hitter, you wouldn’t be running south away from the actual fight!” a girl shouted.

      “Not that again,” I snapped, losing my temper just a little. “I already won the fight at Rumib and I’m on my way to go fight a different fucking loser, okay? No more Mahrduhm problem here. So why don’t you just let me go, and then I won’t have to hurt you.”

      “Bigger Tom here,” the leader said, completely unfazed, “has the highest strength score you’ll have seen. And if you don’t comply, he will ruin you.”

      “No shit,” I said. “What’s the score, Bigger Tom?”

      He grinned. “Seventy-five.”

      “Well, hot damn, that’s high.”

      “And he can put that strength to use,” the leader said.

      “Seems like he could probably do better than acting as the muscle for you.”

      The leader frowned. He glanced back at Bigger Tom, and then back at me.

      “He does what he wants.”

      “And he wants to be ordered about by an idiot?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Well, strength doesn’t dictate everything,” I said. “That’s really only part of the equation, from a fighting perspective.”

      “You want to see what he can do?” the leader asked.

      “I mean, I admit to being curious.”

      “You won’t like it.”

      “Might be my kink.”

      “Your what?”

      “Let’s ignore that I said that and just move on. I’m going to go now, because it’s getting late, and I’d like to get home and find some pants that aren’t blessed by the pope.”

      That only got confused stares.

      “You know, holey.”

      Didn’t fix anything.

      “Grab him,” the leader said.

      Bigger Tom, still smiling, happy at being given free rein to use his powers, I supposed, lunged for me.

      As I expected, Bigger Tom had definitely put all his attribute points in one place.

      He was slow.

      All I had to do was step to the side, and Bigger Tom closed his meaty, hamhock-hands around air.

      He reached for me again. And again, I stepped out of the way.

      One more time. He lunged, and I grabbed the leader and shoved him right into Bigger Tom. Being that Bigger Tom had a very low agility score (likely), he stumbled over the leader, and both men tumbled to the ground.

      “See?” I said. “Only part of the equation.”

      Bigger Tom got off the ground and glared at me. At least, that’s what it seemed like he was doing beneath the mask. Kind of hard to get the full picture of his facial expression with so much of it hidden.

      “Stand still,” he barked.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” I asked. “But, okay, I guess.”

      He lunged, and I think he assumed I was going to move, because he missed.

      Then he quickly corrected and got a hand on my arm.

      “Now you learn why you pay up,” the leader said, brushing the road dirt off his formerly black clothes. “Hurt him.”

      Bigger Tom squeezed my arm and started to twist it.

      It likely would have hurt a lot. In fact, the squeezing wasn’t comfortable at all.

      But between unbreakable bones and having quite a bit more strength than the lad, I just stood there, taking it.

      “Not bad,” I said.

      Bigger Tom looked confused, going so far as to take his hand off my arm and stare at the spot he’d been gripping.

      I picked Bigger Tom up while he wasn’t paying attention and chucked him over the bridge and into the river. Just as fast, I snapped a jab at the leader, popping him in the nose. And then I kicked him. He stumbled back, hit the railing, and then went over.

      “Anyone else wanna play?” I asked.

      “Hey!” Bigger Tom shouted, hurrying back up the bank and back to the road. “You can’t do that — I wasn’t ready.”

      “You want to be ready this time?”

      “You can’t do that when I’m ready.”

      He swung a fist at me, and it was so fucking telegraphed that I swung back at him, slamming my fist into his as hard as I could.

      There was a fantastic crack, and it’s fair to say that Bigger Tom was lost in the interchange. His hand basically pulped before his forearm bones snapped, leaving the lower portion of his arm little more than jelly in a skin sack. Really fucking appetizing.

      One of the men in the group stepped away and vomited over the railing of the bridge.

      “What the fuck?” the leader bellowed up.

      “Bigger Tom needs a healer,” I said, waving my fingers at the group to show that I was still perfectly fine. Which was only slightly a show. The hit hurt like hell, but since I was already out of combat, the soft tissue damage had healed.

      Bigger Tom sat down on the ground in shock, unable to process his ruined arm.

      “Probably a good one,” I continued. “Not sure if there’s one nearby, but, you know, good luck with that. Hope you put a few points in constitution!”

      I sauntered away, heading north toward Romainmont.
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      The stroll north was pleasant, especially once I took my boots off, dumped the water out, and let my feet dry out. It took a little over an hour to walk, which made me think the bandits were probably from Romainmont. I wasn’t sure I wanted to dig into that further, though. Unless, of course, they tried to mess with us when we left. In that case, I’d be forced to kill them all. Or you know, kill one in a very bad way and let the rest run for it.

      Maybe losing their primary source of muscle might make the group disband for a bit. Maybe even permanently.

      By the time I got into town, people were up and about, doing their day-to-day things — herding cows to market, hawking wares, and, in the case of one person, hauling a wagon of manure around.

      I walked to the inn, went inside, and headed straight for the innkeep.

      He saw me and wrinkled his nose, trying to hide his disgust but failing.

      “Good morning,” I said. “You think I could get a bath?”

      “I would suggest it,” the innkeep replied.

      “Where might I find that bath?”

      “In the back. I can add the charge to your room, if you would prefer.”

      “You know, I would prefer that.”

      “I can send a girl to draw the bath for you now, or⁠—”

      “Perfect. I’m going to grab some clothes, to um, you know.”

      “Would you like those laundered?”

      “You think there’s someone here who can save these?” I asked, gesturing at the rags I wore. They were probably being held together by the gore still on them.

      “Perhaps not, no. But we could probably burn them for you.”

      “Probably for the best.”

      Ten minutes later, I was in a small room that was mostly taken up by a deep soaking tub. A nice young woman had drawn the bath, and then stood there for a moment. I had to disrobe in front of her, which I did quickly before hopping into the hot water. Which stung a little. She picked my clothes and started to walk off.

      “Do you think you could bring me a pair of pliers?” I asked.

      “Pliers?”

      “Yeah, I got something stuck in my leg, and I need to get it out.”

      “I can, um — I suppose I can do that.”

      She gave me a strange look, which I figured I deserved, and then left.

      I leaned back in the hot water and luxuriated.

      “I could get used to this,” I said to no one.

      “I bet,” came a familiar voice, but one I hadn’t heard in a while.

      I looked around the small room, but in the dim light, I couldn’t see anyone. Switching quickly to tremor sense, I spotted a heartbeat tucked into the corner. I cupped my hands together and shot a jet of water out.

      “Hey!” came the reply as Amber, the kitsune girl ranger, stumbled into the light.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, about to get out of the bath before I remembered that I was naked, and sunk lower.

      “Someone had to come with Fritz to help you out.”

      “Yeah, but–”

      “Skeld can’t come, right?”

      “Right, but Ragnar?”

      “Regrowing.”

      “Regrowing?”

      “Yep.”

      “Regrowing what?”

      “Couple of bits, if I remember correctly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t exactly know. It’s more based on rumor and speculation. Similar story with Bear. She’s not conscious that much these days. I think maybe Skeld wanted to keep her close because, you know…”

      “Sort of.”

      “Tarryn is on the north wall, working with the construction teams to finish it, and Skeld thought pulling him off would only delay the project more. Darius said the superweasels would revolt if he left. Lee’s workshop is infested with gremlins, which means the rest of Mountainhome is dealing with them as well. Lord–”

      “Gremlins?”

      “They’re everywhere and they’re awful. Northwoods wanted to come, but then didn’t want to ride Fritz that far. Baltu was exhausted, so he couldn’t come back. Nice horses by the way — Darius told me to tell you that he’ll get them settled and keep them away from Northwoods. Who is drooling over them, but, you know, Darius thinks he can keep Northwoods away. Which I just said.”

      “You did.”

      “Maybe I figured that there were enough rangers right now. And maybe I wanted to see the capital, what a proper city might be like, as well as the rest of the Empire. And when would I have another chance? Plus, I always wanted more time flying on Fritz, and so I volunteered, and here I am. I can help you until we get back.”

      “Help me how?”

      “I dunno — whatever Ragnar and Bear did.”

      “Do you have invisibility spells?”

      “No. But I can hide pretty well.”

      “Can I throw you?”

      “If you need, I guess.”

      “Well, welcome aboard.”

      “Thank you. I have pliers for you?”

      She held up a pair of pliers that, while both dirty and somewhat rusty, were still a damn sight cleaner than most of the tools I’d used for self-surgery back home.

      “Ah, right, I need to pull some teeth out.”

      “Whose teeth?”

      “Wurm teeth.”

      “Wyrm teeth? What kind of wyrm? Forest? I bet they’re out here–”

      “Nadelzahnwurms.”

      “Oh, wurms.”

      “You’d think they could find some names that didn’t rhyme. Or sound exactly the same — whatever.”

      Amber just shrugged and then demonstrated the pinch-pinch thing with the pliers.

      “Where are the teeth?” she asked.

      “You’re going to do it?”

      “You were going to do it to yourself?”

      “Yeah, but–”

      “Where are they?”

      “All over.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      I tried to get out of the bath and maintain modesty, but she just gave me a look.

      “You do realize I worked in a brothel, right?” she asked. “I’ve seen it all.”

      “Have you seen me naked?”

      “I think so.”

      “Well, I–”

      “For a man who seems to love bathing in gore, blood, and all sorts of other horrible things, you’ve got weird hangups.”

      “Fair,” I said, and I turned so she could look at my ass. “First one is there.”

      I pointed to my right buttock.

      I braced for immense pain.

      “Gahh!” I shouted.

      “Next!”

      It was no longer a pleasant bathing experience.
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      By the time all the teeth were out, I was aching and Amber had collected an impressive collection of needle-like teeth in a wide variety of sizes.

      She left me to get dressed, although I was still bleeding in a few places. It turned out that there was some bonus venom in the wurm teeth that made clotting difficult. That meant I inadvertently got blood on my pants. Again. It was just the way I was destined to look. So I had that going for me.

      At breakfast, I introduced everyone to Amber, which was a little awkward because no one really knew how to act around her. It was a bit like bringing a supermodel into a frat house. The women all glared at the poor kitsune girl and the men all leered. Except Philippe. He was his usual self, somewhere between affable and idiot. Affiot?

      I explained what I’d seen and got an extensive tongue lashing from Albrecht for foolishly putting myself in a position of danger. He also, unsurprisingly, didn’t think it was a good idea to go back. But I wasn’t about to leave the nest in place.

      “You didn’t see it,” I said. “It’s bad.”

      “Of course it’s bad,” Albrecht countered. “It’s a nadelzahnwurm nest. You think people want ‘em to pop up? That’s why it’s on the list of things to be cleared by the Empire, instead of being left to idiots like you who will wind up making the problem worse.”

      “How would I make it worse?”

      “By falling in and being devoured.”

      “Well, I didn’t.”

      “Only by luck.”

      “Maybe, but I’m fine.”

      “You’re going to run out of luck at the wrong time, your grace, and we will all pay the price.”

      “Well, maybe that’ll be after Valamir gives you your next assignment.”

      “A man can hope.”

      “Besides,” I said, “I have a plan to handle things that don’t include going anywhere near that stupid nest.”

      “Care to explain?”

      “Let me tell you about a thing called air power.”

      “You’re going to drop something on the nest from Fritz.”

      “Um, yeah. So I take it you know some things about air power?”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Well, that’s what I’m going to do — I’m going to go get on Fritz, and I’m going to drop things on the nest until there isn’t a nest to speak of. Any problems with the plan?”

      “None, your grace. I am going back to bed. Let me know when you are done. Or, underlings, let me know when he’s died and we can go back to Glaton without dealing with him anymore.”

      “Always a pleasure, Albrecht.”

      “For one of us, perhaps.”

      At which point, he left the table.
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      I bought all the lamp oil that the little general store had, which amounted to four large barrels and three smaller ones. Then I got the cooking oil they had, which was mostly in solid form, like lard and tallow. Then I rounded up all the high-proof alcohol in town, which wiped out a fair portion of my current gold supply. I actually wound up trading a few sapphires for the more industrial oil the smithy had on hand, which I felt a little weird about because the gems were practically worthless to me, and I had to pretend they were of great value.

      By the end of my shopping spree, I figured I had a good amount of flammable shit to firebomb the nest with. I loaded everything into my bag of holding, and Amber and I went out into the woods. She used a whistle to call Fritz down, and I explained the plan to Fritz.

      “There’s this nest of wurm things,” I said. He immediately squawked at me and used his head to gesture over to the east. “You know where it is?”

      He nodded.

      “We’re going to firebomb it.”

      He bobbed his head up and down, which I took to mean he was moderately excited by the task. Amber and I hopped onto Fritz’s back and we took off.

      It was nice to fly again. Not that I disliked walking. I’d grown to enjoy the act of moving through the world on my own power. It was something I’d detested back in the old world, when I thought going anywhere not via motorcycle was a sign my world was ending. But there was something so magical about flight that I loved every moment I got to experience it. Especially in a place where it was so foreign.

      Fritz seemed to recognize some of the inherent issues that came with bombing via throwing things from the back of a bird, so he didn’t go up as high as normal, choosing, instead, to fly just above the treetops, about two hundred or so feet up.

      Minutes later, the nest was below us, and Fritz banked hard to give us a good view.

      The nadelzahnwurms had been mighty busy since I’d been gone. It didn’t look like I’d done any damage. The surface of the nest was covered in whitish-mucus-web, and it was a mess of activity. The whole thing seemed to writhe. I felt a full-body shiver pass through me and Amber made an awful noise. I wasn’t sure if she’d thrown up or just dry heaved.

      “Go around again,” I shouted at Fritz. “We’ll drop some barrels when you bank!”

      I got a squawk in response, and he flapped his huge wings to get us some speed.

      While he did that, I reached into my bag of tricks and pulled out a barrel of lamp oil.

      As we came through on the second pass, Fritz did half a barrel roll to keep us perpendicular to the ground.

      I managed to get two barrels out.

      The first hit at the start of the nest, and the next crashed into the middle.

      The nadelzahnwurms did not like that. They started to swarm, but they also didn’t seem to understand what was happening, because why would they expect things to fall out of the sky on them?

      Back and forth we went, dropping barrels. Lots of barrels. Ragnar hadn’t used all the barrels he’d prepped for the last firebombing, so we were more than ready. I counted forty-two barrels of various oils and flammable liquids. And it looked like most every part of the nest had been liberally doused.

      Now for the hardest part — getting a lit flame down there.

      I reached into the bag and thought about a lit torch. Had to be worth a shot, right?

      Sure enough, I felt one in my hand. No idea when I’d put it in the bag, but I was grateful I had.

      Minor problem though: flying is windy. So as soon as I pulled it from the bag, it blew out.

      If I had one, there might be another.

      “I got another one!” I shouted, pulling out the lit torch that immediately became a stick.

      “I got it,” I heard Amber yell.

      I looked back as she got a small bow out and strung it, which was impressive to watch while on birdback. Then she shot an arrow.

      I was a little confused, but the arrow flared halfway to the nest, and hit while still lit.

      For a second, nothing happened.

      Then there was a boom, and we were lifted up by the shockwave.

      My screen was littered with notifications, mostly of the kill variety.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a nadelzahnwurm (lvl 12 nadelzahnwurm).

      You’ve earned 150 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero.
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        * * *

      

      And since nearly all of them were just for nadelzahnwurm, I could see the XP amounts dropping with each additional kill.

      But then came the always nice:
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a HIDDEN QUEST!

      Destroy the Nadelzahnwurms Nest

      A Nadelzahnwurm Nest emerged, and grew at an alarming rate, threatening the nearby town. You have managed to not only discover the location of the nest and the reason it has been growing, you have managed to destroy it, killing all the breeding members of the nest and preventing its further growth.

      Reward: A quest from Eldra Wynn
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        * * *

      

      A quest as a reward? What a fucking great reward. Awesome. More to do.

      “Back to the town,” I shouted to Fritz.
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      Fritz dropped Amber and me off in a clearing near town before resuming whatever it was he did when he wasn’t Air Fritz. We strolled back to town in relative silence.

      “Neat trick with the arrow,” I said eventually.

      “You told me that already.”

      “I did?”

      “In the goblin caves.”

      “Oh, right! New ability.”

      She nodded, giving me a small smile at the same time. A rare smile.

      “Not so new anymore,” she said.

      “I bet — you’ve probably been busy having all sorts of adventures since we last spent time together.”

      “I don’t know about that. I think you’re the one having adventures.”

      “Haven’t you been exploring Coggeshall?”

      “Sure, but–”

      “You see anything cool?”

      “I think I’ve seen a lot of things I would term cool.”

      “Anything in particular?”

      “Probably things you’d find boring.”

      “Try me.”

      She gave me another half smile and talked about the nature around Coggeshall. It was interesting to get her perspective, given mine had become so focused on the people and the buildings and almost nothing else. She talked about all the animals that made the area their home. We had several families of bears: brown, black, and ambrosian.

      “Ambrosian? I’ve never heard of them before.”

      “They’re rarer. Very big, but usually pretty peaceful as long as you leave them alone. Almost total herbivores. They seem to adopt berry patches and sort of babysit them forever.”

      “And we have some of them?”

      “Some live in the valley, yes.”

      “That’s cool.”

      “I think so.”

      Amber spoke about finding a grove of big oaks that put out so many acorns they covered the ground nearly completely. The area was filled with families of squirrels that seemed to work together because they never had to fight over food. And because she knew me, she talked about all the fishing spots she’d found and all the fish she’d seen. Rainbow trout, brook trout, lake trout, brown trout, bull trout — all the trouts really. Plus graylings, perch, pikes, whitefish, blackfish, clearwater bluefin, alpine char, tench, chatfield flame fish, redbacks… The list went on, and I found myself entertaining my longing to give up all the duke stuff and just find a cabin near a lake once again.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Find a Cabin Near a Lake Away From Everyone

      Find a cabin near a lake, away from everyone. Pretty self explanatory.

      Reward for success: Isn’t the cabin enough? Fine, have some XP as well.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): None

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      For a long time as we walked, as I half-listened to Amber’s stories, I kept the notification open. Staring at it, wondering how my life had gotten so complicated and thinking that this quest might be the right way to go. And yet, as I mentally hovered near the Accept button, I found myself thinking back to a kid named Lily. A little girl I had to save from being eaten by the Night Goblins. That girl was alive because of me. She had a safe life, most likely, in Coggeshall, where she could grow up and become whomever she wanted. And I’d been able to do that for quite a few people. If I went and became a hermit…

      Maybe I’d be happy. But what a selfish way to live when I knew I could do so much more.

      And yet, just because I could, did that mean I had to?

      Kind of.

      Maybe if I hadn’t gotten this second chance, maybe if I’d hadn’t gotten so lucky being given what I’d got, maybe I could follow those internal desires to the exclusion of everything else. But I couldn’t. Not now. Maybe not ever. Not until I made enough people safe. Maybe then.

      I clicked no, and actually felt a smidgen of psychic pain as the notification vanished.

      Amber was talking about honey bees. How she and the other rangers had been working with Flint Frostycliff to transfer some hives from the wilderness into the greenhouse on top of the brewery. How the bees seemed to thrive in their safe new homes. I wondered if, somehow, either the universe had told her to tell me that, or if it was just a bit of cosmic coincidence.

      Either way, I smiled. More safe families to add to the tally.

      Romainmont was bustling when we returned, more so than it had been earlier. People were out and talking animatedly, looking at both Amber and me as we strolled along.

      “Do you think they know what happened?” I asked.

      “Seems like it,” Amber replied.

      We went straight for the inn, walked to the bar and sat down.

      The innkeep leaned against the bar and smiled.

      “Tell me you did it,” he said, barely holding back his smile.

      “Did what?” I asked.

      “We did,” Amber said at the same time. “I think.”

      “You got rid of the nest?”

      “First of all, maybe,” I said. “Second, how do you know? Third, do you know of someone named Margery Göldi or Eldra Wynn?”

      He frowned at me.

      “Where did you hear that first name?”

      I sighed.

      “I think she was the reason behind your nadelzahnwurm problem.”

      His mouth went thin, and he shook his head.

      “That girl has been nothing but trouble since the day she was born,” he said, anger spilling forth from his voice. “If I ever see her again, I will kill her myself.”

      “She fell into the nest while trying to feed it.”

      “Ah, well. Sometimes good things do happen. You spoke to her?”

      “Briefly, yeah.”

      “Did she say why she did this?”

      “She did.”

      His face went a little pale, and he stood up, moving away.

      Immediately, I whatever Margery had alluded to about her and the town was true. Something had happened that, in some part at least, justified her evil turn.

      I decided the better thing to do was hold the truth close and let him either blurt things or accept that I was going to leave things be.

      “I know the council will want to thank you for solving the issue the Count seems unwilling to address,” the innkeeper Hawksmoor finally said.

      “It seemed too dangerous to leave alone,” I replied. “And I got a very strange quest reward from it: another quest. Did you get one, Amber?”

      “Nope,” she said. “I got XP from the wurms, but nothing else.”

      “Odd.”

      She shrugged. “Probably because you did most of the work. I just lit the fire.”

      “The quest reward quest,” the innkeep interrupted, “is that from Eldra Wynn?”

      “Bingo.”

      “That would make sense.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “It would be best if you just spoke to her. Her house is at the bottom of the village, third on the left off the road. She’ll be home.”

      I tapped my fingers on the bar, really not excited to do this.

      “It is worth visiting her,” the innkeep said.

      “And you won’t tell me anything about her?”

      “She prefers it that way.”

      “Fine,” I said, getting to my feet.

      “You want me to come?” Amber asked.

      “That’s okay,” I replied. “Get the others packed and ready. I want to move on today.”

      She nodded and was halfway to the stairs before I’d even left the bar.

      “Thank you,” the innkeep called out. “For everything.”

      I waved at him and left the inn.
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      I walked through town relatively undisturbed. I got several head nods, a few waves, and one thumbs up. This was definitely a small town hiding something. It was hard not to think the whole town knew whatever had gone down with Margery.

      I realized no one ever told me how everyone knew we’d taken care of the nest. It was possible they had someone keeping watch on the nest, making sure that the damn wurms didn’t make a mass exodus or something. And then that person could have made it back to the town before Amber and I did. That was probably it, and I was just overthinking things. Still, sometimes overthinking was necessary in this stupid little world of mine. At least, that’s how it seemed to me.

      The ‘bottom’ of the town was near the southern edge, a neighborhood filled with what looked to be older homes. Small structures that were well lived in, with little fenced in yards. I could see a few that had barns attached, and then a few sheep or a cow were either in the barn, or more commonly, outside munching on the lawn.

      Three houses down, a really old woman leaned on a rickety chair in the grass in a beam of sunlight that seemed perfectly placed, just for her. As if someone had lit her yard professionally.

      “I was waiting for you,” she called out to me. Then she smiled and quickly added, “Probably.”

      “Depends,” I replied. “Are you Miss Wynn?”

      “Been some time since anyone called me Miss.”

      “Their loss.”

      “Do you flatter all the old ladies? Or save it for just me?”

      “Flattery? It’s just a truth,” I said, leaning against the fence.

      “Oh dear,” she said, blinking her eyes and pretending to hide her blushing face. “If only I was, what, ninety years younger?”

      “Then you’d not even be born yet.”

      She rolled her eyes at that one.

      “You were the one who dealt with the nest, is it?” she asked, making it clear that our banter was at an end. Which, frankly, I didn’t mind. I’d already used up all my best banter.

      “Yeah,” I said, “that was me. First time I’ve ever gotten a quest as a reward for completing a quest. But I spoke with Geoffrey Hawksmoor. He told me where to find you, but he wouldn’t tell me anything else. So here I am.”

      “I’m not sure if I’m unique,” she whispered, smiling a little, “but I am the last one I know of.”

      “The last one what?”

      “That depends — would you like to hear the story or just have me tell you?”

      “I mean, hard to resist a good story. Is it a good story?”

      “I think so. The story goes that somewhere in the distant past, there was a true beauty, my great great and then some grandmother. Someone who caught the eye of everyone, and someone whom the great kings, lords, emperors, and all the rest sought out for her hand in marriage. And yet, she turned them all down.”

      “That’s my sort of girl.”

      That got a chuckle.

      “She didn’t want to sit on a throne. She didn’t want to make decisions for other people — she just wanted to live her life. And so she did. Until an evil man who lived in the King-Killer highlands kidnapper her. Of course, that was before the highlands had earned that moniker. Before the Empire existed, before anything we know existed, likely. She was thrown into a cell where the evil man figured he could leave her until she was willing to do anything to be let out, including bow down and serve him. But my ancestor was not quite so willing to give up, and she found her way out, helping a few other prisoners escape as well, including a cleric who served a particular god. And when that cleric spoke to his deity, that deity wanted to meet the rescuer. And, as happened to most everyone who met my great great great and then some grandmother, he fell for her. But unlike the rest of those who met her, he did not want to take her somewhere. He just wanted to be with her for the time he could. And so they lived together. The god was a mortal until she passed, at which point, he stole her from the god of death, and today they live together in whatever place the gods live. But the children they have were not regular humans–”

      “Demigods,” I said.

      She smiled and nodded. “You are learned.”

      “First time anyone’s accused me of that.”

      “Regardless, you are correct. And those demigods had children who were less god, and so on and so on, until you get to me. A little vestige of that god runs in me — just enough for me to do a little more than the common woman. And one thing I can count on doing is giving quests.”

      “Please tell me these are special quests.”

      “They are. At least, they have always been that way. It always seems that the quests I give are very easy to complete, but come with incredible rewards. Outsized, overly lucky rewards.”

      “Is now when you tell me you’re a direct descendent of Picus?”

      She just winked and gave me a smile that told me I’d guessed right.

      “How fortunate.”

      “Really, the only downside is having to hear that joke over and over again.”

      “I’ll try to come up with something new.”

      “Please do, but quickly. I’m an old woman. I’d like to laugh a time or two before I go.”

      “Humor is not my forte.”

      “Not with that attitude. Now, I believe I owe you a quest.”

      “That’s apparently what I earned. But at the same time, I am in a bit of a hurry, so⁠—”

      “I have little control over what you will get, but I imagine there will be little to no downside if you choose to skip it. Minus, of course, whatever you might earn as a reward. Which I have been told can be life-changing.”

      “I mean, I wouldn’t mind a bit of a life change, but it’d have to be something truly monumental to alter the course of my life.”

      “Very well could be.”

      “Okay, hit me with it.”

      She closed her eyes, and I could feel a sense of power growing around her.

      Suddenly, the power disappeared, and she opened her eyes, smiling at me. A notification appeared in front of my eyes:
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest Eldara Wynn:

      That Dreaded Mission - Escort Eleanor Engayne to her Husband

      There is a young woman who must bring herself and her dowry over to her new husband and family. She has remained in the village of Romainmont and needs to head over to the village of Wyborough.

      Reward for success: Unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I read over it, and I noticed that the spot where it said reward was the usual, and yet annoying, ‘unknown.’

      “I can see you are not particularly enthused,” Eldara Wynn said.

      “And you say that like you’re not surprised.”

      “It’s a common reaction, sadly. But I have yet to meet someone who completed a quest of mine who has not been ebullient afterward.”

      “If I knew what that meant, I would probably be more excited at the prospect of doing this quest.”

      “It means happy. Very happy.”

      “Ah, well then. I suppose I’ll accept. It’s hard, though, because I’m on a time crunch. Unless, did this older dude named Albrecht talk to you? Try to get you to stall me or something?”

      “I haven’t spoken to anyone named Albrecht in some years. There was a man once, but he was a caver who lost his way and therefore his life in the Greenblatt Underway–”

      “Say no more about that,” I interrupted. “I don’t want to know because it sounds interesting, and that might lead to me thinking I might want to go and explore and–”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Explore the Greenblatt Underway

      Explore the Greenblatt Underway to find out what happened to the caver known as Albrecht, amongst other mysteries.

      Reward for success: Knowledge of the Greenblatt Underway, XP

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): None

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Son of a biscuit.”

      “Got a quest, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s a talent you have there.”

      “Is it? I have no way of finding the time to complete even half the quests I receive.”

      She shrugged and smiled. “And how many have time limits on them?”

      I had to go a little deeper in my memory than I felt comfortable admitting, but I did remember how to pull up a list of my quests, and then weeded out completed quests.

      I didn’t see any…

      “Then what is the problem?”

      “I, um, I thought I needed to complete them all.”

      “I do not think that’s possible. There is always another quest, another thing to do. I think, if you did manage to get to the point you had no quests, that would be quite a sign you were about to lose the ability to do quests.”

      “Is that a long-winded euphemism for death?”

      “Indeed. Sometimes I think that as I get closer to death, with less time in this world, I speak in ever longer sentences.”

      “So you think I should just accept all the quests?”

      “It’s not the worst idea.”

      And so I accepted the quest to explore the Greenblatt Underway, knowing full well the chances I’d ever get there were very low.

      “Where is the Greenblatt Underway?”

      She pointed to the east. “Supposed to be one of the few means we can visit the Underrealm.”

      I closed my eyes.

      “You don’t know about the Underrealm, do you?” she asked, stifling a laugh.

      I just shook my head.

      “It’s an underground realm built by dwarves, ruled over by a king who allows certain dwarven clans to live there, but no one else. Supposed to be a paradise of sorts for dwarves.”

      I knew it was coming. I could feel it. Still, when the notification popped up, I groaned.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Find the Underrealm

      Find the Underrealm. Gain access.

      Reward for success: Unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): None

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      Eldra Wynn saw the look on my face and started to laugh.
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      With bonus quests in hand, and having gotten a laugh out of the old lady after all, I headed back to the inn so I could collect my group of travelers. And also find Eleanor Engayne so I could walk her wherever it was she needed to go.

      My group was waiting in front of the tavern, all packed up and ready to go. The three goblins stood behind Philippe, who was keeping himself in between the gobbos and Amber, who had a short curved blade out, threatening to stab through Philippe to kill the goblins.

      “Hey,” I shouted, “as much as I don’t want to admit it, they’re with me.”

      “The goblins?” Amber shouted back.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a long and convoluted story I don’t really want to get into just now,” I said, hurrying to close the distance. “I’ll tell you later, when there aren’t so many assholes listening in.”

      That last part I said a bit quieter, hoping the townsfolk wouldn’t overhear me. Because more than a few townsfolk were hanging around, watching me and the group. Most eyed the goblins with a mixture of fear and curiosity, while others watched Amber. Which I understood. She was pretty nice to watch, what with the fluffy tails and all.

      Amber didn’t enjoy doing it, but she put her sword away and stood up straight.

      “I will refrain from killing them for now,” she said.

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      “We are ready to go as requested, your grace.” Albrecht said. He held a small pouch out to me, and I put Nimble around my neck.

      Nimble, for his part, didn’t do a damn thing, still snoring softly in his little home. I wondered if he was hibernating or something, his body taking time to absorb the brain he’d eaten. Frankly, I didn’t mind having the loud-mouthed worm unconscious when there were so many brains he’d want to eat around.

      “I know I said I wanted to leave,” I said, “but I just got a quest that I think will be easy. I figured we can knock it out on the way.”

      “I am all for taking time with our return,” Albrecht said. “What is this quest?”

      “Escorting a bride to her new family.”

      “Easy.”

      “Also, maybe her dowry.”

      “Ah. Probably not quite so simple.”

      “Yeah, well, I have it on good authority it’s going to be an easy quest.”
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      I don’t like to speak ill of the dead — not often at any rate — but I might make an exception for Eldra Wynn. Sure, I’m going to have to go hunt her down and slaughter her first, but I don’t really see that as a problem.

      I thought Elanor Engayne would be someone who lived in town. She was not. She was vaguely connected to the town, and we had to go on quite a hike to find her. We spent the rest of the damned day hiking south along the increasingly hilly and forested road, passing through two villages on the way.

      We came over a hill and around a bend. The trees disappeared, and we saw an immense expanse of grass surrounding what seemed an awful lot like a whole damn town. There were walls about twenty feet high, then at least an acre of lawn, and then a house that could easily be called a manor. It was big. Grandiose even. The rolling hills beyond the house were verdant green, and seemed to go quite the distance, all surrounded by the same high walls. It had to be an absolute bear to guard, considering how much wall there was to cover. Having been in the position where I had to figure out how to stretch guards, I was suddenly thankful I didn’t have that to worry about.

      Going up to the gate, I was about to knock on the door when Amber cleared her throat and pointed to the right of the big wooden barrier to enter. A red rope hung down.

      I grabbed the rope and gave it a yank.

      There was a snap, then a klank, followed shortly by a cahuunk.

      I’d accidentally ripped the doorbell, leaving me holding a limp bit of rope.

      “Well, that’s one way to make an entrance,” Albrecht said.

      “How was I supposed to know it was so weak?” I asked.

      “I’ll do it next time,” Amber said.

      Vengai, Amber, Albrecht, Philippe, Appleworm, Teethmouth, Snek and I stood around the door. Oh, and Nimble in his pouch. Fritz was somewhere nearby-ish, what with nearby being a very relative term when it comes to giant birds. We did not look like we were the types who might escort a bride anywhere. Well, Philippe did. But the rest of us, not so much.

      A quick flick into tremorsense, and I could tell someone was coming. Fast.

      I grabbed Philippe and put him front and center.

      “Your grace?” he asked, stunned and more than a little confused.

      “You do the talking,” I said. “Hasn’t been going well with me doing it.”

      “Yes, um–”

      The little door within a door swung open to reveal a very large woman, her face an intense scarlet, just about ready to blow a gasket.

      “Do you just break the bell?” she yelled at Philippe.

      He blinked at her, definitely not ready for that level of interaction. Then he pointed at me, throwing me under the proverbial bus. Which, while not a euphemism for the woman, was potentially accurate descriptor. If ever there had been a human-bus hybrid, she could serve as the template.

      “It was you?” she asked, her voice something more akin to a banshee than a normal human voice.

      “It was an accident,” I said.

      She glared at me.

      I held out the red rope.

      She glared at me some more, somehow finding a way to make it bore into me even harder.

      Then she snatched the rope from my hand and slammed the door.

      We stood there a moment, looking at each other.

      I gave Philippe a shove.

      “Say something,” I said.

      “Um, miss,” he shouted, “we are here for Elaine–”

      “Elanor,” I hissed.

      “Here for Elanor,” Philippe corrected, “to, um–”

      “Escort her–”

      “Escort her–”

      “To her husband’s family–”

      “To her husband’s family–”

      “Gutter is a tool.”

      “Gutter is a tool–what?”

      “Never mind.”

      He frowned at me, and I smiled at him.

      The door opened back up and the same large lady, the bus, was there again. Still glaring, but this time with a smidge more curiosity.

      “You are the escorts?” She asked. “Is that a goblin?”

      “Three of them, actually,” Philippe said. Then he quickly added, “They are very much allies of ours and have been exceptionally trustworthy in every activity we’ve involved them in. Much as our good friend, Vengai the Naga who is actually an ambassador to⁠—”

      The bus snorted, cutting off Phillipe’s ramble. She was not convinced, frowning at the little green guys. They smiled at her. Which, you know, isn’t really the best thing, considering that goblin smiles are not at all friendly. They more look like predators showing their teeth when they are about to eat you. Which is probably what goblins normally did to people like the woman. Or to people in general. But these goblins, my goblins, were trying to emulate what they’d seen other humans do.

      “Ignore them,” I said.

      “Ignore the goblins?” she asked. “Not exactly something I could imagine doing.”

      We stood there, at a stupid impasse, for a moment longer. Finally, she stepped aside.

      “Might as well come in,” she said.

      “Thank you, miss–” Philippe replied with a slight bow.

      “Caruthers.”

      We went through the gate, and it was immediately clear the property was in a state of disrepair. There were no guards anywhere I could see. The grass was growing over the driveway, and the hedge-maze was just a hedge, as no one had bothered to trim the maze part out. My group started toward the big manor house, but Miss Caruthers stopped us.

      “This way,” she said, making a hard left toward what I assumed was a barn, which immediately gave me pause about the identity of Elanor.

      “What, um,” I started, but the woman shot me such a dirty look that I just stopped.

      Philippe looked back with a wry, apologetic smile.

      “Sorry,” Philippe said,. “But I do allow my servants to speak freely.”

      “How regretful,” the woman said. Internally, I seethed.

      Behind the barn were two things. One, a small farmhouse of sorts, which was our destination. Two, cows. Lots of them. Tiny cattle, miniature, even. They were about the perfect size for a Welsh Corgi to live up to its breeding as a cattle dog. And if you’re the type of person to find small versions of normally large things cute, these cows were cuteness overload, because they also had fuzzy hair and little mustachey beard things.

      The large woman led us past the cows, who were all quite curious and came up to see who was walking by their fence, to the farmhouse. She went up onto the porch and pointed to a spot with two chairs.

      “Your underlings can wait there,” she said to Philippe.

      Philippe gave her a nod and then looked at Albrecht.

      “Wait here,” he said.

      Albrecht raised his eyebrows but said nothing. He sat down in one of the chairs.

      Amber dropped in the other.

      I crossed my arms and stood out in the sunshine.

      The goblins copied me.

      Philippe went into the house.

      “What the fuck?” I mumbled.

      “Where did you get this quest again?” Albrecht asked.

      “You know exactly where.”

      “I just want you to remember that it was you who got us into this.”

      “Very well aware, thank you.”

      “Good.”

      If it wouldn’t have taken all day, I would have one hundred percent gone back to Romainmont and give the damn old woman a piece of my mind. And probably a piece of my fist. Although if she really was related to the god of luck, I’m sure there was some measure of divine protection afforded to the woman, and doing anything against her would likely mean all my luck would disappear. So I kept all that inside, swallowing the rage and frustration.

      I closed my eyes.

      “Where are we?” Nimble asked.

      Just what I needed.

      “Ooh, can I eat one of those?”

      “No,” I said.

      “You don’t even know what I’m asking about.”

      “I don’t care — you can’t eat it.”

      “But I’m hungry.”

      “Eat some fruit.”

      “I don’t eat fruit.”

      “It’s good for you.”

      “I don’t think it is.”

      “What if it’s brain fruit?”

      “Is there such a thing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What is that?” Amber asked.

      I opened one eye and saw her standing in front of me, peering at Nimble.

      “Oh hello,” Nimble said, his bright caterpillar hair bobbing back and forth as he moved his head.

      “You’re a cute little fellow,” she said, leaning closer to the little guy.

      “Thank you,” Nimble said, preening.

      “Ear worm,” I said.

      Amber stood up straight and took a quick step back.

      “I wasn’t going to eat her brain,” Nimble said, shooting me a dark look.

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “I am very trustworthy.”

      “In that you always break your word?”

      “Well, I’m consistent at least.”

      “You can’t have any brains right now.”

      “Harumph,” he dropped into his pouch again.

      “Why do you have that?” Amber asked.

      “I found him and he came with me.”

      “You asked me to!” Nimble called out.

      “I remember it the other way.”

      “It happened so long ago — who knows?”

      “He’s very dangerous,” Amber said.

      “I know.”

      “But you have him in a pouch around your neck!”

      “I think he can be helpful.”

      “I’m very helpful,” Nimble said, popping out of the pouch again, his hair-poof bouncing. “I am an expert in interrogation!”

      “It’s not exactly an interrogation when they die from it,” I said. “More like you’re good at execution with information extraction.”

      “Still useful.”

      “Jury’s out on that.”

      He rolled his big eyes, relatively speaking, and then disappeared back into the bag.

      I mouthed let’s talk later to Amber, and she nodded.

      Right about then, Philippe came walking out of the house, looking a bit shell-shocked and shaking his head very slightly in my general direction.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Are you sure you want to do this quest?”

      “No, but we’re doing it.”

      “Did you know everything it entailed before you agreed?”

      “Clearly not. What the fuck is going on?”

      “Please tell me you knew about the dowry.”

      “I did.”

      “Oh, so you’re okay with transporting the cows there?”

      “The what now?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      The cows were the dowry.

      All three-hundred-eighty-five of them, the size of overweight Rottweilers.

      And apparently they were delicate little creatures who couldn’t handle real stress of any kind, lest they die of fright. I thought they were stupid, but their owners assured us they provided the best cream, butter, and cheese in the Empire. Not necessarily these cows in particular, but the breed. Which meant they were worth their weight in gold. Or cheese. And the bulk of the cows were young and ready to be bred with the stud the bride’s husband already owned.

      The delicacy of the creatures meant we were explicitly forbidden to use horses to herd them. So I had the distinct feeling that using a huge monstrous bird to carry them over was right the fuck out. The chief cowherd planned to come with us, so at least we didn’t have to do all the work with the cattle. Just had to manage keeping them safe and moving.

      Oh, and deal with Elanor. Who did not impress me.

      She was a young woman, on the shorter, rounder side, who seemed, from my initial view of her, to be Soft. With a capital S. Soft skin, soft hair, soft clothes, somewhat soft features. As if she’d been coddled for the bulk of her life, maybe even keeping to the indoors at nearly all times. Her skin was remarkably pale, which made her brilliant red hair stand out all the more. Her nose was a little thing, hidden between round cheeks, but in a way that seemed almost cute. Big dimples stood out despite her lack of smile. She dressed in what looked like soft pants, made out of comfy fabrics, velvets and satins, although she did have some big field-style boots on her feet, the lone dissenting aspect to her squishiness.

      As soon as I saw her, I felt like we were in trouble.

      And, when she saw us, she went from being in a bad mood to a worse one. Her cheeks screwed into an unpleasant scowl.

      That’s when I knew we were in trouble.

      “These?” she asked Miss Caruthers. “I’m to travel with them?”

      “Well, for a time,” Caruthers replied.

      “Goblins!” Elanor shrieked and ran back inside the house.

      Well, ran is probably the wrong word to use. More like speed-walking, without the speed.

      I watched her disappear back into her little cottage, and I was incredibly tempted to just cancel the quest and let things be as they were going to be. But two things stopped me. One, I couldn’t let a potential quest reward from the God of Luck go unclaimed. And two, I could force all the other members of my traveling group to engage in this misery with me. It was mostly two that made me decide to just grin and bear it.

      Miss Caruthers rolled her eyes and stomped back inside, where I could hear some hissed arguments happening between the two women.

      I looked over my shoulder at the cows, who were mostly munching their cud, watching the show unfold in front of them. There were a lot of them. And they didn’t seem excited about going on a trip.

      Eventually, Elanor came back onto the porch, her cheeks wet, eyes red. Miss Caruthers gave a gentle pressure to keep her from going back inside.

      “She is ready to go,” Miss Caruthers said.

      “Wonderful,” I said.

      Caruthers glared at me, and I took a step back and gestured to Philippe.

      Philippe cleared his throat and tried to look a little less like he was flummoxed.

      “We should go,” he said.

      And just like that, we were on the road.

      Except not really.

      Because of course there were a million things that still needed to happen to make the whole rigamarole possible. Like hauling the massive carriage out of the carriage house and getting the horses attached to said carriage. Because both carriage and horses were part of the dowry as well. Then we had to pack all of her ladyship’s luggage onto the carriage. Except that Elanor wasn’t a lady — she was just the child of a rich merchant. Not that I really cared about such things, but when Philippe slipped up and called her a lady, Elanor started crying all over again, which caused Miss Caruthers to have a fit about us being mean to her charge. Apparently Elanor was Miss Caruthers’ charge, not her child.

      Then we had to figure who was going to drive the carriage, because while there was a cowherd who was going with the cows, there was no coachman. That was where we came in, apparently. Among our little party, Albrecht had the most experience with handling a carriage. So we got him up to his seat where he went over where all the leads went and what set of commands the horse knew.

      Vengai kindly offered to ride on the back of the carriage and act as something of a rear guard.

      Although, I kind of felt like that was just an excuse to ride instead of walk.

      Somewhere around nightfall, we were ready. Just in time for the cows to need a quick nap. Which meant we didn’t leave the estate until well after dark.
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      The only aspect of the quest that made me hope there was any sense of luck or ease about it was the distance we had to cover. Twenty miles, give or take. The next large town, Wyborough, was our destination, and theoretically, it’d be possible to make the trip in one go. Even if the going was painfully slow, we could make it there before we’d need to stop and make camp.

      Once we were going it was a reasonably relaxing ‘adventure,’ all things considered. Albrecht got the horses hauling the carriage, with which they seemed to struggle only just a bit. And soon the cows got going too, thanks to the cowherd, Corin. Corin Cowherd was how he introduced himself.

      He was an older man, with a face that was weathered and lined, as if he’d never spent even a minute out of the elements. But it was a friendly face with a ready smile. He had pale blue eyes that peeked out under bushy white brows. His hair had clearly once been a yellow-blonde, but was now mostly white with just a few patches of color left, worn in long braids that framed his faced and fell past his shoulders. He was a shorter man, stocky but with muscles on muscles from a lifetime of working with large animals.

      And while the cows listened to Corin, neither Corin nor the cows were particularly enthused about hurrying. They plodded along at their own pace, a pace that was so slow that I had trouble matching it.

      “What’s the deal with that estate?” I asked Corin after strolling alongside him for about an hour.

      “Which?” he asked.

      “The one we just came from, the Engayne place.”

      “Ah, not so. We are making our way to the Engayne place and leaving the Bainbridge estate. I presume you ask about that?”

      “Sorry, my mistake. I do.”

      He cleared his throat, almost like he wasn’t used to speaking so much, a whopping twenty-three words.

      “Bit of a long story,” he started. “Mister Bainbridge came to the area, erm, twenty years ago. He found a young bride and started a family. Bit old to do so, if you ask me, which you did, so I’m telling you. He had money. Plenty of it. Had a daughter, that lonesome lass in the carriage–”

      “Elanor.”

      “That’s the one. Mister Bainbridge passed earlier this year, and it would seem Mrs. Bainbridge was no longer keen to remain in the country, choosing the head to the capital instead. Elanor is, um, not quite made for the capital — at least that’s what her mother said when she left Elanor behind to be betrothed to Master Engayne.”

      “Mrs. Bainbridge sounds like a real peach.”

      “She is…” Corin paused, as if searching for the words, and then just shrugged. “Bit of a shame, really, because her daughter is a lovely girl. Good heart. Great with animals, better’n me with the cows here. ‘Cause of her, this herd be pride of the region. And with her daughter out of the house, I imagine Mrs. Bainbridge will get rid of the estate and live in the city full.”

      “Having been to the city, I’d prefer to live out here.”

      “Aye?”

      “Calmer out here. Doesn’t smell as bad.”

      “Been on many cow farms?”

      “No, but–”

      He gave me a smile.

      “Might get used to it either way. Grass is always greener somewhere, eh?”

      “That’s what they say,” I agreed.

      Corin patted my arm as if he’d shared some immense wisdom with me, and then started humming a little tune to himself. Then he went after a cow who was heading off the road toward a nice patch of grass.

      One major benefit of traveling at night was the emptiness of the road. No one else was out, which meant we could use the entire road for all three hundred plus cattle and the carriage. We were kings of the road. I couldn’t imagine how annoying it would be to try to make room for others to pass by constantly.

      One major downside of traveling at night was the bandits.

      I have no idea why I didn’t think there’d be conflicts on the trip, being that I encounter bandits almost everywhere I went. But for whatever reason, I thought it was going to be a nice easy trip without me having to fight anyone.

      That was not the case.

      Somewhere in the deeper portions of the night, when the moons were high overhead, telling me it was on the far side of midnight but quite some time before dawn, I noticed a group of figures standing across the road a fair distance in front of us. There was nothing overtly threatening about the group — it was just a little strange to see people there like that, hanging around with no light.

      I looked over at Amber, and she nodded, slipping away into the woods.

      I didn’t make any other statements, didn’t change anything. I just tried to keep everything rolling at the same rate, as if we hadn’t noticed the threat ahead.

      Amber popped out of the woods a minute later.

      “There are more of them on either side,” she said. “Archers.”

      “How many?”

      “All told? Thirty?”

      “Lovely. Are they in uniforms?”

      “Of a sort — all black.”

      “So bandits.”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe you head back out and go along the side, just in case.”

      “Got it.”

      She slipped away, and we continued on apace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      “What lovely gifts you’ve brought us,” the lead bandit said.

      “Look, it’s a bit late for banter, don’t you think?” I replied. “How about we cut this short?”

      “In a rush, eh? I suppose we can make quick work of you. Just turn over all your worldly goods, and you can be on your merry way.”

      “I don’t think I could be on my merry way after giving you all my things. I like my things.”

      “Tied to the material world?”

      “A little. Not exactly keen to die again.”

      “Again?”

      “Long story.”

      “And you’re in a hurry, got it. So if you could, put your things over there,” he gestured to the side of the road.

      “Even the cattle?”

      “Especially them.”

      “They aren’t mine to give. I’m afraid I’m going to have to refuse.”

      “Ah, that’s a shame. You seem like a pleasant fellow. And now I’ll have to kill you.”

      “I don’t think there’s many who call me pleasant.”

      “Perhaps I’m being polite.”

      “I appreciate a polite thief.”

      “You’re quite welcome, although if you would like to speed things up, might I–”

      “I think we both know how this is going to go.”

      “I hope so. But I’ve noticed you not putting your things over there.”

      “I’m not going to.”

      “And thus we move to stage two of our little interaction, eh? Where we stage an impasse before you realize that your muscles are no real match for our numbers. And then you put your things over there on the side of the road.”

      “I mean, we could just pretend we never met and you could let us pass without violence.”

      “Bit against the highwayman code of conduct there.”

      “Is that what you are?”

      “It is. May I ask your Choice?”

      “Burgmann.”

      “Burgmann. Can’t say I’ve heard that one before.”

      “Doesn’t bode particularly well for you.”

      “Something to do with putting bandits down?”

      “More to do with protecting people and things.”

      “Glorified guard?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Make good enemies, then, don’t we?”

      “I make dead enemies.” I smiled, rolling my shoulders. “Let me just make it very clear that this is the path you chose–”

      “We chose–”

      “Why are we stopping?” came Elanor’s shrill voice  as she stuffed herself partially out of the tiny carriage window. “Douglas, you stop this at once.”

      “Elanor?”

      “Douglas! This is outrageous.”

      “Well I didn’t know it was you!”

      “You shouldn’t be doing this regardless.”

      “I’m a highwayman! I’m supposed to do this.”

      “That’s a stupid Choice.”

      “It is not! It’s a perfectly valid profession, and one that has been in the family for generations.”

      “And how many of those generations are alive now?”

      “Just me, but–”

      “Might that be a sign?”

      “Gods dammit, Elanor,” Douglas the highwayman snapped, pushing past me as if wasn’t even there. “I’m trying to do something here. Look at all my fellow bandits who are also trying to do something.”

      “Staying up too late and losing sleep is what you’re doing.”

      “I enjoy being awake at night.”

      “You’re a fool. And come on — he’ll rip your head off if you get into a fight with him,” she said, pointing at me.

      Douglas the Highwayman glanced at me. “Doubtful. Do you know how many men I have with me?”

      “Thirty,” I said.

      “Yes, well, um, yes.”

      “That is impressive, Douglas,” Elanor continued, “but think of what you could do if you actually applied all thirty of those people to something useful instead of just stealing things as innocent people tried to pass.”

      “This is useful — it’s a redistribution of wealth!”

      “That’s not that useful, Douglas.”

      “It’s vital to a healthy economy, Elanor!”

      “No, it isn’t. Now move aside and let me pass. I need to get my cows to bed before too much longer.”

      She pulled herself back into the carriage and then, almost by magic, the small crowd of bandits moved to either side of the road, and the carriage began to move again.

      Douglass stood there, shaking his head a little as we rolled on by.

      I admit to being surprised, and I just stood there next to him.

      “She’s right, you know,” I said.

      “About the ripping my head off thing?”

      “That too. More about the pointlessness of being a bandit. Taking things from people.”

      “I only take from those who won’t miss it.”

      “I mean, aside from me, I think everyone here would miss the things you’d have taken from us.”

      “You don’t seem that wealthy.”

      “Looks can be deceiving.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t know it was her in there. Otherwise, I’d just have waved you on by.”

      “Even those she’s wealthy?”

      “Bah, she’s just a kid, mostly. And trying to do good. Up till her pa passed, he employed half these people here with me tonight. Paid ‘em well and housed ‘em. Even if I tried, doubt anyone would have gone through with it as soon as we saw it was Elanor.”

      “Well, maybe next time I pass through, we can try this again.”

      “Better have her with you if you expect to get through without paying the toll!”

      “Or you could use your obvious charisma and do good somewhere.”

      “I’m telling you, this is good.”

      “And I’m telling you, it’s not. You’re going to come up against someone who lacks restraint and really will rip your head off. Or shoot you from the darkness. Ready to go Amber?”

      “Ready,” Amber said. She dropped down from a tree and un-nocked her arrow.

      Douglass spun around, startled.

      I gave him a smile and hurried to catch up with the cows.
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      Somewhere in the vague realm of dawn, we had to fight a group of these monsters that Amber realized were following us through the woods. Huge carnivorous monsters with big tufts of leaf-like hair coming out of their heads which made them look a lot like willow trees, except they could move on three stumpy legs and a large body with a big fucking mouths filled with craggy teeth in their chests. Apparently known as Creeping Willows, they were somewhat endemic to the area. The cows didn’t have to stop, nor did the carriage. It was mainly just Amber and me who did the combat. We left the goblins to sit on top of the carriage, holding crude spears in an effort to act as security, under the orders of Vengai, who was still lazing about on the back of the carriage.

      Back on the road, Philippe walked along with Corin the cowherd having quiet conversations, and Albrecht sat in surly silence while ‘driving’ along. Which, being that the road was basically flat and straight, was mostly just making sure he didn’t doze off and fall over.

      I let Nimble gorge himself on the brains of the Creeping Willows. He seemed overjoyed at the prospect — something about getting to taste a new brain that really got his juices flowing — but I tried not to listen to him too closely, since the whole thing was really just gross to think about. Plus, I didn’t like his complaints about not learning enough from eating monster brains.

      As the day began, we encountered more people on the road. For the most part, they were understanding and moved aside to let us pass. But some were not so kind, yelling at us and the cows until I glared at them and suggested they move aside and let us pass.

      One merchant got very upset that I was asking him to move, since he was clearly very important and had places to be. He thought we should move out of his way instead. I pointed out that moving three hundred cattle was a challenge that would take longer than him simply remaining on his horse and stepping to the side for a moment or two. He refused. So I picked up his horse, and also him, and carried them over to the side so we could keep going.

      The horse looked confused, and the man looked terrified. A win in my book.

      Somewhere in the afternoon, we arrived at another estate. This one wasn’t as large as the first one, but was significantly nicer. The walls had people on them; the grounds were clean, and the fields were being worked. As soon as we came in sight, the doors to the walls opened up and all sorts of friendly folk poured out to welcome us.

      Elanor was all smiles as her groom, a man about her age with a round face and a ready smile, rode out, somewhat awkwardly, on an all-white horse. He got off the horse and climbed into the carriage, where there was lots of giggling. I felt something like happiness warm my bloodstained soul for a moment.

      We got the carriage inside, and then the cows, and Elanor and Corin worked to get the cows situated in their new field and barn. Which the cows seemed to love. They bounced all over the place as they explored and sampled the new grass.

      As the last cow went into their new home, I got the quest complete notification.
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        * * *

      

      You have been completed a quest:

      That Dreaded Mission - Escort Elanor Engayne to her Husband

      You safely escorted the young woman, and her dowry, to her new husband and family in Wyborough.

      Reward for success: See Elanor
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        * * *

      

      “I have a small gift for you,” Elanor said, all smiles as she walked out of the pasture, holding her husband’s hand. “It is not much, but I hope it might be useful.”

      She held out a strangely shaped pouch, then opened it up to show me a perfectly spherical blue ball.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “It is a small herd of my cattle.”

      “A what?” I asked.

      She smiled, holding back a little laugh.

      “It is a magical device, used to transport livestock,” she said. “I was told by your lord to give it to you for safe keeping for him. You may take up to twenty-one animals of the same species, and they will remain in the orb without need for food or water.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “No, it is real.”

      She pushed the orb into my hand and I felt the power thrumming inside. It wasn’t much, but just enough that I could tell it was real.

      “And there’s cows inside?”

      “Yes. Though not twenty one. Only twelve. Ten cows, two bulls. I imagine your lord has someone who can help you make them into a full herd.”

      “I, um, that’s very generous of you, but, um, don’t you need it?”

      “No,” she said, smiling again. “I don’t plan on ever leaving here if I can help it. You must stay for the night.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” I replied, still absorbed by the orb, wondering what it could be and what it could offer “but we must be going.”

      “Thank you for getting my wife here safely,” Mister Engayne said. “I’m not sure what I would have done if something had happened to her.”

      My initial impulse was to say something about how safe it all seemed here, and that the escort, besides being an annoying time suck, had been a cinch. I also thought about asking why he didn’t bother to send some of his guards to escort her, considering that, at first glance, it seemed as if there were more than we had in Coggeshall. But what was the point of that — to guilt him? To make him think he’d made a mistake?

      “Happy to have done it,” I lied, and shook his hand. “If you ever decide to make a trip to the west, look me up in Coggeshall. You’re more than welcome to visit my home.”

      Then I walked away, tying the new pouch onto my belt, right next to the unfillable knapsack.

      But, in the background, I could hear them asking each other about Coggeshall, and why I was here in the east if I was from the west. I couldn’t help but smile, knowing they were going to have a hell of a time figuring out what was going on.

      Then I heard them wondering why I’d been talking to them when I was just the lowly muscle. Elanor asked if she should let Philippe know he had some mouthy show-off staff.

      I wanted to let Elanor know she could afford to give her mouth a little break.

      But I didn’t say anything — I just wanted to get the fuck out there.
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      I got an earful from Albrecht when he found out we weren’t staying to eat or to sleep, which made me realize that he might have something of a point. We’d been going nearly thirty-six hours without sleep, and while that wasn’t a big deal for me, looking at the group with me, it seemed like they needed a break.

      Except the goblins. They were bright eyed and, well, not bushy-tailed. Amber was the only one bushy-tailed, but she was not at all bright eyed.

      “Fine,” I said. “We’ll stay here. We eat, we sleep, we leave in the morning to get on Fritz and move on to Glaton.”

      “Your grace,” Albrecht began, but I put up a hand.

      “I don’t want to hear what Valamir wants, okay? You can tell me that tomorrow.”

      He gave me a curt nod, and I sent Philippe to arrange things so that we could avail ourselves of the Engayne generosity.

      Which turned out to be rather nice, all things considered, because Philippe had to sit with the couple and the couple’s extended family inside, while the rest of us got to eat with the staff, servants, and regular folk outside. Large tables were set up in the courtyard, filled with a feast. Sure, it wasn’t a feast fit for a king, but it was still a grand affair. A straight-up party, and we were the feature entertainment. More or less. We were people from way far away, and there was no shortage of requests for stories. I did my best to fob them all off onto Albrecht, who was no longer enjoying our delayed departure.

      Amber asked if I would act as her partner, as if we were in a relationship. I wasn’t keen on doing it, but I knew if I didn’t, it was going to be a long night of Amber fending off horny farmhands, guards, and anyone else who’d dreamt of a night with a kitsune girl.

      I agreed.

      We sat next to each other, closer than I felt comfortable, but she seemed happy. She rested her hand on my arm, leaned her head on my shoulder, and, more than once, she wrapped her big fox tails around my back. I had to admit that there was something to all of it. I had to remind myself, more than once, that this used to be her job, and it would seem she was good at it, and none of it meant she had a thing for me.

      We didn’t really get a chance to talk to each other — most of the evening was spent socializing and just existing within the tight-knit community we’d been invited into. Which was really nice. The group even got used to the goblins in what I considered record time. An older gent dug out a little table that was nearly the perfect size for the mini-monsters. He set it up near my seat so the goblins could stare adoringly at me while they tore into whatever food they could grab with wild abandon.

      Somewhere in the night, when the colder winds blew down from the nearby mountains and all the various sources of alcohol had run dry, Corin Cowherd showed us where we’d be sleeping: in the hayloft. The eight of us — nine if you count Nimble — climbed up and found spots where we could comfortably rest.  Vengai even being polite enough to say that it was cozy and fun, and not minding that a person of his station was sleeping in a loft.

      Then Albrecht got up and wedged his sword across the access hatch, making it a bit of a challenge for anyone to get to us.

      Whether it was still part of the act, as soon as I’d found a spot where I could stare out at the sky through a small knothole in a plank, Amber laid down next to me, resting her head on my arm.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “Of course.”

      She gave me a nod, turned her head the other way, and closed her eyes.

      But she didn’t move.

      I was so confused.

      But I was also warm. And comfortable. And full of rich food. There really wasn’t a chance I’d be able to resist the allure of sleep. So before I knew it, I slipped into slumber.
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      I woke up on a mountaintop. I wasn’t on a mountain when I went to sleep, so that could only mean one thing.

      I caught the scent of vanilla on the wind and looked around for Mister Paul. I didn’t see him right away, but I did see the distance I was going to fall if I made a misstep.

      “Fuck me, this is high up!” I said.

      “Thought you might enjoy the view,” Mister Paul replied.

      I had no idea where he’d come from, but he was standing beside me, looking out across the vista that was, probably, the Empire of Glaton. He wore a white suit that blended in well with the snow, and while I had sunk down to my calves in the stuff, he remained on top of it. We were roughly eye to eye.

      “I’d enjoy the night off.”

      “Can’t offer you that, sadly.”

      I frowned, looking at the mass of lights off in the distance, a strange blob of brilliance amid the all-consuming darkness surrounding it.

      “Is that the capital down there?”

      “Indeed it is.”

      “Big.”

      “Your grasp of the obvious is laudable, your grace.”

      “First of all, fuck you. I get enough of that shit from the mortal fuckwits. Second, care to explain more about this whole becoming a god thing?”

      “I do not, but I will. Just not now.”

      “Why not now?”

      “Now is for something else.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If you would stop interrupting with questions, I would answer anyway, and you would find out.”

      I remained quiet.

      “Good. Now–”

      There was a bit of fuzz, like there’d been a glitch in the system. It felt like I was missing something, as if I was watching the story of my life and someone ripped a scene out.

      “What just happened?” I asked.

      “You did a favor for me.”

      “When?”

      “Just then.”

      “I did? I don’t remember anything.”

      “I had to remove it. Questionable legality within the realm of, well, things.”

      “You stole some of my memories?”

      “I certainly would not describe it that way, but I suppose there is a measure of truth to how you chose to phrase it. We agreed that you would assist me in a minor matter, and then you did. And because it was something not quite germane to your life and what is happening here, and because some of my colleagues might view such a thing as providing you with information not allowed, I removed it.”

      “What the fuck, man? Give me a heads up next time. It felt really fucking weird.”

      “You felt something?”

      “Fuck yeah.”

      “Interesting. I will need to ruminate on that.”

      “Is that it?” I asked. “Can I go back to sleep now?”

      “Certainly not. I wouldn’t have brought you here just to do a silly favor for me. There’s much to discuss and little time in which to discuss it.”

      “As always.”

      “As always.”

      “Is there any chance I’m going to get to that life we once spoke about where I was just going to be fishing in a mountain lake?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do I want to know how much of a chance?”

      “I think you will say that you do, but when you hear what the probabilities currently are on the exchange, you will not enjoy that stat.”

      “What exchange?”

      “It’s of no matter. You have no need to know about the betting that takes place on what occurs here. It has no bearing on you.”

      I grit my teeth, ready to push because I wanted to know more when something in my brain clicked. He had told me all I needed to know in the way he could without triggering a warning from the higher ups. Probably.

      “Fine,” I said. “So what’s up?”

      “I understand much of this is out of your control, but I must urge you to return to Coggeshall. There is much happening there, and while I cannot prognosticate, I will say that ruin will befall your home if you are not there to hold it up.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Can you elaborate?”

      “Not in the slightest. Perhaps in the future, after your success or failure, I can explain why. Although I am sure it will all be revealed by then. Or it will no longer matter.”

      “Awesome. So get home right away.”

      “Yes.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Get the Emperor elected.”

      “You realize those two things are at odds.”

      “I do, but only marginally.”

      “I can’t get home right away if I stick around and deal with the Senate shit.”

      “The Senate Shit, as you so eloquently call it, is of vital importance to you. I would argue the throne being filled is as significant to you as getting home before it’s too late.”

      “Just filled? Doesn’t matter who?”

      “At this point, yes. Well, not exactly — there are obviously a few choices that will make the world a darker place, but I hope you can see that on your own.”

      “You can’t tell me?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Can’t even offer your opinions?”

      “While I likely could offer my opinion, my knowledge extends far beyond yours, or even what most of those on Vuldranni possess. Meaning anything I say, even if I do my utmost to remove my biases, will be viewed as offering unearned information.”

      “Can I earn the information?”

      “An interesting question. Potentially, although I think I would need to ask the council if that is something they would view favorably.”

      I really wanted to say fuck the council, but I knew they were probably listening in. And anyway, needling gods wasn’t ever a good idea. So instead, I just put it in the back of my mind and let my rage fester there. Nothing bad can happen from that, right?

      “So get someone on the throne won’t drop the world into darkness, and then get home ASAP.”

      “Yes. Also–”

      “No also.”

      “Pardon?”

      “No more.”

      “But there is more.”

      “Does there have to be?”

      “You could choose to dwell in ignorance if you feel that’s the life for you, but…”

      “But it’s going to impact those I love and care about, and then the world is going to end in a fiery hellscape where the rivers boil with blood and there are no fish, so why bother fishing anyway, right?”

      “Persuasively put.”

      “But that’s not actually what will happen, right?”

      “I think the specifics might be somewhat different, but the overall effect is likely the same.”

      “Fuck me.”

      “Could happen in that scenario, I suppose. Anything could. Although I will say there have been ever-louder calls for you to make a romantic connection.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “Dude, Mister Paul, how much of my life is being broadcast out there?”

      “Um, everything.”

      “Fuck, man, er, god.”

      He gave me a smile, his dark teeth reflecting just the barest hint of the moons. It almost looked like he didn’t have teeth at all, like his mouth was just a hole leading into his head. Sometimes he was really fucking creepy, and I had to remind myself that he wasn’t technically my friend. Or that we were, on any level, equals. He was a god, and he could just choose to smite me at any moment.

      “Is that something you want me to do?”

      “Fuck a man or a god? I suppose there would be a measure of entertainment value there, but⁠—”

      “Romance.”

      “I daresay you could do with companionship, although what that might look like is up to you. And right now I am loath to propose anything that might distract you from the events transpiring. You have quite a bit to accomplish and a shockingly short time to do so–”

      “Before what?”

      He smiled again.

      “You can’t tell me.”

      “Alas. I cannot.”

      “So stay focused on the goal that you can’t tell me about beyond, what? Get home? Make sure there’s an Emperor? Prepare for some nebulous threat?”

      “Yes. All I can tell you is what I have told you. And that the most important task for you is to make Coggeshall what you have been aiming for: a place that is highly defensible, that offers a reprieve from danger, and has a robust and healthy population.”

      “Is that all?”

      “Yes. Although, I suppose you would likely receive more gifts if you were to lean in to making the audience happier.”

      “And they want me fucking.”

      “I don’t think that’s quite what they had in mind.”

      “Should I spend more time shirtless?”

      That actually got a chuckle from the god.

      “Maybe,” he said with a smile. “Regardless, I do have a few little things for you.”

      “From my fans?”

      “No comment. First, as they have continued to press, here is another tonic to boost your constitution.”

      He handed me a small bottle.
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      Attribute Potion - Constitution +5

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: Potion

      Description: A potion designed to improve an attribute, in this case, constitution. And by five (5) points.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I quaffed the drink and held the bottle out to the god, squinting at the taste.

      Mister Paul blinked at me.

      “Bit hasty with that?” He said, taking the bottle and throwing it over his shoulder. It didn’t hit the ground — it just sort of disappeared into thin air.

      “Neat trick with the bottle.”

      “Be a shame to litter here.”

      A quick check of my attributes, and I was at 99.

      “I’m still one short.”

      “Yes, well, inflation and all. That’s all they got for you.”

      “I don’t suppose you could give me just that little bump.”

      “No.”

      “Okay then.”

      “Not because I lack the desire to do so, but it would be improper for me to do so.”

      “Got it. Against the rules.”

      “But there have been some gifts for you.”

      He gave me two wands, a ring, and a cape.

      “All this?” I asked.

      He shrugged.

      “Generous fans, I suppose. Although, to be fair, I did not look too carefully at what they are — I have been frightfully busy.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pocket watch. He popped it open and made a face. Then he looked back at me. “And thus ends our little chat. Remember what I said and best of luck–”

      “Wait!”

      He did not. He disappeared, and as he did, the world around me dematerialized. I woke up back in the hayloft where I’d fallen asleep.
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      Amber wasn’t laying on me any longer — just next to me. She made cute noises in her sleep that might’ve been something along the lines of snoring, but made palatable.

      I managed to get up without waking anyone else. I got all my things, including Nimble, and crept out of the barn.

      The estate was very much still asleep, although there were some sounds around the place that told me the farm was beginning to rouse, that the farmhands were likely about to start their day. I didn’t really know what to do.

      I had a lot to think about. Mister Paul, as always, had given me all sorts of vague information I needed to sift through, to see if there was anything hidden there.

      The first bit was easy: I understood the need to get home. Coggeshall was out from under the snow, and anything bad that was going to happen would take place during the summer. The fighting months. I thought back to the Mahrduhmese army heading west and wondered what that was going to look like when it finally reached Coggeshall. I thought about the logistics of maintaining an army so far from what I figured was the ‘base’ of the country.

      Unless they were bringing the ability to feed and water themselves with them. Given the magic of the world, that had to be possible, and it made me think it would behoove me to learn more about military logistics in contemporary Vuldranni. Which was a strange thing to realize, because it was never something I would have considered before. But then again, I’d never really been forced into the role of military command before.
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      Boom zap! You’ve gained a single point (1) of Wisdom!
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      I blinked, confused about why that happened. Self-reflection? Could I just think more, somehow harder, and boost my wisdom? I mean, it made sense in a certain manner, being that I could work out really hard and get a point in strength. If I read a bunch of books, could that make my intelligence stat go up?

      And, because I started to ask those questions of the world, the inevitable happened.
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      You have been offered a quest:

      How Does It All Work?

      Figure out⁠—

      Reward for success: —

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): —
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        * * *

      

      But then something weird happened. Before I could accept the quest, before quest notification even completed the text portion of the notification, it fizzled out, replaced by:
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        * * *

      

      Quest offer canceled.

      Reward given - 300 XP

      All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero.
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      That was fucking weird.

      Still, free XP is still XP, right?

      But did the world want to stop me from investigating the workings of the system….?

      I thought about the question as pointedly as I could, but I did not get another quest prompt. So I decided that my brainpower was probably best spent in a different arena, like continuing to parse through why I needed to get home.

      And why I needed to make sure an Emperor was on the throne, which brought up another question — who did I want to be there?

      Which one of the asshats gunning for a power upgrade would be the best for Coggeshall?

      And that was the hardest question I had to work through, because I had no fucking idea. On first impulse, the best person would be the young Glaton girl. Nathalie’s cousin, who also had an N-name, but one I couldn’t remember.

      Nicole?

      I shook my head. That didn’t seem right. Regardless of her name, she seemed to have the fewest ulterior motives insofar as I could parse. Which, when did that become a phrase of mine…

      But she was inexperienced and young and there was a city full of potential advisors who could steer her wrong. Or at least away from helping me and mine.

      I’d also be happy with someone who was willing to just ignore Coggeshall and let me do my own thing. That could very well be what Coggeshall needed. Time to grow without interference, good or bad.

      I leaned on the fence, watching the cows moo around. Some saw me and came sauntering over, curious. Not close enough that I could touch them, but close enough to stare at me with their big eyes.

      “I bet you taste delicious,” I said to the nearest one.

      She farted in response.

      “Maybe not,” I replied. “Got any ideas on who should be Emperor?”

      She didn’t. At least, not that I could tell.

      Which was understandable — why would she have inside knowledge on something the whole Empire was wondering about? Also, I was talking to a cow and expecting a response. Which was rude because there were a lot of other cows in conversational range, and I was ignoring them.

      “Open question to all of you,” I yelled out. “So, feel free to answer.”

      “Are you expecting one?” I heard someone say from behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder to see Amber sashaying in my direction. Which was her preferred means of walking.

      “Not really,” I replied. “But it would be nice to get a second opinion.”

      “On?”

      “The Emperor.”

      “Oh. That’s a thorny question.”

      “Hence why I’m asking the cows. Low risk.”

      “Low reward.”

      “Just the way I like my mornings.”

      “I can listen if you like. I can’t really offer anything in reply, though.”

      “Nah, that’s okay. I’m sure someone is going to tell me what I should think soon enough, and then I can decide whether or not to follow through. I barely know what I’m doing — sometimes I think I’m destined to make every wrong decision on the way. Like, I can never catch up or actually take the time to think through things before I have to act. So I’m doing so much reacting that I can’t be proactive and I just wind up being stupid, even though I feel like I don’t have to be. And yet that’s what I was for so long that it’s remained my instinctual response.”

      “That’s a lot to be thinking about while talking to cows.”

      “They’re pretty good listeners.”

      “Big ears.”

      “Full hearts. Can’t lose.”

      She gave me a look that told me she knew I was throwing down some bit of pop culture from my world that she had no hope of understanding. I had to wonder why I did those things. Maybe it was just instinct. It’d been my response when I didn’t know what else to say for all the years I was alive in the old world — hard habit to break.

      “Do you want me to prep Fritz?” Amber asked.

      “You think he’ll be ready this early?”

      “Yes. What do you think he’s doing? Snoozing in a giant nest somewhere?”

      “Something like that.”

      “He mostly circles your location, just waiting for something to happen. For someone to call him.”

      “Does he sleep?”

      “He can sleep while flying.”

      “No way.”

      “It is the truth.”

      “That’s so cool.”

      She shrugged and gave a smile. “I would imagine it is reasonably rare for a roc to land for much beyond the occasional feeding or an incidental attack.”

      “Do they lay eggs?”

      “Sadly, I only know what I know from following Fritz.”

      “Got it. Yeah, we should get him ready. I want to get to the capital as fast as possible. I’m tired of putting it off. We’ve stalled long enough, and I need to get things in motion. I have it from a reliable source that things in Coggeshall might get spicy this summer, so we need to get back. And we need to have an Emperor installed before then.”

      “I will make sure he is saddled and ready to fly. If you would head back north when you are ready to travel, I remember a clearing a mile up the road, five minutes to the east. You can make it out from the road, and I will leave a mark there for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Of course,” she replied, her smile dazzling as she hurried away.
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      I woke the others as gently as I could — by throwing sleeping goblins at them. However, I somehow ended up with more goblins to throw at people than I had people to throw at.

      Vengai got one, Albrecht got one, and Phillipe got one. But I still had one in my hand.

      “Why are there four of you?” I snapped in harsh Goblin, holding the one I still had up to my face. Upon closer inspection, it was the little one, Snek.

      Snek gave me a smile, which was still disconcerting, and shrugged.

      “No more goblins,” I said.

      The three old goblins leapt on the new one with murder on their minds. A sacrifice to their god. Me.

      “Stop,” I snapped, grabbing the goblins off the newcomer and tossing them over my shoulder into the rafters above.

      The new goblin was a different shade of green than the ones from Rumib Pass, more of a greenish blue. They also had slightly larger ears and smaller eyes. I wasn’t sure if that was a personal difference, or more of a geographical one. Mountain goblin versus forest goblin, or something along those lines.

      “No new ones,” I said, “but no killing unless I specifically say so.”

      “What specifically?” Toothmouth called down.

      “It means unless I tell you to kill someone or something, no killing.”

      Toothmouth nodded. Then he jumped off the rafter into a pile of hay.

      I didn’t tell Albrecht I was planning on having Fritz take us all the way to Glaton. He’d figure it out once we were aboard Air Fritz, and by then, it’d be loud enough that I wouldn’t have to listen to him bitching about it. Unfortunately, I had to tell Fritz where we were going before we got on, which started the Albrecht bitching earlier than I’d planned.

      “Your grace,” he said, “it would be preferable to his highness if we waited–”

      “No more waiting,” I said. “I need to get back to my people as soon as possible. Fritz, we need to get close enough to the city that we can come in under cover of night. Land at Valamir’s place in as much secrecy as we can manage. That should give us an advantage in terms of the Senate nonsense, and should likely be the safest place we can⁠—”

      “I will let his highness know–” Albrecht started, but I grabbed the notebook out of his hand and threw it over my shoulder.

      “No,” I said. “No one is going to know. I don’t know who to trust–”

      The new goblin pushed the notebook into my hand mid-gesticulation.

      “Um, thank you,” I said.

      The new goblin nodded.

      Albrecht reached his hand out for his notebook, and I tossed it to him.

      “I will refrain for the moment,” Albrecht said. “However, it is borderline treasonous to think his highness might have anything but⁠—”

      “Dude, I know it’s not Valamir who’s going to spill the beans. But he’s going to want prep work done. Cooking for more people, having his servants make the posh rooms ready for visitors, that stuff. All of that is going to be a beacon that someone is coming, and I’m pretty much the only guess people could have if Valamir is prepping for a visitor.”

      “I doubt that–”

      “You write in that notebook, and you’re walking home alone. Got it?”

      “I understand, your grace. But please note my objection.”

      “Oh, it’s been fucking noted, Albrecht.”

      Getting on Air Fritz was a whole other disaster. The goblins cowered in fear as they got closer to the gigantic bird. Not in a full shut-down mode, but in a ready-to-run sort of mode. You could tell they were deathly afraid, but they were able to remain fully functional. In some aspects, they were actually better behaved and more efficient when operating in that mode. Still, it took a lot longer to get them into seats and strapped in.

      Albrecht and Phillipe were simple. Vengai was not.

      He wasn’t keen on riding the bird because he’d never taken a flight before. Still, after a little convincing and a lot of moving straps around, we made it so that his big snake body was safely affixed to the huge bird. I took a minute to double check this was, in fact, reality.

      Amber got aboard, and finally me. Fritz launched himself into the air, very much making it a powerful and rough leap, seeming to take a perverse joy in scaring the ever-loving crap out of first-time riders.

      Which, to be fair, I got. I smiled — I used to do that with my bikes.
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      Flying was, as it nearly always was, a delight for me. Being that we lacked Bear, I told Fritz to take it a little easier, to not go up quite so high or fly quite so fast. I didn’t want the other passengers to get cooked or frozen by sun and wind. And since Albrecht was being whiney, which I suspected was an act meant to induce extra breaks, we landed far more often than I would have liked. Roughly every two hours, we found a secluded-ish clearing, landed and stretched our legs. Or, in the case of Vengai, he stretched his tail. Body? His…snakeness.

      If this were a film version, it’s where the travel montage would go. We saw monsters moving in groups. We saw pristine wilderness and a lot of farmland. A truly impressive amount of land looks to have been taken over by humans and, or insert your species of choice here, because there was a marked division between what was once wilderness and what was now tamed. And it was pretty to see.

      Unlike some of my other travel attempts, I made a concerted effort to stay away from places where people lived. We had to do a bit more camping than I was expecting, thanks to Vengai, who didn’t appreciate the fine art of flying through the night. Albrecht, of course, was ebullient at the delay. I just accepted it was what it was.

      In the evenings, we would make a small fire and sit a little closer than we would normally. But nobody really talked. We were missing the social engine that would have kept us going in that sort of situation. I think normally that fell to Ragnar. He seemed to abhor silence. I thought about trying to spark up some of that pointless banter, but I couldn’t think of what to say.

      I spent that time in a mixture of introspection and vague attempts at meditation, trying to clear my mind and just stare out at the world, hoping that if I gave my brain the time and space to do its thing, some thoughts would trickle down from the universe and smack into my brain. I wasn’t terribly successful.

      I thought a lot about Coggeshall, and about the concept of home. I wondered about the fact that gremlins now infested Coggeshall and what that meant. But every time I was around Amber in a conversational setting, I forgot to ask about it. So I wasn’t getting any clarification about what was happening.

      Eventually, it got harder to find out of the way spots. We were going to have to make a run for Glaton and just arrive when we did. Which was a long flight, a little later into the night, so that we could arrive in darkness and surprise good old Valamir.
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      Now, I’d seen Glaton from the air before, but never up close. It was kind of stunning, because there were so many people living in this one place and there was so much light that it was a beacon in the night. We flew fast, and went up as high as we could really take until we were right above Valamir’s palace. Although I believe he considers it just a home.

      Fritz banked sharply, did a few circles, and then dove with pinpoint accuracy. He flared his wings at the last second and landed adroitly on top of the roof, as if he was stepping off of a boat onto a dock. It was just a few seconds pulling everybody off before Fritz flapped away, moving into the darkness until he was little more than a memory. There might have been a few people who saw him and would soon tell weird stories about this creature that visited Valamir in the dark of night.

      Albrecht took the lead and guided us into Valamir’s home. And because he was reasonably known by the staff, he was able to get them moving. In particular, getting them to prepare adequate accommodations as would befit an ambassador’s first visit with the emperor. Which meant that Vengai was whisked away to be pampered while the rest of us were somewhat left to our own devices.

      So, as a group, we tromped up to Valamir’s office, where a valet stood in my way.

      He looked at me as I came up to him and his eyes went a little wide.

      “Apologies, um,” he started, but then seemed to run out of words.

      “I’m a guest of his highness,” I said. “I’m supposed to be here and have a meeting with your boss. His highness.”

      “You are a guest of–”

      “Valamir, High Prince of Glaton, yeah.”

      “And you are?”

      “The duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Yes, of course. Just, I was told that his highness is not to be disturbed whilst–”

      “Buddy, I’ve had a long night. A long few weeks, actually. I’m not in the best of moods and I’d really prefer to just get this over with, okay? You step out of the way, and I’ll be quick.”

      “I’m sorry, I cannot–”

      “Bub. Stop right there. I get that you’re just doing what you’re told, but that’s not, I mean, just take a chill pill and I don’t know say you were on a break and I slipped on by, okay?”

      “I can’t do that, your grace.”

      “I bet you could if you tried.”

      “Perhaps I could just ask his highness?”

      “Oh, hey, now there’s an idea. Or–”

      I was going to push the valet out of the way and walk into the office, but he was young and really trying his damndest. I was impatient, sure, but didn’t want to get him in trouble. So when he implored me to wait, I told him I would. Just this once.

      The valet knocked at the door. Although calling it a knock is being polite. It was more like a very soft rapping. Like a baby raven on a window.

      No response from the other side.

      The valet smiled at me as if this was totally normal.

      Then he turned again, ready to knock a second time.

      I reached over him and gave the door a solid hit. Not like police style, or the kind where I’d be worried about breaking the door, but I felt like I took it to the appropriate level to actually garner attention.

      “Enter,” I heard Valamir say from the other side.

      The valet, face pale, opened the door and stuck his head inside.

      I caught a hint of wood smoke blended with a touch of whiskey, or something like it. The office beyond looked well-used and functional, with the sort of luxurious touches that defined true wealth.

      “You have a guest, your highness.”

      “I presumed you realized I was not be disturbed.”

      “Your guest insists that–”

      I’d had enough, so I pulled the valet out of the way and walked in. Valamir was sitting behind the desk while an elf leaned back in a chair. An elf with light hair and severe features, looking at me intensely, as if he was trying to decide if he needed to jump into action and fight me.

      “Valamir Glaton,” I said.

      “Duke of Coggeshall,” Valamir said. “You have returned early.”

      “Yeah, I got tired of the countryside, so I’m back. The foe’s been vanquished — let’s elect someone as Emperor so I can go home. Who’s the elf?”
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      “Your grace,” Valamir began.

      “Your highness,” I replied, interrupting.

      “Might I introduce Clyde Hatchett?”

      “Charmed,” I said. “And Clyde is?”

      “Someone who works with me. A trusted ally who has an impressive ability to get in and out of places most others can’t.”

      “A spy?”

      “Something like that,” the elf said.

      “Would you care to sit?” his highness said, coming half out of his chair to show that I should take the other chair in front of the desk.

      “You know, I’m not really prepped for something like that. I kinda just got here, and–”

      “Were you seen?”

      “I mean, I don’t think so, but–”

      “How did you get here?”

      I pointed up.

      “Got dropped off on your roof — oh, and Albrecht is here with me, somewhere. He’s trying to get a room set up for the kobold ambassador from–”

      “Kobold ambassador?”

      “Well, he’s actually a naga, so you know, don’t be surprised that he doesn’t look like a kobold. Vengai… um, I forgot his last name. And then there’s a few more with me.”

      “Yes, I seem to remember you had an otterfolk friend with you.”

      “Right, Ragnar. He’s, um, indisposed. Had to go home. So now I’ve got a different friend here to keep me out of trouble.”

      “He’s got his work cut out–”

      “She. But I know — I’m a bit of a handful.”

      “Are you planning to stay here?”

      “Is Eliza here?”

      “She is, yes. I arranged to have her stay here in your absence, as you were concerned about her safety.”

      “I guess I can stay wherever. Here if it works, somewhere else if it doesn’t.”

      “I would be happy were you to avail yourself of me. It would be both an honor and likely the easiest solution for your time in Glaton.”

      “Boss. Let’s do it.”

      “How many rooms do you require?”

      “I mean, just the one, really.”

      “For your whole retinue.”

      “Vengai isn’t really with me–”

      “Discounting the ambassador, then.”

      “There’s me, Albrecht–”

      “Albrecht will not be staying here. He will have other things to do. Continue.”

      “Philippe. Amber. The goblins can probably share a room–”

      “Goblins?”

      “There’s four of them: Toothmouth, Appleworm, Snek, and… shit, I didn’t get the fourth one’s name.”

      “Why are there goblins here?”

      “It’s really a long and stupid story, so just, um, if we can put them somewhere near me, or near Philippe, that’d probably be best. They’ve taken a shine to him, and I think they listen to him, even though I don’t think he knows how to speak goblin. Maybe put them in the same room–”

      “Are they housebroken?”

      “So far, so good. Although, to be fair, I’m not sure how much time they’ve spent in houses. We’ve mostly been camping and being on campaign. You know.”

      Valamir took in a long breath, and then let it out slowly.

      The elf, Clyde, just shook his head slightly, smiling.

      I saw Valamir writing something on a small sheet of paper, and then he rang a bell. The door opened and the young valet stepped inside.

      Valamir held out the note.

      “Please see that Gaston gets this,” Valamir said. “Immediately.”

      “Of course, your highness,” the valet said with a bow, and scurried away.

      Through the momentary open door, I saw my group standing around, looking bored. Except the goblins — they were looking around the place with wide-open mouths. The new one was very carefully inspecting the carpet. I saw him pull up a strand and eat it.

      The door closed before I could tell him not to eat the carpet.

      Hopefully he wouldn’t leave too big a hole.

      “I appreciate the long day and your immense travel,” Valamir said, “but there is something I need to discuss with you.”

      I sighed, not really wanting to get into things. And yet this guy was the prince, and there was always the chance he could make the whole Senate process go faster and smoother, something I’d definitely need to have happen if I was going to get back to Coggeshall in any reasonable time frame.

      About to drop into the chair, I remembered the trail of broken furniture I left in my wake, and instead, I let myself down gently into the comfy chair that barely fit my bulk.

      “Before we get into whatever it is you want me to do,” I said, “I need to get back to Coggeshall as soon as I can. So bear that in mind.”

      “Do you plan to attempt leaving prior to the voting for Emperor?” Valamir asked.

      “No,” I said. “I know that’s important. Just, I need to get back. Things are brewing there.”

      “Are these things you need my help with?”

      “I don’t know. How bad is a gremlin infestation?”

      “It would depend greatly on how bad the gremlin infestation is.”

      “Thanks a pantload, prince.”

      “I have heard of a few infestations which rose to being a genuine problem, but those are rare indeed. Mostly, they are an annoyance. Potentially a chronic annoyance, but I would imagine a man of your means is more than capable of overcoming a gremlin infestation.”

      “Great. Well, one problem off the list.”

      “And the rest?”

      “There’s a lot. Nothing that I can do remotely, and I probably need to see what’s going wrong before I can do anything about it. I need to get back home, okay? So, how can I help you, besides giving you my votes so you can deal with that nonsense?”

      “I would advise against that.”

      “I know. You seem to think I need to be here for some reason.”

      “The situation has grown in complexity somewhat since you left.”

      “Great.”

      “The princess has returned, and she has declared her intent to take over for her father.”

      “She did what? That’s ridiculous. Why?”

      “You would need to ask her if you would like her version of the truth, although⁠—”

      “She’ll lie to your face and then try to kill you,” Clyde the elf said.

      “That doesn’t seem like the girl I met,” I replied.

      “Oh, yes — I forgot that you met her, yes?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, she came and visited Coggeshall for a hot minute before disappearing. Wian, um, head thingman for the old Emperor, I think, went after her. But he couldn’t find her.”

      “It would appear she found a means of traveling to Kronth, where she made some sort of impression on the ruler of Kronth, who has decided that she should be his bride.”

      “She did what now? If she’s going to be Queen of Kronth, why bother⁠—”

      “They would join the two countries together. Or, rather, the Kingdom of Kronth would become part of the Empire.”

      “Which would end the war.”

      “Yes. That is what has been floated.”

      “Although–” Clyde started, but Valamir shook his head slightly, and I clenched my teeth. I didn’t like secrets.

      “Okay,” I said, “so the princess is part of the equation. She’s a bit young, a bit naïve, but she could be an able ruler.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Valamir said. “Whatever her reasons are for taking the throne, they are likely guided by whom she surrounds herself with.”

      “Undesirables?”

      “That would be one way of describing them, yes.”

      “It’s a cult,” Clyde said. “A strange one.”

      “A cult. The princess is part of a cult?”

      “Yes.” Valamir said.

      “What’s their thing?”

      “What do you mean, thing?”

      “They’ve got to have a reason to exist, right? They’re not like a social club.”

      “We aren’t quite sure of their ‘thing,’ to be honest. That’s been a bit of a mystery.”

      “Hey, um, not to throw this whole talk off base, but do I need to be worried about the whole I-might-not-be-a-duke-thing?”

      “It has largely been handled,” Valamir said. “With no shortage of help from our friend Clyde here.”

      I looked over at the elf and tried to get a read on the man. He gave me a bit of a wave.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I probably don’t really know what you did, or how much you actually helped, but thank you.”

      “It was, um, I was going to say nothing, but it was kind of a giant pain in the ass. But whatever — I’m happy to have done it.”

      “Thank you. Again.”

      “If you are quite done thanking the elf,” Valamir said, “then perhaps we can return to the more pressing issue.”

      “I’m sorry if my continued life as a noble is not important enough for you.”

      “It is not at all what I mean, and you know it. That issue has been resolved to the extent we can at the moment. However, the cult issue is growing, and we must make a plan to stop it.”

      “Do you have a plan?”

      “Did you not hear when I just said that we need to make a plan?”

      “I’m not the best at planning. I’m really the guy you call in once you have a plan, and then I fuck it up and try to fix it and somehow it occasionally works out in our favor.”

      “You do nothing but fill me with confidence.”

      “I live but to serve, your highness.”

      Valamir just shook his head.

      “If only my brother could see what his decision to elevate Coggeshall has done. Equal chance you save or doom the Empire, Coggeshall.”

      “Goodie. Let’s talk cult.”
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      “I appreciate your willingness to discuss this, and, hopefully, join in our hunt,” Valamir said.

      “Hunt?” I asked.

      “There is no other term to describe what we are doing.”

      “So, what do you mean by that?”

      “I think that’s pretty obvious,” Clyde the elf said, leaning back in his chair again until he was balancing on two legs. “The cult is trying to destroy the Empire. We need to take them down before they can.”

      “Destroy them utterly,” Valamir said. “They are more than willing to kill for their cause — whatever their true cause may be — and, thus, shall be shown no mercy from us.”

      “I mean, I’m not really a killer,” I said.

      Valamir scoffed. “May I ask what it is you just finished doing, your grace?”

      “Winning a little war for you, your highness.”

      “And was that an act free from violence?”

      “No, but that’s different.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s war.”

      “So is this.”

      “Nuh-uh, this is hunting civilians. Not going up against soldiers.”

      “Though they wear no uniforms–”

      “In public,” Clyde interrupted. “I bet they’ve got robes and hoods and all that jazz somewhere. Cults love that.”

      I shook my head.

      “It still feels very different,” I said. “I don’t like it.”

      “It is different,” Valamir said, “and I would imagine that is an element this cult, and others like it, bank upon. I admit, they are not trained soldiers, but their aim is similar. They seek to undermine our lives here, and, I believe, they would be more than happy if we all perished so that they might achieve their goals without undue stress.”

      “They lied about me striking the princess, which they knew would put me in jail with a death sentence,” Clyde said. “These guys aren’t innocent in the slightest.”

      “Man, I’m a simple type. This is a lot of mental gymnastics, and I don’t–”

      “Would you kill someone who was trying to kill you?” Valamir interrupted.

      I started to answer before thinking, but then caught myself. I was going to say yes, obviously. And yet, in the very recent past, I had not killed someone just for stabbing me or poisoning me. Instead, I let them do it again, and only interceded when it was clear they were intent on killing others.

      “Oddly, no,” I replied. “But I think the answer would be yes to your next question. If the cult is going to kill a bunch of people, then, yeah. We’d need to put a stop to them. So, is now when I ask why the state doesn’t handle this and you tell me they’ve infiltrated the state so we’re the last thing standing between them and ultimate destruction?”

      “Something along those lines,” Valamir said. “The princess is most certainly a member of this group, and that has led to some… issues.”

      “We can’t kill her?”

      “Debatable,” Clyde said.

      “We cannot kill her,” Valamir said, glaring at the elf. “One, she is my niece. Two, she is a member of the royal family. Neither of those are that important, but the implications that pinning her death upon me or the two of you are wide ranging. There is little that would prevent our deaths should that happen.”

      “So we can’t kill her,” I started, “because we could get punished for her murder.”

      “That is only part of it. The larger ramifications are because of our involvement in the senate and the election. Should it come out that we actively removed a candidate, then our standing in the senate would become compromised. Any candidate we were attached to would be punished in our stead, which could lead to some very dire outcomes as to who would be in charge of the Empire moving forward.”

      “Just seems like she’s getting a little extra protection because⁠—”

      “She is. These things are never fair, Montana.”

      “Also, we can use her to find more of the cult members,” Clyde said. “At least, that’s my plan.”

      “You have a plan?” Valamir asked.

      “Something of a plan, yeah.”

      “Care to share it with the class?” I asked.

      “I’m still working on it.”

      “So?”

      “I just, I mean, I don’t know how to put it all. It’s formulating. But I think we need to, I mean–”

      Valamir held up his hand.

      “There are two facets to this,” Valamir said when Clyde quieted. “On the one hand, we must stop the cult and destroy it. We must root out all the members and either they are killed or⁠—”

      “Deprogrammed,” Clyde said.

      “Yes, that. But the second facet is of equal importance, gentlemen. We must find out what the cult’s purpose is. Why they are doing what it is they are doing, and how their goals line up with whatever they are doing here in the Capital. For even if we accomplish the first of those goals, which at the outset seems the more important of the two, it is foolish to assume no one else will attempt a similar maneuver if that option remains open. There are, likely, other groups who have related aims and will find this path. Thus, I suggest the two of you work together on this, as each of you has strengths the other does not. Montana, you are more suited to solving problem one, and Clyde, I believe you are suited to solving problem two.”

      “Which one is problem one?” I asked.

      “Cult elimination,” Clyde replied.

      “Why am I always assigned killing?”

      “You are good at it.”

      I sighed.

      “And if you will excuse me,” Valamir said, getting to his feet and tapping a notebook in front of him, “it would seem I need to continue doing the work my brother never did, and go meet with this ambassador.”

      “You want me to come with you?” I asked. “I know the guy.”

      “It would be better for me to meet him formally, despite the hour. And I would imagine it is only a short time until you realize how short a time you have to settle this cult issue.”

      He gave us each a smile and then started to the door.

      “What about what’s underground?” Clyde asked.

      Valamir stopped, his hand on the knob of the door.

      “Yes. There is that question.”

      “What about an answer?”

      “That is not something I am permitted to answer, even now.”

      “But–”

      “Do not press me on this. I cannot answer, and your guesses might be enough to force me to call for your punishment, even if I did not want to do so. I will think on this when I have a moment to myself and attempt to discover a means to resolve this.”

      Before I could even ask any clarification questions, Valamir was out of the room, leaving me with the elf.

      I looked over at him. He was looking at me.

      “Kind of weird to be sitting like this,” he said, getting up.

      I didn’t move, but followed him with my eyes.

      “I don’t know much about you,” he started.

      “I don’t know anything about you.”

      “Touché. What I do know, or what I’ve been told, is that you’re a bit of a loose cannon. A bull in a world of china shops. Accurate?”

      “I mean, it’s not the nicest characterization, but I guess it’s somewhere in the range of truth.”

      “Do I need to worry about what you’re going to do?”

      “I don’t know — are we on the same team?”

      “For now.”

      “Then no.”

      He didn’t seem particularly enthused about my answer. But then again, I didn’t feel particularly enthused about him as a person. He was stiff, judgmental. And with the way he looked and a name like Clyde Hatchett, he had to be from the old world. I just wasn’t sure how to bring it up. Or if I should bring it up at all here.

      I got up from the chair and walked over to him. I thought I would absolutely tower over him, but he was surprisingly tall. He definitely lacked my bulk — he was a lanky dude — but I wasn’t looking down at the top of his head.

      “How safe are we to talk here?” I asked.

      “You want it on a scale?”

      “If it’ll make sense.”

      “Far as I can tell, there’s not a lot of places that are safe — like, 100% safe, I mean. Between porous walls, secret passages, homes filled with servants, and magic, it’s really hard to make sure no one else is listening.”

      “I get that. I’ve been around Glaton, I know all that. I meant here. In this room, with Valamir.”

      “Ahh, right. I’m sure he has the means to listen to us talk in here right now. Whether or not he uses them, I don’t know.”

      “So we might want to find a different place to have real talks.”

      “I’d prefer that on multiple levels.”

      “I take it you aren’t living here.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Where do you live?”

      He paused.

      “I’m not looking for specifics,” I said. “I’m just making conversation. But if we’re going to be working on this cult thing together, we probably need to come up with a place to meet that’s not out of the way for either of us.”

      He nodded. “I live in Old Town, in the southeast corner. I’m guessing you mostly stay around the senate?”

      “Besides here, yeah. I mean, officially, that is.”

      “And unofficially?”

      “Wherever I need to be, I guess.”

      “I’ve been doing some work with the senate for Valamir. Not sure he needs me to keep doing that, but if I can find a spot near there, would you be willing to use it?”

      “Is this cult thing actually serious? Or are you just looking for revenge?”

      “I think it’s pretty serious. And I’m usually the type to just walk away, but they’re clearly willing to kill and die for whatever their cause is.”

      “But you don’t know what that is?”

      “No.”

      “What if it’s, like, beneficial structural change? Getting rid of poverty?”

      “Then I doubt they’d be so secretive.”

      “Given that the current power structure is dominated by those who’d lose in a wealth distribution scenario, I could see–” I paused, not used to such serious thoughts coming together and then me speaking them.

      “Uh, you okay?” Clyde asked.

      “Yeah, just, um, surprised myself, is all.”

      “I get your point though — I just don’t think they’d keep that a secret. Better to spark a mass uprising, right? And why would they partner with a literal princess if they were trying to make life more equitable? And then what are they looking for underground?”

      “Treasure?”

      “Treasure?”

      “Yeah. To give away to people. Equalize things. Maybe there’s some hoard of magical weapons that will help elevate the little people to hero level.”

      “I doubt that — pretty sure that’s all in the Imperial Armory. Or Treasury. Or Archives.”

      “Speaking of underground, though, I’m pretty sure you know something you’re not telling me.”

      “Of course I am. I don’t know if I can tell you yet. I’m willing to bet there are magical limitations on who is allowed to know what, and if I tell you, it could bite you. And I’d rather not lose another ally.”

      “You’ve lost one?”

      “From that, yeah. At least that’s what I think.”

      I nodded and leaned against the mantle, enjoying the warmth of the fire on my back.

      “Is the cult so important we need to jump on it tonight?” I asked.

      “Honestly? Probably. But we don’t know enough to do anything smart yet, do we? You wanna just go out combing the streets for them?”

      “We could, I guess.”

      “Doesn’t seem particularly efficient.”

      “Probably.”

      “Let me see if I can get a few things going. Then we’ll meet up tomorrow after the Senate stuff to make a plan.”

      I nodded. “Sounds good.”

      He walked over to the window, opened it up and looked over his shoulder.

      “Mind shutting this after I leave?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said. “Why not use the door?”

      “Doors are overrated.”

      Then he climbed out the window and disappeared.

      I immediately flipped into tremorsense, expecting to find him somewhere nearby, just invisible or hidden, but he was gone. I frowned. I remembered talking to Morcant Treweek, and how teleportation was basically impossible. And yet…

      I decided it was better to just get some sleep and deal with all the bullshit in the morning.
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      Turns out there was still a bevy of bullshit that couldn’t wait until morning.

      Valamir had given us rooms, and they were very nice. But somehow Philippe had weaseled out of goblin duty, and they were waiting in my room. When I got there, they were in the midst of starting a fire. Or, at least, they were trying to start a fire on top of a small stone table — better than the wood floor — using bits of ripped off curtains plus a chair they’d broken.

      I think their little minds shattered somewhat when I showed them the fireplace and got a fire going there with actual wood. They excitedly pulled out various things that were probably animals at one point, but were now mostly spoiled meat. Except for one suspiciously fresh mouse.

      “Goblins,” I snapped, “stop. I don’t know what you normally eat, but when we are in cities or other people’s homes, we do not cook our own food over our own fires. This fire is for warmth and looking pretty. Maybe drying your socks. Got it?”

      The goblins looked at me, then at the fire, then at the food. The newest goblin, the one with the least spoiled mouse, gingerly reached his mouse out over the fire.

      Burning his fingers.

      He yelped and dropped the mouse into the flames.

      At which point, it made a scream and ran out of the fire toward the wall, clearly aiming to hide behind the set of drapes that hadn’t been torn apart as tinder. But the poor mouse was on fire.

      I dove for the mouse, grabbing him before he could make it across the room. I put out the flames and held him tight while I fumbled at my belt with my other hand to get a healing potion out, which I poured over the little guy.

      The house mouse, not much longer than my thumb, lay still in my hand, liberally soaked in the healing potion. The charred fur on his back regrew, a little differently colored and longer than the rest of him, and some scratches on his big ears healed. Then he bit my finger and jumped from my hands, hitting the floor at a dead sprint, disappearing under the bed.

      “No hunting inside,” I said, wiping the potion on my pants, not wanting to really think about how much money I’d just spent on healing a damned house mouse.

      Toothmouth smacked newbie on the back of the head.

      I sighed, exhausted by how this goblin thing was turning out. I sincerely considered — and, likely not for the last time — just killing all these idiots.

      I pushed the thought out of my head and sat down on the large bed. Then I pulled my off my boots and my pouches, arranging the pouches on the nightstand with the all-important unfillable knapsack hanging from the bedpost.

      I lay back, and my head hit the pillow.

      As that happened, almost to the instant, there was a knock on the door.

      The goblins, as one, pulled weapons out, ready to defend me. Mostly improvised weapons — a lamp, a piece of a chair, a pillow, and Snek coming in clutch with a dagger — but they were ready to rumble.

      “Relax,” I hiss-snapped. Then I spoke in a more normal tone: “Enter.”

      Valamir walked into the room.

      He paused at the door, blinking as he took in the goblins presenting a defensive line. Probably also taking in the shredded curtain on one window, and the scorch mark on the floor. And likely also the smell. Goblins do not smell good. Nor does burnt mouse hair. Healing potions smell okay, but the mix was bordering on truly foul.

      “Um,” I said, “I might owe you for a chair and some draperies. Also, um, the floor.”

      “The floor… oh. Yes. Well, hardly a matter to concern yourself with — I presume it was time to update the decorations regardless. If you have a minute, it would be prudent for us to discuss a few things prior to the morning.”

      “Come on in. It’s your house,” I said, swinging my feet off the bed and moving toward the sitting area.

      The goblins, seeing that I didn’t care about the visitor, promptly ignored him and resumed what they were doing, which I realized, belatedly, was trying to stuff everything in the room into the knapsack.

      “Stop that,” I hissed.

      Valamir either missed that or just ignored it.

      “There will be a Senate session in the morning, as I am sure you know,” he said.

      “I guess,” I said. “Do they know I’m back?”

      “No, no one knows you’ve returned, but there is a session every day to go over various Senate business in which you would not be involved, as well as to be there in case you return.”

      “So I can be a surprise?”

      “Yes. In fact, I think it best we make sure it is a surprise, because that can only be in our favor. Your enemies will probably be working on ways to discount or disprove whatever we present as a means of suppressing your votes. Showing up unannounced means they might be unprepared.”

      “You did find a way to prove I’m a duke, though, right?”

      “Yes, I believe I instructed Albrecht to tell you?”

      “He mentioned something about paperwork.”

      “The patents of your nobility. They are the documents throughout history that, well, document your family at every point in which there was a reason to document said family.”

      “That’s a lot of documents.”

      “In the literal sense, yes. Linguistically, also yes, but I could hardly think of a better term to describe it. Blame it on the lack of sleep, I suppose. Trying times lead to late nights and early mornings.”

      “Or no nights at all.”

      “On occasion. Although I fear at this age, I fare poorly with no sleep.”

      I just gave him a wry smile as I leaned back and snatched a golden bauble from Appleworm’s hands as he strolled along.

      “Still, I have restricted any of my staff from leaving the grounds this eve. In the morning, I will arrange to have you brought to the Senate through the rear service entrance very early in the morning. You will pretend to be part of the staff setting things up.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I have been working within the bureaucracy for long enough to make certain things happen. One of those is to sneak people into most government buildings to act as staff. So as long as you know how to set up chairs without breaking them…”

      “Should be fine as long as I don’t sit in them.”

      As if that was the exact cue the universe had been waiting for, the chair I was sitting in broke.

      There was a loud crack as the joints in all four legs failed at once, and I dropped to the ground.

      The high prince of the Empire looked at me, eyebrows raised ever so slightly.

      “It would seem you should avoid sitting in the chairs,” he said. “Or much of anything.”

      The goblins, overjoyed, grabbed the broken bits of the chair and enthusiastically chucked them into the fireplace.

      “There is firewood I can have brought,” Valamir said. “You needn’t burn the furniture.”

      “I know. I’m trying to stop them, they’re just…”

      “Goblins?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve never spent time around them before.”

      “You’re not missing much. It’s usually just chaos and bad smells.”

      “Are they the reason for the, um–”

      “Stench?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mostly, yeah. That and some burnt hair.”

      “Yours?”

      “A mouse.”

      “Do I want to know more?”

      “I mean, it survived. It’s somewhere under the bed, I think.”

      “Lovely. Shall I get you a cat for your room?”

      “I think I’ve got enough problems at the moment, thank you. Besides, I’m afraid of what these idiots would do to a cat.”

      “Indeed? I had not realized that might be at issue.”

      “You never know with goblins.”

      “Right. Well, then, tomorrow morning–”

      “Do I need to do anything special? Dress a certain way? Is there a ceremony for the return or some such nonsense?”

      “I would imagine the chamberlain will surely lay out each and every facet we are expected to observe. Come as you wish. I doubt you will be in any physical danger there. Following your presentation, you will likely receive whatever reward you gain from completing the quest and gaining the title. And then your bonafides will be questioned and you will either remain a duke or be escorted from the Senate building and be free to return home. Just no longer in charge of Coggeshall.”

      “And if that happens, who’d be put in charge?”

      “Until an Emperor is appointed, it will be administered by the state, so some bureaucrat will be assigned, who will most likely come from the nearest city.”

      “Which is here.”

      “Right.”

      “And you have pull with that.”

      “I might. I do not have ‘pull’ with every agency, but I would do what I could to ensure someone friendly is assigned, yes. I will not forget what you have done here. Whatever else is said or implied from this point forward, you are a hero of the Empire, and you have earned my utmost respect. You have beaten back our enemies in a fashion that our entire armies have been unable to do. Your actions saved lives and land. So, as a member of the ruling family, thank you, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “Uh, you’re welcome?”

      He gave me what I took to be a genuine smile.

      “It would do if you would learn how to take compliments better, your grace. I would imagine you are about to receive a lot of them.”

      “Great.”

      “Enjoy it,” he said, getting to his feet. “It is not often to experience the thanks of so many. More likely, we face the hatred of the mob for doing what we must in order for the most to survive.”

      He glanced at me, still sitting on the floor.

      “Try not to break all the furniture,” he said. “At least until I have some of it replaced. I would hate to think there is nowhere for your guests to sit when they visit.”

      “My what?”

      “Good night, your grace.”

      “What do you mean, my guests?”

      He just smiled, and then left.

      Appleworm pushed me forward and yanked the busted bit of chair out from under me, cackling as he fought Snek to be the one to throw it in the fireplace.

      I just shook my head, hoping if I went to sleep, or at least pretended to, the goblins would as well.
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      They did not.

      At least not at first. After exploring every part of the large suite we’d been given, they settled down a little, and then seemed to just fall asleep where they were when they finally got tired. I’d been worried these goblins would end up being nocturnal creatures like the night goblins, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      I finally closed my eyes and stopped worrying for a while. But they opened almost immediately when I heard the four-part harmony of the snoring goblins. Something of a nightmare barbershop quartet, where, magically, all the parts were out of tune, sync, and every other musical element. Eventually I could ignore it, though.

      I didn’t sleep long — I never do. Never did. Three hours of sleep, maybe, and I was up. I thought about poking around the place, but I worried that anything I did would disrupt the goblins, who would then likely disrupt every other aspect of life in the residence.

      I felt like I needed to be on my best behavior with the high prince and all, considering my buddies had done a pretty bang-up job of destroying the very nice room he’d provided us with. I did some light calisthenics and some stretching, followed by some deep thinking, and then remained in that space for a while.

      I watched the sun come up over the prince’s estate, which, you know, wasn’t really all that grand. It was in the city, after all, but it still looked like he had around one or two acres of lawn, and manicured gardens. By the time the light had touched it, there were people out there working. A man was trimming hedges, and a woman was doing whatever it is she was doing. I’m not that familiar with yard work.

      Shortly after, there was a very polite knock at the door. A young maid asked if we would like to join his highness for breakfast.

      “Of course,” I said, since I’m always hungry.

      I saw Philippe striding by the room, and grabbed him. Then I rotated him into my room and said, “Keep the goblins out of trouble. I’m going to go have breakfast.”

      Philippe stammered a little, and I just nodded.

      “It’s not always going to be like this,” I said. “You won’t have to watch over the goblins all the time.”

      “Your grace,” the maid said, “his highness does have a small table for the goblins, if you feel they would behave themselves.”

      She had an odd way of talking. I think her cadence was disrupted by her fear. She peaked around me, trying to catch sight of the goblins, who were all still deeply asleep.

      “They’re all asleep,” I said. “I think they’d be fine, just, they’re still getting used to everything.”

      “Of course, your grace. His highness told me to make sure that you knew the invitation was extended to all of your party.”

      I gave her a smile.

      “Noted,” I said. “Philippe, when they wake up, you can bring them down.”

      “Of course, your grace,” he said.

      “And make sure Nimble stays in the pouch. I don’t think he’ll get hungry today, so he should be satisfied just looking at things, but I probably shouldn’t take him to the Senate.”

      “You’re going to the Senate today?”

      “That I am,” I said, giving him a pat on the shoulder. “Hopefully, after that, you can leave the house.”

      “I cannot leave?”

      “Not yet you can’t. Have fun with the goblins.”

      “Of course, your grace,” Philippe said, looking over his shoulder into the somewhat smelly room. “Might I see if I can convince them to bathe?”

      “Dude, if you can pull that off… I don’t know, but it’d be impressive.”

      “Oh, I got a quest!”

      “There you go. Make it happen.”

      “I will!”

      “Great.”

      The breakfast spread downstairs was impressive. I wasn’t sure if Valamir was showing off or if he just always feasted like this at every meal. Kind of tough thing to tell with rich people. Were they flaunting their wealth, or were they just so wealthy that this is how they lived at every moment?

      I had a slab of roast meat of some form, a pile of eggs and some roasted parsnips. Then I grabbed a bit of bacon, a juice of some kind, some fresh melon, a bowl of oatmeal, a dollop of cream on a bowl of berries, some cheese, a bit of sausage, two cups of coffee, and a slice of coffee cake. I did get a slightly raised eyebrow from Valamir as I devoured all that, but it was just the two of us at this enormous table. Who else was it for?

      Only after I plowed through half of what was up there did I realize that there were others still coming to breakfast. That’s when Eliza showed up. She started when she saw me, and I managed to get halfway out of my seat. She ran across the room and gave me a hug.

      “I worried about you,” she said.

      “I’m fine,” I replied.

      “Well, I know that now,” she replied, giving me the half-smile that made a bit of heat rise in my cheeks, thankfully covered with the starting of a beard.

      “When did you get back?” she asked.

      “Last night. I had a late-night Fritz drop-off. Who else is here?” I asked. “Anyone?”

      “Well, something happened with Ragnar and Bear. They are safe now and back in Coggeshall, but I’m not exactly sure what that’s going to entail.”

      “Amber came out on Fritz.”

      “Amber’s here?” Eliza asked.

      “She is.”

      Eliza seemed to have lost some of her enthusiasm at the mention of Amber. I had to wonder if there was some sort of animosity between the two. I have no idea why there would be, but still.

      “How have things gone here?” I asked.

      “Well enough,” she replied. “His Highness,” and she gave a slight nod to Valamir, “has been incredibly kind and generous with his time. But it is difficult feeling like I am trapped.”

      “You aren’t trapped,” Valamir said.

      “I know, Your Highness. It is merely a feeling I have. I worry this place does not seem safe for me.”

      “My house does not seem safe?”

      “No, no, that’s not what I meant to say. Glaton, the capital city, does not feel particularly safe at the present time, your highness.”

      “Ah, yes, I would agree with you on that point. Hence, why I have requested you to stay here.”

      “And I appreciate that. It is just sometimes a challenge to stay within the grounds when I would like to see more of the city. Or do things.”

      “And what is it you would like to do? I was unaware you were feeling claustrophobic.”

      “I think it’s more cabin fever,” I said.

      “Yes, that,” Eliza quickly said, pointing at me. “I am just, I would like to return home where I feel I have more of a purpose. Especially when Montana is elsewhere.”

      “Right,” I said. “I’d like to get home as well.”

      “Soon enough,” Valamir said, getting to his feet. “And since your trip home gets marginally closer now, I believe it is the correct time to get you to your job.”

      “Job?” Eliza asked.

      “I think I’ll have to explain later,” I replied. “The others might be wondering where I am and what I’m doing, and–”

      “I can take care of them. It will, at the least, give me something to do.”

      “Also, you don’t have to worry about the goblins. I’m pretty sure Philippe can handle them.”

      “Philippe? Wait, goblins?”

      “A long story–”

      “That we do not have time for, unfortunately,” Valamir butted in. “We must be on our way, your grace.”

      And with that I was whisked to another place in the massive mansion, a room a the back where a very large version of the uniform I’d seen on the Senate staffers was waiting for me. I got it on and then got into a box already loaded onto the back of a wagon. The box was nailed shut — only three nails, so easy enough for anyone to break out of it if need be — and then I was headed to the Senate.
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      When the top of the crate popped open, I was looking up at the ceiling of a loading dock sort of space within the Senate. At least, I presumed it was the Senate. An older man wearing the same uniform as I was stared down at me.

      “The new hire, I presume,” the old man said.

      “Montana,” I said, holding out my hand.

      He grabbed my hand and shook it once before giving it a hard yank to help me out of the crate.

      “Danald Guntervald.”

      “Danald?”

      “Guntervald.”

      “Glad to meet you.”

      “At least someone is. If you would follow me, I was asked to ensure you look like you belong today.”

      “You tell me what to do, and I’m happy to do it.”

      “Excellent, Montana. Let’s go move some things around and look busy before anyone gives us a real job.”

      “Perfect.”

      The old guy didn’t smile, but he didn’t frown either. I got the feeling that a lack of a frown from the dude was about on par with a smile. He just had the wrinkles that showed him frowning most of the time. His hair was an even blend of black and grey, with bushy light grey eyebrows that stuck out from his face. His large mustache had a pronounced curve to it, but not so much that it’d be classified as a handlebar.

      As I walked behind him, Danald seemed shorter than he had on the loading dock. He was very stocky, nearly as wide as he was tall. Had I been the more uncouth type I’d been back in the old world, I’d probably have asked him if he was part dwarf. Then again, if I’d been back in the old world, that wouldn’t have made much sense.

      We got to a spot in the hallway that was lined with carts, and Danald grabbed one. Then we took the cart back through the hallway to another area and rolled it up a series of ramps to a storage room full of chairs.

      I recognized the chairs, as they were the ones used in the Senate — specifically the ones used on the Senate floor, to represent the votes. What was interesting though, was that in the storage room for these chairs, there seemed to be way more than the number that was actually required. I had to wonder why. Were they prepping for a time when more votes were given out?

      I waited, ready for the quest to pop up.

      Nothing did.

      We loaded the cart up, and then pushed it back down the ramps to a different series of hallways that led us out to the Senate floor. A few people in similar uniforms were moving through the space, sprucing the place up. Wiping surfaces down, polishing all the various brass trimmings, doing the equivalent of vacuuming. And then there was Danald and me, setting out chairs.

      Danald unfolded a few papers from his pocket and looked them over, grabbing a pencil from behind his ear. He muttered to himself as he read over the papers.

      “Let’s start here,” he said, pointing. “Eight chairs here.”

      I got eight chairs from the cart and set them down in a line.

      He glanced at the chairs, and then looked over at me from the corner of his eyes.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Not like that.”

      “How?”

      He moved the chairs a little, lining them up so they were facing the podium at the front nearly in a perfect square. Then he gestured at them as if to say both ‘ta-da’ and ‘was-that-so-hard?’ at the same time.

      “Can do,” I replied.

      “Next group goes here,” he said. “Five.”

      I put out five chairs, making sure they were square to the podium.

      He did a little touch here and there to make the chairs how he wanted them, but he seemed to accept that imperfection was the price of not lifting anything. We continued on that way until we ran out of chairs, and then we headed back through the building to get the next set. And then we put those out. And then we got more.

      Rinse and repeat until we’d filled the space full of chairs, all lined up nice and neat so every chair was perfectly square to the podium.

      “You have to do this every day?” I asked.

      “That we do,” Danald replied.

      “But why?”

      “What would they sit on if we didn’t?”

      “Couldn’t you just leave them out?”

      “How would we clean the room?”

      “Clean around the chairs?”

      “Wouldn’t be a clean room then, would it? And then you tell me to move the chairs around and clean, so now we would be moving the chairs all the time, and who would clean the chairs?”

      “Good point,” I lied. The man sounded asinine. They could just store the chairs along the side of the room in stacks. Or on the carts. Or they could make more carts and store all the chairs on carts, instead of having a room for chairs four levels above the parking spot for the carts. But that was just pointless thinking, given I was just hired help. Not my monkey, not my show, not my circus. I just smiled and nodded and got back to pushing the cart back to the cart park.

      Some of the senators had shown up by then, and thanks to our next job, I realized there was actually a breakfast spread put out for them in a private room off the Senate. Kind of like a green room, except for politicians. These were not the top-tier Senators, though. These were the people who had a single vote, and likely didn’t have the extra scratch to pay for a nice meal. Or just didn’t want to throw the funds down. Despite my prodigious breakfast, I was already feeling a mite peckish, so I was close to giving up my disguise in order to partake. Instead, Danald and I carted food from the kitchens to the green room space and set it up. And then we set up tables and chairs, putting out linens and the like. It was eerily similar to lots of the real jobs I’d had when I was ‘working’ nights with the club.

      I didn’t recognize any of the counts and barons in the green room space. But, fair play, they didn’t recognize me either.

      “Break time,” Danald said. He led me through the bowels of the building to a tiny courtyard the size of a malaise-era Oldsmobuick.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Outside. Fresh air.”

      “Sure, but why?”

      “Feels nice. You like being inside?”

      “No, I meant architecturally.”

      “Ah,” he replied, as if he’d never bothered to consider such a question. He looked up. “Light, I reckon. Or fresh air for them windows.”

      I looked up and realized the tiny courtyard was ringed by windows. I supposed it did make a measure of sense that in this world without air conditioning, a building would need to be designed with air flow in mind.

      That reminded me of a quest I’d once gotten, and I quickly pulled it up.
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      How do the Cold Winds Blow?

      Discover the means through which the Senate dome is heated and cooled.

      Reward for success: Unknown, perhaps an HVAC certificate.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown.
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      Might be time to get a little free XP. Or, at least, some easy XP.

      “Do you know how the heating and cooling work in the Senate room?” I asked.

      “Heating and cooling?” Danald asked, pausing as he rolled up crushed leaves into a cigarillo sort of thing. “Maybe.”

      He lit the thing, and the space filled with a sweet smoke that was just the nice side of cloying.

      “Not really my speciality, mind you,” he started, pausing to take in a deep lungful of smoke, “but we could go talk to Thermaric.”

      “Thermaric.”

      “Yep. Let me just finish this, and see if we have a minute and we can take a walk so you can learn something.”

      “Who’s Thermaric?”

      “Man who handles what it was you were asking.”

      “The heating and cooling?”

      “Aye.”

      He took in another impressive lungful of smoke, and I watched as the cigarillo burned down nearly an inch.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

      “You ain’t gettin’ paid coin here, and yet you’re working. Least I can do is sate your curiosity.”

      “I mean, you’re providing me some cover, being that I’m–”

      “Don’t want to know.”

      “You don’t want to know who I am?”

      “I do know who you are — the new helper I’m training.”

      “Right,” I said. “New helper Montana.”

      “Exactly,” he said with a wink.

      Then he took another pull and flicked the remainder of his smoke up. I watched as it flipped end over end until it crashed against a window, sending a shower of sparks up.

      A face popped up against the window, a mean mug glaring down at us.

      Danald stuck out his middle finger and then his tongue.

      The face at the window went apoplectic, struggling to open the window, raging at us but unable to penetrate the glass with sound.

      “Let’s go find Thermaric.”
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      Danald began huffing as we went farther and farther up. We reached a small landing with a single door that had a small sign on it:

      Go away.

      “Friendly guy,” I said.

      “Nope, but he knows what he’s doing.”

      Danald knocked on the door.

      “What does the sign say?” came a gruff voice behind the door.

      “No idea, can’t read,” Danald replied.

      The door opened just a smidge and a wrinkled, bearded, frowning face peeked out at us.

      “You I know,” the man said, looking at Danald. “Who’s the other one?”

      “Someone I’m training. Had a minute and he’s curious about the heating and cooling here.”

      “He is?”

      “I am,” I said. “Can you explain how it works?”

      “Are you going to ask me to make it colder?”

      “Not unless you want me to.”

      “What about warmer?”

      “I feel great right now. I’m just curious how it works.”

      “Hrm.”

      We stood there a moment, Danald clearly enjoying the distraction from his normal work-a-day. He slowly leaned back against the wall with his hands in his pockets.

      “Come in,” the man finally said, opening his door to reveal something like a studio apartment.

      I’d almost expected to find a hoarder’s paradise with lots of leaning towers of debris to navigate, but the place was minimalist, beautiful, and kind of amazing. One wall had a large window overlooking the Senate. We were right below where the dome started, and the podium and the important people were dead center. There was a balcony off along the other wall, with tall curved windows giving an impressive view of everything to the South. The city laid out under a blue sky, filled with almost comically puffy white clouds. A small desk was on the opposite side of the room, with a chair and bookshelf in the corner. A bed and what I took to be a kitchenette made up the last side.

      “You live here?” I asked. “It’s amazing.”

      “Oh, I, uh — thank you.”

      “I love this place. I’m so jealous.”

      “You, um, really?”

      “Are you kidding? Look at this view,” I said, walking over to the balcony and staring out. “Is that the river over there?”

      “Yes, um, you have to lean a little, but⁠—”

      “Incredible,” I said, leaning over to look down at the streets.

      We were quite high up, but there was more building below us, so if Thermaric got drunk and fell off his balcony, he’d only go about twenty feet before landing on another roof.

      “It is rather nice,” Thermaric said, really trying to keep his gruff demeanor. But that’s kind of hard to do when taking a genuine compliment.

      “Just, wow.”

      “Yes. Well. Um, the heating and cooling?”

      “Right, sorry — I don’t want to take too much time away from your day.”

      “So, I sit over here,” he said, going to the desk. “And I wait to see if the lady down there asks me to make it hotter or colder.”

      “And you can just do that? How?”

      He grinned and held up his hands. One was suddenly wreathed in flames while the other seemed to freeze the surrounding air.

      “Whoa!” I said.

      “Simple trick,” he said, snapping off the flow of magic. “And also not exactly how it works. I need to do a little more than parlor magic to make it happen.”

      He gestured at the wall behind the desk. There were some vents, some knobs, and six levers.

      “With a mixture of magic and a hint of engineering,” he said, “I can make most of the building feel however I want. Or, rather, however the fools down below want it to feel.”

      “So, you just sort of hang out in here? Tune the temperature to however, uh, what’s-her-face wants it?”

      “That is the job.”

      “Do you have to stay here all the time, or do you just choose to?”

      “Well, I don’t stay here all the time. I’m really only here during Senate sessions. Otherwise, I have other specialties I have been pursuing.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s a good job, I guess.”

      “It is what I’ve been assigned.”

      “You’re assigned here?”

      “Of course — I’m an imperial mancer, specializing in temperature regulation.”

      “What else do you do, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Occasionally I teach a class at the Enderun. And then I also, uh, work for the empire identifying students who have the potential for magic. And then I have my own research. I continue to improve everything that I do. And look for more efficient ways to regulate the temperature.”

      “Ahh, right. So you use magic and engineering to change the temperature. And that’s how the HVAC system works here.”

      “HVAC?”

      “Heating, ventilation, and cooling,” I said. I didn’t think I needed to explain air conditioning.

      “Oh. That is quite the clever acronym.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I can’t really take credit for it, but I agree it does describe things pretty well.

      “I might have to start using that.”

      I noticed that there was a little blinky-blinky in my vision. I had gotten what I needed.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      How do the Cold Winds Blow?

      You have discovered the means through which the Senate dome is heated and cooled. How cool are you!

      Reward for success: 1000 XP
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        * * *

      

      All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero.
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        * * *

      

      But there was that damn notice, gaining no XP because it was withheld until I finished the stupid Call of the Imperial Hero quest.

      “Thanks for your time,” I said, holding my hand out. We shook. And then Donald pushed himself off the wall. He had another cigarillo rolled and ready to go, and he stuck it behind his ear.

      “All right, break time’s over,” he said. “Thank you for your time, Thermaric.”

      “For you, or this young man, disregard the sign. All the others, though, I’ll tell them. Stay away.”

      “Thank you.”

      And we left.
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      My time in hiding had to come to an end, and I was feeling a bit of nerves at how the rest of the day would unfold. As the lords and ladies of the realm sauntered in, all somewhat on time, to the day’s session, I watched from the sidelines. In theory, I was ready to bring out more chair, or fix things, or frankly, do whatever Danald told me to.

      The chamberlain banged the gavel and urged the Senators to take their seats, which took a while as there clearly was a sense of complacency that had fallen over the dome. The lords and ladies were a bit bored with the whole thing, and seemed more apt to socialize, or just get the session over with quickly, than to go through the whole rigamarole. But the chamberlain was an obvious fan of rigamarole — or maybe it was just her job to enforce it — so that’s what she was going to do. She yelled at people, handed out a demerit or two, and finally got everything rolling as she brought the next session of Meeting Seven Hundred and Eight to order.

      The dome went silent, and the crowd waited for the next bit of normal charade to play out. The chamberlain seemed to enjoy holding court. She just stood there, staring down the most powerful people in the land, knowing no one could talk or do a damn thing while she was up there doing her thing.

      She took roll, and I took note as all the lords and ladies identified themselves and the number of votes they had. Any of the grandeur the process had at the start was well gone by now — there were more than a few members who were not present, and, instead, had proxies there for them.

      When that finally completed, the chamberlain held the silence for a moment, as if gathering the room’s attention once again. She probably would have killed it as a kindergarten teacher.

      “Is there any old business before the Senate?” she called out.

      The person next to her made a show of opening up a very large book and reading through it.

      “There is no old business before the Senate which may be addressed at present,” he called out.

      “There is no old business,” the woman repeated. “We will now move on to new business. Is there new business to be presented before the Senate during this session?”

      A young lord stood up, eliciting some groans from the others in the audience, and also from the peanut gallery up above, though it was practically empty.

      “State your name.”

      “I am Lord Khaelin of County Khaelin.”

      “And what is your new business?”

      “I call for the vote to commence.”

      “The vote for Emperor is requested,” the chamberlain said. “Is this a valid avenue of business for the Senate?”

      “No,” the man next to her said. “No business may be undertaken which requires the input or action of the Duke of Coggeshall–”

      “Point of order,” Nicholas Edgemond, the edgelord said, standing up quickly. “It has yet to be proven Coggeshall is a duke — I propose that title stricken from the record.”

      The scribe who was taking everything down sighed, and did a theatrical slash across his parchment roll to make sure the kid saw the action. I got the distinct feeling this was also something that also happened every day. Which would mean that Khaelin and Edgemond were working together to strike my title every day. A little reinforcement to really drive home that I wasn’t a duke.

      Except that I was.

      Or, at least I was at that moment. I was putting a lot of faith in Valamir to yank me out of this hole, and I had to wonder if it was actually going to work. I also had to wonder why I hadn’t put my support behind any of the other candidates who’d been willing to save me the trouble I’d just gone through. I mean, I had put my literal life on the line, killing hundreds of beings to make this nonsense happen.

      I was sorely tempted to walk out of the Senate right then and forget everything else. But all the reasons I did what I did danced across my memory, and I just stood there, waiting for the sign from Valamir. The guy I’d thought was a treasonous, traitorous fuck until I met him and then, for some reason, decided he wasn’t. Had I been duped? Was I about to find out that–

      “—High Prince of Glaton.” Valamir had gotten up to speak.

      “And what is your business?”

      “I would like to bring forth the current Duke of Coggeshall, Montana of Coggeshall, who has returned and been successful in the Call of the Imperial Hero.”

      “Then bring him forth,” the Senate Chamberlain said.

      “That’s my cue,” I said to Danald, giving him a pat on the shoulder as I pushed off the wall.

      Danald didn’t care in the slightest, but some of the other workers looked confused as to what I was doing. One of them even started to come after me, as if they were going to stop me.

      But a stern look from the chamberlain prevented that, and I had to wonder if Valamir had cleared this little trick through the chamberlain as well.

      I walked forward, head high, ready to deal with whatever was about to happen.

      “The Senate recognizes Montana Coggeshall,” the Chamberlain bellowed, gesturing to me. All the Senators turned around to stare, nearly all of whom were looking in obvious surprise, “who answered the Call of The Imperial Hero!”
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      I saw Edgelord try to stand up, but an elder relative yanked the kid back down. The kid’s face was already turning red, and his veins started to bulge from his neck. The kid clearly needed to find a way to relax — otherwise he was going to wind up bursting his heart at twenty-five.

      I clocked quite a few other nasty faces in the crowd, with an unsettling scarcity of friendly ones.

      Fuck ‘em. I just won a war — what had they done? Breakfasted and balled. I reminded myself that I could kill every fucking person in this room if I needed, and they couldn’t stop me. They could try to stop me; they could play whatever word games, mind games, and law games they wanted. But when the steel hit the flesh, they’d bleed more than me. My teeth ached as my jaw clenched, and I could feel my nails digging into my palms. Rage was brewing inside, percolating and asking to come out before it forced its way out. These people weren’t worth my time — they weren’t worth a damn thing. Virtually all of them had just won the birth lottery and were riding that while making other people’s lives difficult.

      “Woo! Yeah!” a voice called out from the balcony. “Go Montana!”

      I paused and looked up, trying to see who was talking.

      “Hero of the Empire!” another voice called out.

      “Hero of the Empire!” another called.

      And then it turned into chanting.

      “Here… Oh… Here… Oh!”

      Not the most original, but effective.

      More people filed into the balcony. Clearly, someone had let the news out that excitement was afoot in the Senate, and the common folk were showing up to catch the show.

      My rage was still there, but had subsided somewhat. I couldn’t help but smile, and while I couldn’t actually see who was chanting, I raised my fist up in solidarity.

      The chamberlain raised an eyebrow and frowned a little, but seeing as I put the fist down right away and didn’t do anything else, she didn’t make a fuss about it.

      Quite a few lords and ladies hurried up to the podium, either trying to intercept me or have some private words with the chamberlain, I guessed.

      One of them must have said something of substance, because the chamberlain slammed her gavel down and made some hand motions, which led to large armored figures stepping out of an alcove in front of me, preventing me from moving forward.

      “Apologies, my lord,” one figure said, their voice deep but muffled by the full helm. “You must await the chamberlain’s permission to continue.”

      “Not a problem,” I said.

      The people chanting started to change their tune, not exactly happy that I’d been blocked.

      “Different sort of morning for you?” I asked.

      They didn’t answer, but I thought I caught the feeling of a smile from them.

      “There will be silence in the Senate!” the chamberlain bellowed. “The upper chamber will be cleared. This session is now private.”

      That did not win any hearts and minds. The people upstairs lost their collective shit, and there was a lot of yelling and screaming, and even something that sounded a bit like fisticuffs.

      But eventually the balcony cleared, and then we could only hear the faint noise of chanting and fighting outside the Senate.

      The chamberlain slammed down her gavel, and the two guards stepped aside.

      “You may now approach,” she said.

      I continued my walk forward until I got to the last row of chairs before the podium set-up, and stood there.

      “Montana Coggeshall, of Coggeshall,” the chamberlain said, intentionally omitting my titles, “you answered the Call of the Imperial Hero.”

      “I did.”

      “You were bid to…” She reached for a parchment and began to read.  “‘Push Back the Armies of Mahrduhm and Retake Rumib Pass for Glaton.’ Is that correct?”

      “It is.”

      “Did you do so?”

      “I did.”

      “Is it true that Rumib Pass no longer exists?”

      “Yes, but while it–”

      “That is not the question. Does it exist?”

      “Sure, just not really in the way it did.”

      “Is Mahrduhm in possession or control of the pass?”

      “No.”

      “Are they in any portion of Glaton territory?”

      “Not around Arenberg they’re not.”

      The chamberlain turned and looked over at an older woman sitting in a comfortable chair up against the wall of the dome on the other side of the podium area.

      She nodded.

      “You speak the truth,” Chamberlain said.

      There was a kerfuffle behind me. Someone wasn’t happy I’d been called honest.

      “As there is no current sitting Emperor,” the chamberlain called out, very clearly talking to the room and not to me, “it falls to me to affirm or deny the completion of the Call. I declare it… complete.”

      I felt this mad rush, and my vision seemed to blur as notifications rolled down my screen and XP flooded over me.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You have completed the quest:

      Call of the Imperial Hero

      You pushed back the armies of Mahrduhm and retake Rumib Pass for Glaton.

      Reward for success: The Imperial Hero indicium, all XP gained during the Call: 178,093 XP.
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        * * *

      

      God damn, that was a lot of XP.
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 36! You receive the ability - Into the Breach.
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve discovered an ability: Into the Breach! Soldiers in your command ignore fear effects, gain morale boost, and during a charge you lead will gain increased stamina based upon your own.
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 37! You receive the ability - Hold the Line.
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve discovered an ability: Hold the Line! You may mark a line on the ground, and the closer the soldiers in your command remain to that line, they receive buffs to damage dealt and damage received
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 38! You receive the ability - Flame Proof.
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve discovered an ability: Flame Proof! Your hair no longer burns in the usual way. Instead, it burns from the bottom up as along as heat is applied. The heat, however, will not touch your person, nor harm you, until your hair has gone.
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        * * *

      

      You have gained the indicium - Hero of the Empire.

      The Heraldic Achievement of the Empire appears over your heart, with the blue ribbon emblazoned with the word Hero across. Gain 5 points in each attribute as long as you remain in good standing with the Empire. Gain bonus to reputation with content or better imperial citizens. Gain honorary Legion status - Pilus Prior. You gain free admission to the Arena. You may request one meeting with the Emperor per annum.
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        * * *

      

      Legion status -  Honorary Pilus Prior

      You may command a cohort. You may requisition equipment at the Pilus Prior level for yourself and your command squad of up to 10 soldiers. You may, upon retirement, take half Pilus Prior pension.
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        * * *

      

      CONGRATULATIONS. You are the first being in this era to reach over 100 in constitution. Due to this momentous achievement, you gain the ability, Gastronomicon. Wherein, anything you consume can provide you energy, and nothing you consume can harm you.
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        * * *

      

      I blinked a few times, scanning over all the notifications as fast as I could, while also trying to look like I wasn’t completely out of it. Even though I definitely felt like I was completely out of it. There were so many people there staring at me, and I knew I had to be on top of my game.

      “I call for recognition,” the Archduke of Edgemond, Sir Edgelord Fuckface yelled.

      “You will wait,” the Chamberlain replied. “All will be seated so we may resume, or I will hand out demerits until order.”

      Everyone promptly sat down. It was really kind of impressive how well the demerit system worked to keep order in a group of people who were, in many ways, way more powerful than the chamberlain. In here, in this setting, she was king.

      “Montana of Coggeshall, the Empire thanks you for answering the call. When there is an Emperor, your reward will be given.”

      “Thank you,” I said, giving her a slight bow.

      I stood there, awkwardly, waiting to be told what to do.

      “Do I sit?” I whispered to the Chamberlain.

      She shook her head slightly, and then glared over at Edgemond.

      Someone must have poked him, because in the corner of my vision, I saw him jump to his feet, surprised. He looked to his left with a grim visage on his face.

      “Your name.”

      “Nicholas Edgemond, Archduke of Edgemond, Duke of Estrece.”

      “The Senate recognizes Archduke Edgemond,” the chamberlain said. “Do you wish to put forward new business?”

      “It has come to my attention that this man has not attained the title he claims. He is not a Duke, nor does he possess any votes. Therefore he should no longer be a part of the Senate, nor the most significant and important decision of whom shall lead our great Empire.”

      I held my tongue, even though I really want to sass him back. Sometimes, though, it was easier to just be quiet.

      “Who, exactly, are you accusing thusly?” the Chamberlain asked.

      “That one there,” Edgemond said, pointing in my direction.

      I moved out of the way a little and gestured at the man next to me.

      “I think he means you,” I said.

      That got a chuckle from a few of the nobles, and a smile from Nadya Glaton.

      “He means you,” the man snapped back, unamused.

      “You must use a name, Archduke,” the chamberlain sighed.

      “Montana of Coggeshall,” the Archduke barked. “We all know who he is! I don’t understand why–”

      “The Archduke of Edgemond receives a demerit for indecorous behavior.”

      The woman to the left of the chamberlain opened up a large book and made a note while the archduke stammered and went red in the face.

      I heard a muttering rumble through the crowd.

      “The senate recognizes High Prince Valamir Glaton,” the chamberlain said.

      “I do wonder if the Senate might receive a reminder,” Valamir said.

      “On what aspect?”

      “On penalties for false accusation and slander?”

      That got a load of chatter going between the high falootin’ assholes.

      “You would request it formally?” the Chamberlain asked.

      “I would.”

      “A demerit to the High Prince for the reminder.”

      “Agreed.”

      “As requested, the Senate now receives a reminder upon questions of nobility, peerage, and titles: A question of nobility or peerage may be raised at any stage of the proceedings, except when the Senate is within the act of voting or ascertaining the presence of a quorum.

      “Unless submitted to the Senate, the matter shall be decided by the presiding chamberlain without debate, behind closed doors, subject to an appeal to the Senate. When an appeal is taken, any subsequent question of titles or peerage which may arise before the decision of such appeal shall be decided by the Emperor without debate; and every appeal therefrom shall be decided at once, and without debate; and no further appeal may be laid without prejudice to the pending proposition, and thereupon shall be held as affirming the decision of the Emperor.

      “When the question is presented to the Senate, the accused shall present their argument regarding the matter to the presiding chamberlain in front of the Senate, whereupon the presiding chamberlain may decide the matter with debate or, should the presiding chamberlain determine the argument of the accused is unworthy, the matter will be decided by the presiding chamberlain without debate, subject to appeal. When an appeal is taken, any subsequent question of titles or peerage which may arise before the decision of such appeal shall be decided by the Emperor without debate; and every appeal therefrom shall be decided at once, and without debate; and no further appeal may be laid without prejudice to the pending proposition, and thereupon shall be held as affirming the decision of the Emperor.

      “Shall the question of nobility, peerage, or title be decided in opposition to the accused, whereupon the accused is discovered not to hold the appropriate titles, the accused shall be stripped of all titles, all chairs, and made to pay penalties and fines to the Senate in regards to wasted time and resources. Presumed chairs shall be forfeit until such time as the true owner is identified. Any votes or business during the meeting in which the accused participated are considered void if the number of chairs the accused claimed could be shown to have been a deciding factor of the vote or business.

      “Shall the question of nobility, peerage, or title be decided in favor of the accused, the accused will be seated at the next session and no votes or business may be presented upon which the accused may have an opinion and/or a desire to use their chairs.

      “The question of the nobility shall be presented without prejudice or malice upon the presumption of the member of the Senate, and there shall be no indication an illegal or immoral act has been done until such time as the true status of the nobility or peerage is determined, as outlined above. If the question of nobility, peerage, or titles is presented in such a way as the accused believes slander has occurred, the accuser shall be penalized with being unseated for the remainder of the meeting of the Senate and/or losing a number of chairs to the accused, not to exceed the number of chairs possessed by the accused.”

      At that, shouts broke out across the Senate.

      Most loudly from Archduke Edgmond, who was immediately screaming about how unfair that was, how that wasn’t actually in the Senate rules, blah blah blah sis boom bah.

      I just stood in the middle of the maelstrom, being quiet. Sometimes it was nice to watch someone lose their shit, especially when that childish someone was then escorted from the room and told not to come back that day. In fact, nearly everyone was forced to leave, and then there weren’t enough members to hold a quorum, so then all the rest of the Senators were sent home and the session was called to a close.

      Except for me.

      I had to stay there and see the principal.
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      Once it was just me and the people who actually ran the Senate, the chamberlain and her underlings, the place had an entirely different feeling.

      I took a quick glance around the room. There were eighteen guards at various spots around the dome, eight of whom were on the balcony. I also saw Thermaric in his little room at the far back. There was the chamberlain, and the two other bigwigs who sat next to her, and then nine other people working in the back, including the old lady who said I was telling the truth about Rumib Pass.

      “You may approach,” the chamberlain said, sitting down and sighing. “If it would please his grace, I would request a less formal meeting here as we discuss things.”

      “Sure,” I said, walking towards her.

      “Thank you.”

      She pulled out a mug of something from beneath the podium.

      “Danald, if we could get some tables here,” she called out, gesturing to an area of open floor. “I think his grace has documents for us.”

      I looked around, a little confused because I didn’t have shit, but then I saw that a present had been left for me amongst the group of chairs I could have claimed as mine. A leather valise.

      “That I do,” I replied. “My patents of nobility.”

      “If you would bring those up as well,” the chamberlain said, “so we might begin this process.”

      I grabbed the valise and looked inside, really hoping it wasn’t going to be filled with bananas or something. Although that would have been kind of funny.

      It wasn’t. I stared at a mass of old parchment. I pulled it out and let it thud down on the table Danald and a helper had set up.

      “Thank you,” the chamberlain said. Then she gestured at the chair across from her. “You may sit.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and sat. Gingerly.

      The chair held.

      A few more of the chamberlain’s people came over and sat around the table, and they began to examine the patents. Going over page by page in detail. Which meant we were going to be there a while.
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      We were.

      A long while.

      And I had nothing to do but wait while they went over page by page by page.

      Midway through the document review, a young woman in a Senate staffer uniform came in and handed over a note. The chamberlain read over the note, nodded, and when the staffer left, the chamberlain had the old woman come over.

      “If you would give us some space,” the chamberlain said. “We must verify the authenticity of this document. No harm will come to it.”

      “Not a problem,” I said, and I left to go to the other end of the room, where I saw Danald leaning against the wall, reading a small book.

      He saw me coming and gave me a smirk, then went back to his book.

      I stood next to him on the wall.

      He said nothing.

      I said nothing.

      And between us, an entire conversation took place where I knew he thought I was more one of him and less one of them. I liked that.

      The old woman gave an intense and verbose lecture about the document and its veracity to the chamberlain and company. I couldn’t hear all of it, or much of it really, but eventually they decided that it was genuine, and I was permitted to come back to the table.

      Around the time my stomach was the loudest thing in the room, they got to the last few bits of parchment, looking over all the things attached to the pages, medals and ribbons and things.

      “There is but one more process,” the chamberlain said. “Although it is voluntary, it is the most sure way of determining the truth here.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, really hoping we could just finish this mess up because I was bored and damned near starving to death.

      “If you would consent to giving us a spot of your blood⁠—”

      “Done,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “Are you sure, your grace?”

      “Why not?”

      “If you are not who you say you are, even though you have convinced us with this document⁠—”

      “Just do it.”

      “It would also mean adding a page to your patents whereby your blood is added to the record a second time–”

      “It’s already there?”

      “Yes.”

      She pointed to one of the last pages, where my adopted father’s name was next to a dark red dot on the page. Underneath Coggeshall was my own name, Montana Coggeshall, and a dark red dot, marking my blood as that of the Coggeshall line verified by the Imperial Blood and that I was, as of that point, considered of Royal Blood.

      “So it’s already there.”

      “Yes.”

      “But you want to do it again?”

      “It would be the most sure way of proving you are who you say you are.”

      “Would it take long?”

      “No.”

      “Then let’s do it. I am who I say I am, and I’d rather not go through this mess again.”

      “I doubt any one of us would, your grace.”

      The chamberlain’s definition of taking long and my definition of taking long were vastly different. There was a whole process to follow, whereby new parchment was brought in, cut to fit the rest of the patents. Then we had to find a calligrapher to write some fancy wording across it. Finally, a drop of my blood was taken via a little silver needle thingy, which was then transferred to that paper. An old woman and man peered at the blood and the paper. They did a little magic over the blood and had a short conference. Then they pulled medals attached to blue ribbons out of the air and attached those ribbons to the parchment.

      “Your grace,” the chamberlain said, “I greet you, again, as the rightful Duke of Coggeshall, holder of twenty chairs.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Would you care to claim slander from the accusation?”

      “That’s up to me?”

      “It is. Unless there is one above your station who wishes to claim thusly on your behalf.”

      I sighed. It’d be so sweet to boot Edgemond the fuckstick from the Senate so he couldn’t vote to be Emperor. I wondered if he’d even be a valid candidate for the throne if I claimed slander.

      He didn’t have many votes, so even if I took them all, they wouldn’t mean I could pick the next Emperor. It would, however, cement him as an enemy for a long time to come. Also likely, his family, which could  have ramifications for generations for Coggeshall. Which was so much more than I wanted to think about — it was more than I had really ever thought about. My initial impulse had always been one of fuck-em, which had sort of worked for a long time, until it didn’t.

      But that had also largely been when I was only focused on myself, and I didn’t have that luxury any longer. It’d be better to have friends, or, at the very least, not enemies.

      “Nah,” I said. “Let’s just pretend he was a little over enthusiastic.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “Once we finish this, there will be no redress for whatever injuries he has caused.”

      “There’s always a way to get back at assholes if they really need it.”

      “Not legally, your grace.”

      “I’ve never let that stop me before.”

      She gave me the sort of smile you give a try-hard edgelord who was talking about how tough they were and how they mastered the blade.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I don’t feel slandered. I just want to get all of this behind me and get this, um, stuff done with.”

      “Of course, your grace. If that is what you wish, then it is also the decision of the Senate.”

      “Great,” I said, standing up. “Are we done?”

      That got something of an actual smile.

      “Do you wish to request proof of peerage for the rest of the Senate?”

      “I can do that?”

      “It is your prerogative as the accused, yes.”

      “Would you have to do this process with everyone?”

      “Something along these lines, yes.”

      “Wouldn’t that take a lot of time?”

      “Very much so, your grace.”

      “Nah, I think we’re good. Or, you know, I’m good.”

      “Thank you, your grace. You are free to leave, Duke of Coggeshall,” she said. “And I will see you on the morrow for the next session.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I said, already heading for the door before she could change her mind.

      “I would request you not dress as the staff tomorrow, however.”

      “No promises,” I shot over my shoulder.
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      It was well into the afternoon by the time I stepped out of the Senate. And while I thought I’d come out to find the area around the building devoid of people, there was actually a decent crowd hanging out there. I ignored all the questions thrown my way, heading directly for the stately carriage parked on the opposite side of the square.

      Valamir looked at me expectantly as I opened the door and hauled my bulk inside.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “Don’t you want me to shut the door first?”

      “I want to know if I need to send an army to protect what was once your demense.”

      “You do not.”

      “We were successful?”

      “Yes.”

      He clapped his hands and leaned back. “Excellent,” he said.

      “You worried?”

      “I was, yes.”

      “You doubted things?”

      “Of course. You thought this was a done-deal?”

      “I mean, I knew I was who I said I was.”

      “What you know is not as important as what others believe.”

      “Yeah, well, the truth set me free. Or, I guess, chained me back down to being in the Senate.”

      “Did you press for slander?”

      “No.”

      “Wise.”

      “Why did you get a demerit?”

      “That is the cost of requesting a public reminder.”

      “Seems steep.”

      “It is the responsibility of the Senators to know the rules and the chamberlain to enforce them.”

      “Huh. Did you want, I mean, I thought maybe you wanted me to press for slander, just⁠—”

      “I wanted you to be aware of it, but more, I wanted Edgemond to be afraid and to realize that he was set up by whomever decided to do this. That he was now in danger of being thrown out of the meeting and losing his chance at the throne.”

      “Tollenfuck.”

      “While I have no doubt Tollendahl is at least in part behind this, it would be foolish for us to lay the entirety of the plan at his feet.”

      “I don’t like that guy.”

      “A sentiment shared by many.”

      “How is he still alive?”

      “Power, money, and illusion.”

      “Whatever. So what’s next?”

      “One, the cult. Clyde Hatchett is waiting for you at the Cat & Hare and has a course of action to discuss with you. Two, there is still the continued business of the Senate, which will shortly mean voting upon the Emperor.”

      “I’m going to write you in as my vote.”

      “Do not do that.”

      I held a straight face for a second longer before smiling.

      “Okay, probably not. What about Albrecht?”

      “Do you have a serious thought about who might lead this nation of ours?”

      “Not a good one. You want to influence me?”

      “Are you requesting a bribe? Because I doubt I have the deepest pockets here.”

      “Should I be doing that? I mean, I should be trying to do whatever is best for Coggeshall, right?”

      “That is usually what is done, yes. But what that is…”

      “Is what?”

      “Up to you.”

      “Shit, man, I don’t fucking know.”

      “Then how could I possibly?”

      “Because you’ve done this nonsense for a lot longer than I have.”

      “Sadly, I know remarkably little of Coggeshall–”

      “Bullshit. You’ve got spies there right now.”

      He spread his hands out and just gave me half a smile.

      “Perhaps I do. But–”

      “You think on it,” I said, opening the little hatch to the driver. “Can you take us to Cat & Hare?”

      “I have no reason to go there,” Valamir said.

      “Bah, you’re dropping me off.”
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      The joint in question, Cat & Hare, was a quiet but posh place. It was empty, except for Clyde, when I got there. A benefit of using a restaurant Valamir owned as our meeting location.

      I ordered some steaks and then sat down across from Clyde, who was eating something along the lines of a sandwich, with a big mug of milk at hand.

      “So what’ve you got planned?” I asked.

      “Good to see you, too.”

      “You need to do a bunch of small talk before we get down to it?”

      “Well, it’s not every day I get to talk to another American.”

      “That obvious?”

      “Your name is Montana. You might as well have a bald eagle perched on your shoulder.”

      “Montana isn’t exactly the most American name. It’s not like I named myself George Washington.”

      “I wonder if there’s been someone who did that.”

      “Where you from?”

      “The Bronx. You?”

      “Detroit.”

      “And you went with Montana? Why not Michigan? Or Detroit?”

      “Seemed weird.”

      “And Montana was normal?”

      “Okay, how much shit do you really want to give me about my name? Clyde is so much better?”

      He shrugged, dabbing his mouth with his napkin.

      “Busting balls is a traditional Bronx hello,” he said.

      “Then fucking hello to you too,” I said.

      I pulled out my flask, opened it, and took a pull, enjoying the frigid root beer. I held it out to Clyde.

      “Don’t drink,” he replied, hand up.

      “It’s root beer,” I replied.

      “Root beer? From where?”

      “Michigan.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “True story, man.”

      “How’d you get it?”

      He took the flask and gave it a sniff.

      “Present from somebody powerful,” I said.

      He took a sip, and the most genuine smile I’d seen from him spread across his elven face.

      “That’s amazing. And cold. Dang. I want one of these.”

      “I’ll see if I can get you one.”

      “Dr. Pepper, if you can.”

      I shrugged, and took another long pull from the flask.

      “No promises,” I said. “Now, what are we doing?”

      He unfolded a piece of paper from his pocket and spread it out on the table. It was a crudely drawn map that looked like it might line up with the city of Glaton.

      “This is the city,” Clyde said, “not to scale, obviously.”

      “Sure.”

      “And drawn by kobolds.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. A friend of mine runs a messaging service that uses kobolds to run info throughout the city. They do a lot of it underground. They’ve had a lot of unusual losses lately, so I asked them if they’d be willing to put together a map showing where those losses happened, hoping it might show something. This is that map. I haven’t actually been able to suss out what everything here means, but these markings are where kobolds have either died or gone missing.”

      “Is that the x’s?”

      “I mean, yeah. Supposed to be that.”

      Understanding the map was a bit of a challenge — there were squiggly lines everywhere and it was clear at least three different artists had worked on it — but I could see that there were x’s pretty much all over the place. It didn’t seem like there was any sort of pattern to me.

      “I know the princess,” I said, feeling like the map wasn’t going to lead us anywhere, “at least to some degree. I could see if she wants to meet, maybe see if she tries to recruit me.”

      “That’d be a way to go. I’ve got a lead on a meeting that’s happening out in Thuries Landing later tonight.”

      “You want me to attend?”

      “I think you might stick out a bit, wouldn’t you?”

      “I’m a master of disguise.”

      “Oh?”

      “I mean, not really. But I don’t think anyone here knows me.”

      “If you show up, they’ll know you. If not as Duke of Coggeshall, then as the Stranger.”

      “First of all, I’m not the Stranger. That guy would totally kick my ass. Second, um, see the first thing I said.”

      “I know you are, and it’s fine — I’m not going to tell anyone, even though I doubt anyone would care. It’s more that your size means you’re not going to be able to do much in the way of sneaking and peeping anywhere you go.”

      My food arrived, and we stopped talking while the waiters put everything down. And yes, I ordered enough food to require more than one person to carry it all.

      Clyde’s eyes went wide, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Valamir seemed to think we needed to, what, get rid of the cult with extreme prejudice,” I said. “You think that’s right?”

      “Like I tried to say last night, I don’t think we know enough yet. I’m inclined to say yes, just because I’ve seen how willing they are to shed blood and spend lives, but does that mean that all their members deserve to die? I don’t know.”

      “I just want us to be on the same page, man.”

      “The current page is one where we do what needs doing.”

      “How very diplomatic.”

      “I do what I can. You try to talk to the princess. I’ll try to visit the meeting. We need to keep the pressure on Valamir to actually tell us about what’s underground. Otherwise–”

      “We won’t know why the cult is doing whatever it is they are doing.”

      “Right.”

      “So this was one of those meetings where we just have, like, what? Tacts and not strategies?”

      “I don’t know — I never really went to those meetings.”

      “You weren’t some corporate type there in New York?”

      “No, I lived in the Bronx. Corporate types live in Manhattan. Or Westchester. I made pizza and did a little side hustle helping rich folk in Westchester declutter their mansions.”

      “Like an organizer or some shit?”

      “Sure, let’s call it that.”

      “Pay well?”

      “Depends on what I decluttered.”

      I suddenly understood what he meant. Maybe we were more kindred spirits than I thought.

      “I think,” I said, “that maybe we were both operating on the same side of the law back home.”

      “Oh? You’ve got something of a checkered past?”

      “Kid, despite being the same age now, I figure my past wasn’t checkered so much as a singular dark color.”

      He chuckled. “Bad guy trying to be good?”

      “And, what,” I said, “you’re still on the other side of the law?”

      “What law there is, yeah. For the most part.”

      “So, still a bad guy.”

      “I think that’s what I was trying to be. Just never actually worked out that way.”

      “Heart of gold get in the way?”

      “Maybe. Seems to be what’s happening with you.”

      “Caring for people isn’t a weakness, Elfboy.”

      He pushed the bits of remaining food on his plate around, almost as if he was looking for something. I had the feeling he was trying to find the right words to ask something.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You miss it?”

      “The old world? Yeah. Sometimes. And in some ways. But I’d run out of luck and options and basically everything there, so it wasn’t too hard to leave behind. Seems like maybe you had it different.”

      “A bit, yeah.”

      “You want to go back?”

      “I don’t think so. I didn’t have a lot there, not really. I was just sort of surviving, and I knew that there wasn’t some long-term thing happening. But I was lucky to still be out of jail and living whatever life I had.”

      I swallowed a big bite of steak and took a long drink off my flask.

      “Listen, I don’t want to seem like I’ve got some bit of wisdom that might help you,” I said. “I’m not a particularly smart guy — I mostly use my head to stop fists and other hard objects, and not too much for actual thinking. But if you didn’t have much of a life there, make one here. Not too many of us dumb fucks get a second chance to do things. We did. And you can look back at whatever the dumpster fire of your life was and then don’t do those things again. And, yeah, from a distance, with a little Bette Midler singing underneath it, shit can look pretty not bad, even when you know, for a fact, it was just poop covered in poop.”

      He stared at me for a second.

      Then he reached across the table and grabbed hold of the flask, lifting it as he looked at me.

      I nodded.

      He took a drink.

      “Thanks a pantload, Montana,” he said. “That was a whole lot of bullshit, but somehow, I think maybe it’ll work. Because now I’m going to be thinking about what the hell you just said, instead of the life I left behind.”

      “Bit of a backhanded way of saying thank you, but you’re fucking welcome.”

      “Go talk to the princess,” he said, getting to his feet. “I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

      He timed his exit to line up when I’d just taken a large forkful of food into my mouth, so I couldn’t say anything and he got the last word. So I just sort of nodded and looked a bit silly as he left.
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      I sat there alone a while longer, eating my meal. The staff seemed to take Clyde’s exit as the sign they could open up the joint, instead of sending other people away. So pretty soon, I was just one table amongst many filled with the chatter of people eating. When I left, they wouldn’t let me pay, so I just put an extra large tip on the table and went out to the street.

      I closed my eyes and angled my face up to the sun, just enjoying the warmth for a moment before allowing the realization that I had no idea how to get to Valamir’s house to really sink in. Over a year in this new land and I had yet to truly let go of GPS.

      With a little walking around, however, I did manage to find my way to the Via Praetoria and took that up to the Imperial palaces. I enjoyed the walk, finding the time I spent by myself, without anyone asking me questions or anyone telling me what to do, amazing. I took a minute to stare at the big white clouds lazily galumphing through the skies, wondering what they might be hiding. Wondering if, perhaps, Fritz was cruising about. I ignored the people who were muttering about a ‘big lug blocking the sidewalk’ because I didn’t care. I was a tourist, and it was my prerogative to look at things.

      I stopped and got a snack from a little cart selling roasted kabobs. I helped an old woman cross the street, and an old man get up a set of stairs. I smiled. I leaned on a wall. I did all sorts of things that I hadn’t done in a long time, because I’d spent so much time lately up against the end of the world. And while a part of me knew there were things I should probably be doing to prevent the end of everything — after all, my patron god had recently informed me of an apocalypse on the horizon — it was nice to actually just be around people, remind myself why I fought so hard to begin with.

      Once at the palace, I half considered just asking the guards at the front gate if they knew where Valamir lived. But why would they know that?

      However, despite them not really seem like the talkative types, being that they wore full helms on top of lots of heavy armor and carried big weapons, I decided to go up to one.

      “Step away, citizen,” the guard barked as I got within what might be striking distance.

      “I’m here to see the princess,” I said.

      “Step away, citizen,” the guard repeated, dropping their halberd to an attack position.

      I stopped moving and pointedly took a step back.

      “Here to see the princess,” I repeated.

      The guard raised the halberd back to resting position, but didn’t reply beyond that.

      I waited.

      They waited.

      I waited longer.

      They sighed.

      “Go to gate five,” the guard hissed. “Ask them.”

      I smiled and walked away.

      That’s when I noticed that the gates had numbers worked into the surrounding filigree. Not that easy to make out if you were just gawking at the gilding. I had been at gate one, which was the main gate in front of what I had assumed was the Emperor’s home palace. Hence why I’d gone there thinking that would be where I could find the princess. Also weird, to me at least, was that gate one was in the middle of the front of the place, and the gates went even to the right and odd to the left, so that if you started at the west side of the palace wall, the first gate you would come across would be gate number three, then you’d hit gate one, and finally gate two, before getting to the southeast corner. Continuing along on that wall, where I thought I would find three, I found gate four instead. Followed by gate six. At which point, I turned around, and went all the way back to gate one and then went in a counterclockwise direction, hitting gate three then gate five, where there were still guards, but less imposing hunks of metal and more people with some armor and weapons, looking a bit glazed over, but still attentive.

      As I walked up to them, I didn’t get barked at to move back. I just noticed that the guards seemed to come together and put their hands on their weapons.

      “You have business here?” a female guard asked, one hand resting semi-casually on her sword.

      “I’m here to see the princess,” I said.

      “She know that?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “You have an appointment with her? Did she ask to see you?”

      “We’re old friends.”

      “I have my doubts about that.”

      “She stayed with me for some time after the death of her father.”

      “With you?”

      “Voluntarily?” one of the other guards added.

      I smirked.

      “I am Montana Coggeshall, Duke of Coggeshall.”

      Part of me enjoyed how starkly everything changed when a title was brought into the equation. Part of me thought it was stupid. Still, as soon as I announced who I was, the guards got a little more on their toes. Not necessarily automatically believing I was who I said I was, but there was always the danger that I was who I said I was, and someone being so high above them meant I could make their lives rough if they didn’t do what I wanted.

      Two of the guards had a hushed conversation with someone in the guard hut on the other side of the gate, and then a guard sprinted from the shack up toward the front of the palace.

      The guards directly in front of me didn’t really know what to do — I think they wanted to have a chat about it amongst themselves, but they also didn’t want to back away and give me leave to get to the gate if I wasn’t there with good intentions.

      “And you are here to see her highness?” the female guard finally asked.

      “I am,” I replied.

      “And you were not summoned, nor have an appointment?”

      “I do not.”

      “Then… I mean…”

      “I just got back to the capital. She’s been gone. This is the first time we’re in the same location since she was in Coggeshall. It just seemed polite to come and pay my respects.”

      “And you did not think to send a servant with a request?” the smartass guard asked.

      “I didn’t want to trouble someone else to do that when it was a good excuse for me to have a nice walk and get away from all those servants.”

      Smartass sort of smiled, and then got a confused look as if he couldn’t understand why someone would want to get away from servants.

      A gorgeous woman with auburn hair and big hazel eyes in a flowy blue gown was escorted down from the palace to the gate by a group of four large guards, all of whom had different tabards than the gate guards, who proudly wore the Imperial crest on their chests. The new guards got some dirty looks from the gate guards, making it immediately clear that the two distinct groups here did not like each other. And that the non-gate guards were both better equipped and didn’t give a shit that the gate guards didn’t like them.

      The beautiful woman, who was definitely not the princess, came up to the bars of the gate and looked out at me. She looked me up and down and up again.

      “You are the duke of Coggeshall?” she asked.

      “That I am.”

      “Her highness remembers you fondly,” the woman said. I caught a hint of an accent on her Imperial Common. “You were generous to her in her hour of need. Do you come seeking aid?”

      “No, just com–” I hesitated thinking that saying I was seeking companionship might be misconstrued, “--munication. Wanted to chat. Catch up. She left in a hurry last time, and I wanted to, um, you know, talk to her and make amends if I did something wrong, or–”

      “Her highness bears you no ill will. Her highness would be delighted to speak with you if you would be so kind as to escort her to the Ironside Ball this evening. Do you require a room?”

      “Um, there’s a ball tonight?”

      “There is, and her highness would consider going with you as her escort if you are willing.”

      I smiled, stalling. I really didn’t want to do that. That was way too much talking. And I’d rather have the conversation in private where she could focus more on recruiting me to her cause.

      “I’m not exactly prepared for a ball tonight, given, um–”

      “Her highness would be more than happy to provide adequate attire, should you wish to attend.”

      “Oh, uh,” I started, but I realized there was no good way out. I couldn’t exactly say that I didn’t want to attend after the fucking princess asked me on a goddamn date to a ball, could I? Not after I came to the fucking palace asking to see her. Maybe I needed to spend a little more time actually planning shit out instead of just doing it. Or, you know, I could get a fucking servant to do this bullshit instead of me going and fucking it up. “Yeah, that would be great.”

      “You may enter, Duke of Coggeshall,” the gorgeous woman said. “Please follow me.”
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      She turned and started walking up to the palace entrance, going extra slow so that I had time to wait for the gate to open and then catch up to her before she resumed a normal walking pace.

      “I am her highness’s social secretary,” the gorgeous woman said, “Maelith Vorshek.”

      “Montana Coggeshall.”

      “I am aware, your grace.”

      “I’m not going to convince you to just call me Montana, am I?”

      “No, your grace. It would not be appropriate to your station, nor my own.”

      “Where are you from? I hear a little accent in your Imperial.”

      “His grace has a fine ear. I am not a native speaker of Imperial Common; I hail from Kronth.”

      “Aren’t we at war with your home nation?”

      “There is currently an armistice between the two states, your grace.”

      “An armistice.”

      “Yes.”

      “I hate to admit that I don’t really know what that means. Isn’t that something that happens at the end of a war? Like a two-sided, we didn’t do anything wrong, so let’s stop fighting sort of document?”

      “While I am not exactly an expert in diplomacy, certainly not between countries, I believe an armistice is a temporary cessation of hostilities done with the hope of a more lasting peace to come.”

      “Oh, well, then, I’m glad we don’t have to duel each other on the front lawn.”

      “I fear your grace would hardly find me much of a challenge.”

      “I’m sure we could find a way to make it an even match.”

      She laughed. “It is a good thing we will not have to do so,” she said.

      I left it at that, because I’d already started to feel awkward about the way I spoke to her. Why had I said that to her? I figured the best idea was just to shut up and keep quiet.

      The palace, from an architectural and design standpoint, was impressive. Still, I had a hard time seeing it as being any better than MountainHome in anything other than an aesthetic manner. It was a wildly inefficient use of space and resources, and if anyone managed to get through the gate, it had virtually no defensive capabilities.

      It was a little strange that the first thing to pop into my head as I walked through the giant double-doors was defensive strategies. But maybe I’d been in the world long enough that it had become part and parcel of the way I thought about structures. They served a different purpose in Vuldranni than on Earth, and defense against intruders was something that always had to be thought about. Especially the inhuman nightmares that always seemed to pop up wherever I went.

      Maelith Vorshek and the four guards took me through the foyer, up some stairs, through an atrium — which was kind of cool to see not on the ground floor — and then to a room on the fourth floor that was large and airy with a lot of sunlight streaming into the windows.

      “You may wait here for the tailor to come,” Maelith said.

      “Thank you,” I said, walking into the room and giving it a cursory look.

      Maelith stepped in after me, not quite matching me, staying near the doorway. Two of her guards took up a position inside the room, and two went outside the room, standing on the opposite side of the hall. Which I thought was interesting, because that made it seem more like they were trying to keep me from leaving than trying to keep others from entering.

      “Her highness wonders if you are having thoughts about how you will be voting?”

      “Of course.”

      “Are you aware her highness is seeking the throne of her father’s?”

      “I did hear that.”

      “Have you considered supporting her?”

      “Of course I’ve considered it.”

      Which was true. I didn’t consider it very long — the girl I’d met had been pretty adamant she didn’t want the job, and I didn’t see a reason, yet, why she’d changed her mind.

      “You would give her your votes?”

      “I might vote for her, yeah. Listen, if I’m going to be honest about the political machinations here⁠—”

      “Please do.”

      “Great, then I’m mostly here in Glaton to make sure my home is safe and taken care of.”

      “Coggeshall?”

      “Yeah. What do you think I meant?”

      “I have heard you might have a home before Coggeshall⁠—”

      “There is another place I came from, but it wasn’t a home.”

      “I was unaware there was a difference, your grace.”

      “Big one. I am of Coggeshall, and it’s really all I care about now. Full transparency, but I really only care about the Empire because it holds Coggeshall.”

      “You would seek independence from the Empire?”

      “No, never. I’m just saying that I’m only concerned with Coggeshall.”

      “Yes, I can understand that. If I had a home such as yours, I might consider it more important than elsewhere as well.”

      “You can always make Coggeshall your home.”

      She gave me a broad smile that didn’t exactly reach her eyes, because she was giving me something of a sultry look.

      “Perhaps I will, your grace.”

      I gave her a smile in return. But inwardly, I wanted to punch myself in the face to snap myself out of it. What the fuck was happening? Why was I flirting? I mean, she was hot, but certainly no better looking than either Eliza or Amber.

      “Might I offer you some refreshment?” she asked.

      “No, I’m fine,” I said.

      Going over to the window, I peered out. It presented a great view of the grounds, which seemed to stretch on and on. Wide avenues of grass, neat orchards, and the occasional building that popped up through the greenery.

      “How many buildings are — um, I thought there was just one Imperial Palace,” I said.

      “There is but one Emperor’s palace,” Maelith said, seeming to appear right at my elbow. “But the grounds of the Imperial palace contain a multitude of other buildings, including the dwellings for most members of the Glaton family.”

      “Except the High Prince. Doesn’t he live elsewhere?”

      “I believe he does, yes.”

      “That’s kind of odd. Do you know why?”

      “No,” she said, smiling at me again. “I have little insight into the actions of the royal family beyond her highness.”

      One of the guards said something softly, and I had trouble picking out the words.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Classical Kronthian.
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        * * *

      

      Made sense why.

      What didn’t make sense, however, was why the guard was speaking Kronthian. Why were Kronthian guards allowed inside the Glatonese Imperial palace? Seemed a mite bit like something of a conflict of interest, being that we were, nominally, still at war with Kronth.

      “Yes,” Maelith replied, also in Classical Kronthian, “I imagine he will eat should the food be available.”

      “Regular or special?” the guard asked.

      “Both.”

      “At once.”

      The talking guard slipped out of the room, and nearly at the same moment, a different guard slipped in. If I hadn’t been paying close attention to what was happening in the reflection of the window, it was entirely possible I’d have missed it. The guards looked similar enough — probably so that they could pull shit like that.

      I pretended not to notice, acting as if I was enthralled with the events transpiring out the window. Which wasn’t hard — a gardener was being attacked by a goose. Fair play though, since the gardener was giving back as much as the gander was dishing out. It was kind of even money on who was going to come through as the victor. Though in my view, the pond seemed like the goose’s territory and the gardener shouldn’t have been walking through with a rake pulling out all the really tasty muck.

      “I am having some refreshments brought,” Maelith said to me, “just in case you feel peckish.”

      “Very thoughtful of you.”

      “Her highness would be most unhappy with me,” she said, running a finger down my arm, “if her guests felt even the slightest want and I was unable to satisfy it.”

      I felt goosebumps shoot up and down my arms, almost as if my body was at war with itself. I don’t think I was imagining that what she was laying down wasn’t exactly appropriate behavior.

      “Well,” I said, steeling my nerves to say only what it was I wanted to say and nothing more, “if I come up with anything I want, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

      The gardener got in a good wallop on the goose, but he missed that a second goose was coming up from behind.

      I winced as the gardener got slammed by a goose wing, and then fell under the water.

      “What are you smiling at so?” Maelith asked.

      I glanced over at her. She was looking directly at me, smiling at me, almost like she was doing one of those I’m happy you’re happy things.

      “Geese and a gardener,” I said. “I feel a little bad laughing at it; I hope he’s okay.”

      The gardener was now running from the pond. Well, waddling, being that his waders were full of water. One of the geese chased him while the other went back into hiding in the reeds and cattails.

      “I can send a medic,” Maelith said. “If you are concerned.”

      “Sure. Looks like the man could use backup.”

      She nodded, and I heard her mutter something to a guard. Once again, I noticed the guard slip out of the room and a new guard slip into his spot, so there were always two armed men in the room with me and Maelith.

      A few minutes later, two burly guards holding big shields and clubs entered the garden. The burly guards interposed themselves between the goose and the gardener, and the gardener retrieved his rake and then continued pulling the muck and whatnot out of the pond. It wasn’t anywhere near as entertaining to watch, though.

      But I also didn’t really want to talk to Maelith, so I just stood at the window, watching the clouds roll on.

      She seemed to pick up on that, and so she went and sat down on a couch, just on the edge, ready to jump up if necessary.

      Food came, as well as a selection of wines and ales, and I was offered all the refreshments I could want. Which wasn’t much, since I’d just had way too much food. So none of it seemed appetizing, especially because I didn’t know which food was ‘special,’ or what ‘special’ meant.

      We remained in that awkward tableau where I didn’t trust myself to talk to Maelith and she waited for me to do something, until there was a polite knock at the door.

      The guards opened it, and a small old woman walked in, followed by two young men carrying heavy carpet bags filled to bursting with something. Though what that something was, was not immediately apparent.

      “Thank you for coming so quickly, Madame Thorne,” Maelith said, getting to her feet.

      “That is who I am dressing?” the old woman, apparently Madame Thorne, said, pushing right past Maelith to stand in front of me.

      “Sadly so,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry? Why?”

      “I’m probably too big for whatever you have.”

      “Lies. I have plenty of big clothes for big people. Dressed an ogre once, and he was the belle of the ball. At least until he got hungry and then it was a bit of a problem, but until then, perfection. And I like a challenge. Only thing that gives me XP any longer, young man. Get closer to the couch.”

      “The couch?” I asked.

      Her assistants set down their bags and then helped the little old woman stand on the couch.

      “Need to measure you, don’t I?” Madame Thorne snapped. “You think I can do it all by eye?”

      “I mean, if you wanted to get more XP...”

      She scowled at me.

      “Fine,” she barked. “Turn around.”

      I turned around.

      “Bend over.”

      I bent over.

      “Kiss your own ass.”

      “Not quite flexible enough for that.”

      “Then get over here and let me measure you.”

      I liked this woman.

      I went over and got measured.

      Madame Thorne knew her stuff and worked her magic. She managed to take me from looking like I was ready to wrestle trolls in the mud, as I usually did, all the way to where it seemed within the realm of possibility that I could be an escort to a princess.

      Sure, it didn’t feel great. My pants were much tighter than I was used to, and I didn’t enjoy having to wear tights under the pants. The shoes were so slippery that I figured my ability to maintain my footing, art of movement, was working overtime so I didn’t just face-plant on the carpet.

      And yet, the deep blue complimented my hair well. One of her assistants even brushed out my hair and what beard I had, making both look in the ballpark of delicate and presentable. She even managed to convince me to put a flower behind one ear, a blue flower called Æðilblár. A flower that only grew in the high alpine regions above the treeline in the mountains just to the north. Something that was special to the original Glaton and was, according to Madame Thorne at least, the source of the Glaton family colors.

      She gave me a pinch on the cheek and a slap on the ass, and sent me on my way.
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      Maelith escorted me back through the palace to a carriage house. I got into a carriage with Maelith and we drove around to the front of the palace. The princess came out, surrounded by people, and got into the carriage.

      She looked nice, in a gown of blue and white that matched nicely with my own.

      “Nice to see you again, Regina. Erm, your highness. You look lovely,” I said as I helped her sit down across from me.

      “Thank you,” she said, keeping eye contact with me even as she curtsied a little, which, being in the carriage, was actually an impressive display of flexibility.

      I, for one, could barely even move in there.

      “Thank you for agreeing to be my escort this evening,” she said.

      “Of course. It’s been a long time since we’ve had the chance to chat.”

      “I had hoped to speak with you before long. However, it would seem you were not available. Sent on some errand by my uncle, I believe.”

      “Something along those lines, yeah.”

      “What was it?”

      “The errand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Help in a border skirmish.”

      “With Marhduhm.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “And you were able to secure a victory?”

      “I was, yeah.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you?”

      “And I hear you were successful in defending yourself against the slanderous idea you were not a duke.”

      “Not sure I’d call the idea slanderous — just a kid who got dragged in over his head.”

      “I would not characterize the Lord Edgemond as such. He is no child.”

      “Younger than you, isn’t he?”

      Regina glanced at Maelith.

      “Of a similar age,” Maelith said.

      “Well, do you consider me a child?” the princess asked, turning her piercing gaze back on me. She seemed way more intense than she’d ever been in Coggeshall.

      “No, just young.”

      “We are of a similar age as well, are we not?”

      “I think?”

      “You are unsure of your age?”

      “I mean, kind of. I had a strange childhood without a lot of focus on birthdays and the like.”

      “How sad.”

      “It was…” I just trailed off, not sure how deep I wanted to get about the childhood I didn’t have here. I’d been much older than her in the old world, but in the new world, I appeared to be somewhere in my early twenties, which was hurting my brain in terms of trying to figure out how to act and relate to people.

      “How fares Coggeshall?” the princess asked, seeming to pick up on my desire to change the conversation.

      “Good. Really good. I think you’d be impressed at what we’ve accomplished so far.”

      “It was an enjoyable place.”

      “You left a bit suddenly.”

      “I did.”

      “Mind if I ask why?”

      “You may ask me anything, your grace, but please understand if I choose not to answer.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Are you going to ask?”

      “I figure you’ll tell me if you want. I know you had your reasons, and it clearly seemed to work out. Now you’re here and you’ve got a whole group of people with you and–”

      “What group of people?” she asked, interrupting sharply.

      “What?”

      “What group of people are with me?”

      “Um, I mean, Maelith? Your guards from Kronth? Right?”

      Maelith put her hand on the princess’s knee.

      “He means that you have a staff to support you,” Maelith said.

      “Exactly,” I added.

      “Oh. Yes.”

      But clearly she thought I meant the cult.

      “When I was at Coggeshall,” she said, “I was surrounded by those who sought to control me, or exploit me. It took leaving to find those who were willing to work with me.”

      “Then good for you,” I said.

      “Thank you.”

      “And now you’re here to become Emperor.”

      “Gods willing, yes. I would take up the mantle my father meant for me.”

      I smiled, swallowing the words I wanted to say about how that was diametrically opposed to the girl she’d been in our private chat on the Coggeshall wall.

      “Might I count on your votes?” she asked.

      “I’m open to that idea,” I said. “Just kind of need to make sure I take care of Coggeshall.”

      “And what would you seek from the throne to take care of Coggeshall?”

      “Not really that sure yet — I just know that’s what I should be doing. Kind of a generational opportunity, so I have to grab it.”

      “Are you considering offering your head for the crown?”

      “Me? Are you kidding?”

      “There is no shortage of individuals in our history who have answered the Call and then taken the throne. I believe, if I remember my education thusly, that the Ironsides who host us tonight owe their house’s rise to Tormund the Good answering the Call of the Imperial Hero.”

      “Huh, didn’t know that. But that’s not for me. If I’m honest, I don’t really do well ruling over people. I barely know how to handle myself, let alone others. I’d probably take a way out of being a duke if I could.”

      “And what way out might that be?”

      “Not sure,” I said, wondering if there was a way to twist this conversation in some way to get her talking about the cult. And yet, with Maelith riding next to the princess, I had my doubts I’d be able to get her to actually open up about anything. “But, you know, no need for me to go about trying to get more power when I really want less.”

      The princess nodded.

      “Were I to gain the crown, I could certainly arrange that,” she said.

      “Yeah, maybe that’d be worth it. Just, you know, have to worry about all the other people who live there.”

      “Indeed. I would imagine their lives weigh heavy upon you, given the dangers of our world.”

      “They do.”

      There was a pause, and I’d have sworn there was a silent conversation happening between Maelith and Regina, if that was even possible.

      “Do you ever think, perhaps, the world is not meant to be this way?” the princess asked suddenly.

      “I mean, it’s the only world I’ve ever known,” I lied. “How might it be different?”

      “Well, perhaps it has been corrupted and made evil due to our own actions.”

      “Without us, it might be paradise?”

      “Some believe it thus.”

      “Do you?”

      “I am open to that idea. Are you?”

      “I hadn’t considered it, but I guess?”

      “What if I were able to provide proof?”

      “Then I guess I’d be an idiot not to believe.”

      “Would you seek to redress the ills we brought upon the world?”

      “I think I’d do whatever it takes to make the world a better place. Wouldn’t you?”

      “I do,” she said, leaning back and smiling. “Whatever it would take.”

      I noticed that Maelith was smiling as well, and though she was gorgeous, her smile was predatory. It felt, well, not scary, but unpleasant.
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      The Ironsides had a mansion (naturally), on an estate (of course), that was huge and manicured and beautiful. Fancy carriages lined the streets outside the place, although we managed to skip all of that, being that we were in an Imperial Carriage. It would be unseemly for us to wait.

      I half expected paparazzi to be waiting at the entrance, ready with flashbulbs to blind us as we made our way inside.

      There weren’t. Instead, there were valets and handmaidens ready to help us inside. It was a flurry of activity as every carriage disgorged its occupants. We rolled up, cut in line, and the princess and her social secretary exited first, immediately engaging in a lot of smiling and glad handling.

      Then I came out.

      There might have been a few gasps of surprise, but these were all professional party goers and it probably took a lot more to surprise them than a done-up fuck-up like me.

      When we went inside, I was struck by the odd fusion of utility and luxury, like someone knew this place was going to primarily house parties, not people. It wasn’t very homelike at all. It felt more like going to a ridiculously posh club. A full-on coat check station was just off the foyer, with people working the closet and the desk. And it wasn’t like they’d cleared out an office or something to make it possible to have a full on coat-check — it was purpose-built. Also, since this was Vuldranni, there was a spot where you could check in your weapon, or have a nice young man tie a special knot over your sword to make it all but impossible to unsheathe your blade while inside.

      The foyer led into a wide open space with tables of food along one wall. Behind them were doors that only servants used to bring fresh food in one way and take plates and waste out the other. Through the buffet room was the ballroom, which, like Tollendahl’s, was huge. Like a high school gym big enough room for two basketball games to happen simultaneously. Also like Tollendahl’s, there was an upper level where those who did not wish to dance could sit and pass judgement on those foolish enough to engage in the tomfoolery below.

      Now, where the stairs were leading to any part of the house that was, well, a home — no idea. Well-hidden, I suppose.

      My date and I, which sounded a bit weird to say, didn’t spend much time together. We went in through the foyer, then into the sitting/eating room, and then to the ballroom. And while I was, nominally, the escort, I supposed it made sense that she just yanked me along, taking me exactly where she wanted to go with nary a care to my desires.

      Once in the ballroom, I somehow found myself standing with Maelith while Regina seemed to float away, talking to someone else.

      “What exactly does an escort do at a ball?” I asked.

      “What you have done,” Maelith replied, leaning close to make sure I heard her over the din of the ball.

      “This is it?”

      “As far as her highness is concerned, yes. I am sure you realize that there was no romantic intent here, as her highness is betrothed, so⁠—”

      “She is? I mean, yeah, I got the no romance thing, I just, um, the betrothed bit is news to me. So, um, congratulations to her. I just want to make sure that I’m not, you know, her arm candy for the night.”

      “Just for the entrance. She will be quite busy tonight, as she will need to speak to many people. She asked me if I could, perhaps, find out if you’d be interested in learning more about helping bring good to the world with her…”

      Two things immediately popped to mind. I’d been with Maelith and the princess the entire time, and at no point had they spoken about anything where I was not part of the conversation. Hell, I couldn’t remember a bit of talk where I wasn’t the subject of the conversation. So how the hell did Maelith know that’s what the princess wanted? And two, this was probably Regina’s attempt to recruit me to the cult.

      “I would be very interested,” I said.

      “We would be interested in speaking to you about it,” Maelith responded. “Perhaps I might arrange a meeting between you and someone who knows more? Who might be more able to shed light upon the darkness we face?”

      “Love it.”

      She smiled and put her hand out, as if I was supposed to kiss it.

      I took her hand, and I felt a small card fall into my own.

      She shook my hand, gave me a slight curtsy, and then calmly strolled out into the crowd, leaving me standing there alone.

      Glancing discretely at the card in my hand, I saw that it had a time and location. Wendell Square Park, at the Noon Bell.

      A meeting place where I could talk to someone without being overheard. Which meant that I needn’t worry about fighting someone or being kidnapped. I needed to find Valamir and get him to get Clyde to be on watch, so that elfboy could follow whomever I met with.
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      I went to the buffet and got some food. It was delicious.

      It was also a reminder that I was a party, and one I could actually enjoy. I’d managed to secure my position as a duke, and no one but the Emperor could take that away. And if there was no Emperor, there was no one to mess with me.

      I meandered from the food spreads over to the bar and snagged a tall flute of something bubbly on my way across the room. I tipped it back and downed the whole thing down in one go, ignoring the eyes-agog look I got from an older woman as I passed.

      It burned nicely down my throat, and my eyes watered just a little.

      Something along the lines of champagne. Minus, of course, the geographical requirements.

      I followed it up with a glass of bourbon and then chose to sip on a pint of ale.

      For the briefest of moments, I had a little wooze happening, but it quickly passed. An inability to get drunk was kind of the only real downside to my new form. That, and the fragility of furniture built for non-me-sized people.

      “You are the duke,” a woman at my elbow said, “the one who is the hero?”

      “I am a duke,” I replied, looking down at her over my ale.

      “The hero?”

      “Question of perspective.”

      “I think I know someone who wants to meet you.”

      “And you didn’t bring them with you?”

      “No, they’d prefer a more private meeting.”

      “My dance card is a little full–”

      “You have a dance card? I have yet to see you dance.”

      “I meant it metaphorically.”

      “That is a strange metaphor.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Will you come with me?”

      I took a sip of ale. Part of my brain was yelling at me that there could not be a more obvious bad decision. But another part of me was examining the ratio she had going on between her waist and other places.

      “Sure,” I said, downing my ale as quick as I could before grabbing a second. “Just need one to go. Do you want a drink?”

      “No, your grace,” she said, giving me a quick smile.

      “What’s your na–” I started, but she was already weaving her way through the crowd, her yellow gown easy to follow in a rather blue-centric sea of revelers.

      She looked over her shoulder now and again, giving me what I took to be a shy smile as I followed. It could have also been a sultry smile; I feel like there’s some overlap between the two. We weaved across the ballroom to a set of nondescript double doors, and then went through those. On the other side was a small landing and a set of stairs going down. Without stopping, she took me down those stairs, which went around twice before coming to another set of doors.

      We went through those doors and found an entirely different party happening.

      One that was dominated by young men who had stripped off their shirts and jackets and seemed intent on beating the tar out of each other.

      “One duke,” the girl in yellow said, smiling at the gathering of dudes. “Possibly a hero.”

      She patted my arm.

      “Have fun,” she said, and exited the room.

      “Wait–-” I managed to get out before the doors shut, but she was completely ignoring me.

      I sighed and looked back at the room. It was a strange sort of place, especially in the bottom level of a mansion devoted to holding balls. Because it seemed more like it was used to host workouts or fights. A smooth stone floor, plain walls, and a drain in one corner where you can easily wash the blood down.

      There were a lot of men in there. Well, men and boys, all in various stages of fitness.

      “What’s this, then?” Said a guy with an unkempt mop of black hair I knew took a lot of work to make look so unkempt yet so stylish. “A hero duke?”

      “Your words, not mine,” I said. That this could either be a lot of fun or, more likely, seriously unpleasant.

      “Coggeshall,” another man-boy said, this one with lighter hair and an impressive scar across his right cheek. “That’s you.”

      “That’s me. And you are?”

      “Richmond.”

      “Ah, well, nice to–”

      “Heard you just hid in the mountains,” Richmond said.

      “I hid in the mountains? What mountains?”

      “Stayed at some Glaton chalet while mercenaries did the fighting for you out in Arenberg. That’s how you got here so fast. You just came out of hiding.”

      “Oh, so these mountains, just here?” I asked, pointing to where I thought was north. “I mean, I suppose that could have been what happened.”

      “What did happen then?”

      “I went over to Rumib Pass. I fought a little, I won a lot. Then I came back here. And now I’m hanging out in, what, Glaton Fight Club?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Good, you remember the first rule.”

      Of course, they all just stared at me.

      “Anyway, your friend in yellow told me someone wanted to meet me. Which one of you is that?”

      “That’d be me,” Dark Hair said.

      “And you are?”

      “What you aren’t.”

      “Successful?”

      “A Fighter. Someone who will be a hero. Who could have been a hero if not for frauds like you.”

      “Okay, kid,” I said, taking a sip of ale, trying to come up with a reason not to just leave. Because as far as I could tell, there was no good way out of this shit-pit. “It was nice meeting all you fighter-heroes. I’m sure that you–”

      Dark Hair snapped his fingers, and two of the other man-boys moved in front of the double doors, blocking my exit.

      “I think you ought to learn a lesson on humility,” Dark Hair said.

      “From you?”

      “From all of us.”

      “There are quite a few of you.”

      “You’ve got a lot of lessons to learn.”

      I took another sip of ale and stared at Dark Hair. And then over at Richmond. And then at the rest of the roomful of idiots.

      “What kind of fighting are you thinking we’ll do here? Fisticuffs?”

      “A friendly beat-down of a fraud.”

      “Friendly?”

      “Deserving.”

      “Where are you getting this idea from?”

      “What idea?”

      “That I didn’t go fight Mahrduhm.”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “Because obviously someone is lying to you. Trying to get you to do some dirty work for them, and, probably, get me in trouble. I’m guessing all of you are connected to people upstairs, which means you’re all nobles or sons of nobles. And if I hurt or kill any of⁠—”

      “As if you could do something like that–”

      “Then I’d find myself in a spot of bother. And I just got out of that spot — I’d really like more than a day off from it.”

      “So you’ll run away a coward?”

      “I think it’d be more of a stroll away. And you can think whatever you want to think about me. I don’t care either way.”

      “Coward.”

      “If that’s what you want to tell yourself, I suppose I will somehow struggle through life thinking that I couldn’t live up to your deluded ideas on bravery and courage.”

      “Of course you would say something like that. You claim to be this great warrior, capable of the impossible, and yet, any time you are asked to fight, you say you cannot because you are too powerful. That you will destroy anything you fight because you only know how to kill.” he turned to face the other man-boys in the room. “This is the tactic of the coward. He cannot fight you, you see, because he will kill you. And he cannot possibly kill you, because that would get him into trouble. We are not afraid of you, because you only talk. This look, it is an illusion. You are nothing.”

      I nodded a little. “That’s a lot of shit you’re talking,” I replied. “And, damn, do I want to shut you up, because I know I shouldn’t care about what you’re saying or what you think, but I kind of do…”

      “Then fight me! Show your true skills.”

      “Fuck, dude, you played it well. Now I can’t even warn you about me killing you without sounding like a fucking schmuck.”

      “You cannot kill me.”

      “I wish that was the case. I don’t suppose you have gloves or some way of fighting that would at least mitigate the injuries we cause each other.”

      “What a surprise — another cowardly thing to say.”

      I polished off my ale and crushed the metal stein as if it were an aluminum can, throwing it over my shoulder. It clanged off the wall and hit the floor. I noticed a few of the man-boys looking at it, a little stunned. I pulled off the very nice jacket fitted to me so expertly by Madame Thorne, and looked for a spot to hang it up.

      There were none.

      I held it out to the nearest man-boy.

      “Hold that,” I said. “And no wrinkles.”

      He made to hold it, but when I let go, he didn’t grab for it, so the jacket fell into a heap on the floor, already rumpled.

      “Seriously? That’s just a dick thing to do,” I said, unpinning my collar and getting my shirt off.

      A few moments of disrobing, and I was just wearing pants, tights, and silly shoes. Matching most of the other fellows in the basement.

      “The thing is, though, it’s not like it’s very hard to find a fight here in Glaton,” I said, moving my arms a little to loosen up my torso. “So the question I have for you weird fucking loons is why are you lot beating each other up in the basement of a ball?”
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      Dark Hair had used up what little patience he had, so he charged me.

      Never a good idea.

      For one thing, he still had no idea what I could do, and even watching me warm up could’ve told him something.

      Me, I watched him lead with his right foot when he charged, which meant I could probably count on him planting his right foot before he tried to hit me. So I shifted my own left foot, prepping so that when Dark Hair planted his foot, I kicked out and knocked him off balance. Which meant he couldn’t get a swing around before he had to stop to catch himself before face-planting.

      Since I was right there, I gave him a little extra help by pushing him hard into the ground.

      His face bounced off the stone floor, and I caught his hair on the uptick, lifting his entire body up off the ground until we were eye to eye. It was a little hard to maintain eye-contact with him as his eyes were watering really hard and his nose was gushing blood. It must’ve broken against the floor.

      “Are we still doing this?” I asked.

      He made a sort of noise, and I tossed him aside. He flew through the air before hitting a group of the man-boys, causing them to collapse backward.

      For a long moment, I stood there in that room of idiots, fighting the rising rage in me that wanted to unleash hell on them. It probably helped that none of the other fools tried to do anything. They all just sort of stood there.

      Maybe they were waiting there to see what I would do, and since I did nothing, neither did they. A nice bit of detente.

      “Okay,” I said. “Anyone else want to be an idiot? Or are we done here?”

      “I think they can leave,” another voice said, a more mature one coming from the far end of the room. I noticed another set of doors down there.

      The man-boys all filed out of the room without saying anything.

      I stood there, looking at the newcomers. They were much more suited to fighting, being that they had armor on and carried weapons. Which I thought was a bit unfair.

      “Different type of fight club you got going on here,” I said.

      “Bit,” the lead man said.

      Eight men had come in after the lead, and they spread out around me.

      I heard the door lock.

      “I think this might be a good time for me to say something ridiculous like, ‘Now you’re all locked in here with me,’” I said.

      “You are a right annoying twit, aren’t you?” the lead man asked.

      As he came on, he pulled a dagger from his belt and gave it a twirl. With his right hand, he got out a shorter sword, something like a gladius.

      “Probably an accurate assessment,” I said, doing some slight stalling as I tried to get a handle on this lovely ambush that was about to happen.

      Of the nine killers, six had leather armor. Three were wearing metal of some variety, one in chain mail and one with a mixture of plate layered onto leather. One had a metal breastplate over chain. Three had swords, three had maces, one had a pick, one had double daggers, and Leaderman had the sword-and-dagger combo. Though really, calling the maces maces was more me being polite because only one looked like a legit mace, the other two were glorified clubs.

      Two men had beards, one man had a terrible mustache, one had a glorious mustache, and three were clean shaven. Two were women, one with a high ponytail, and the other with half her head shaved and the other braided tight to her scalp. There was little to tie the group together — no tabards or uniforms or anything like that. But I did catch a white hand on several bits of kit, stamped onto a sword, on a piece of armor, and even tattooed onto the back of Ponytail’s neck.

      “Is this a teach-me-a-lesson thing? Or just a kill-me thing?” I asked, moving a little to keep the leader in front of me, and trying to get my back closer to a wall so I couldn’t be caught from behind so easily.

      “From what I heard,” Leaderman said, arching one black eyebrow up, “you ain’t the learning type.”

      “Ah, well, you’re just full of compliments.”

      He gave me a smile, and then he seemed to blur and I felt pain in my side. I looked down to see a dagger coming out, and the man was back to where he’d been standing originally — eight feet away and out of grabbing range.

      “Now that’s a neat trick,” I said, trying to hide how much pain I felt from the stab, while also putting pressure on the wound to see if I could staunch the flow of blood.

      “One of my most minor abilities,” Leaderman replied.

      Terrible Mustache lunged forward with an impressive overhand chop. At the same time, I caught a hint of movement behind and to the left, almost exactly opposite Terrible Mustache, which told me I was supposed to move out of the Mustache chop and into whatever was behind me.

      The thing about having unbreakable bones, though, is that it leads to some interesting power plays.

      I moved forward into the chop, basically head butting the sword.

      Having done the sword head chop before, I knew the usual experience was one of cutting the scalp and crushing the skull.

      And my scalp did get cut, but the sword just bounced off my skull.

      That meant Terrible Mustache was in grabbing range, so I grabbed him.

      My right hand went around his neck, and I squeezed. Hard.

      His eyes promptly popped out of their sockets, dangling from the nerves. He would have likely screamed, except there was no way to get anything through the mangled mess that had once been his neck. Now it was little more than pulp and spine.

      I spun around, holding him close to my body, and managed to catch Ponytail’s backstab into my new meat shield.

      Yanking the meat shield away wrenched the dagger out of Ponytail’s grasp, and I reached out with my left hand and palmed her skull.

      I torqued my hips around, using Meatshield, née Terrible Mustache, as a counterweight to build some momentum with Ponytail as I threw her overhand into Leaderman. Somewhere along the way, I caught the snap of her neck breaking, and her body went a little limp. That turned her into a much better corpse-missile, zooming across the distance to slam into Leaderman.

      Who definitely wasn’t ready to catch a corpse.

      I continued Meatshield’s momentum, driving my shield into Maceman, and then pushing Maceman via MeatShield into the wall, which knocked the wind out of Maceman. I left Meatshield on top of Maceman, hoping the last bits of the dying man’s life would wreck Maceman enough to keep him out of some of the fight.

      I slid my toe under the dropped mace, kicked it up and grabbed it out of the air mid swing, managing to get the mace around in time to parry a sword thrust into a neighboring assassin. He took it like a champ as it clanged off the man’s metal breastplate.

      What didn’t clang off the breastplate was my mace, because it dented the breastplate, deforming the metal so much that it trapped the head of the mace while also deforming the man’s ribcage. He immediately began coughing up blood.

      I pulled the mace back, which also brought Mr. Breastplate with it, giving me a new meat shield.

      Bonus!

      And he was an even better meat shield, because he had armor. So he deflected a few hits from Stabby Stabby Dagger Man, who might have had some sort of an issue with Breastplate man because those double daggers were doing work, stabbing all over the place in an effort to get to me.

      As soon as the daggers went into the flesh, I yanked Meatshield 2.0 back and head-butted Stabby Stabby Dagger Man. It was a little harder than I’d done before, and I just caved the front of the man’s face in. He dropped like a rock. Or, well, a corpse.

      I spun around, my hands out, ready to face my next opponent.

      But everyone had moved back.

      Everyone who was still able to, that is.

      Down from nine to four.

      Leaderman had extricated himself from the corpsemissile. Half Shaved Head Girl was slowly spinning her war pick around. Glorious Mustache had taken out a small shield, a buckler, from somewhere and had it on his left hand. Beardie had his mace-club ready to go, but was definitely glancing back at Leaderman, as if asking if they were really going to keep going with this.

      I wiped some of the blood off my face and whipped it off my hand onto the floor.

      Scalp wounds like to bleed a lot, and since I had a really nice one going down the middle of my head, I was liberally covered.

      I don’t think that they knew about my abilities, because in this momentary combat pause, my body was knitting itself up again. And all the blood was covering that up nicely.

      “Are we done playing?” I asked. “I’m already in trouble — my tailor is going to fucking kill me for what I did to these pants. I mean, she’d probably kill me just for rumpling that jacket.”

      “All at once,” Leaderman said.

      “Really? We don’t–”

      I didn’t finish before Leaderman blurred.

      I brought my fist down where I thought he might be going with a hammer punch.

      As his dagger went into my neck, my fist connected with some part of him, driving him down to the ground. Leaderman crumpled just to my left, and I stomped on him before I could even figure out what part of him I was stomping, grinding him into a paste.

      The pointy bit of the pick went in my back, through my ribs, and poked out my chest.

      I threw myself back, and I felt the scream more than heard it as Half-Shorn Head got her own war pick in her chest and then got all my four-hundred-plus pounds on top of her as I took her to the ground.

      It definitely hurt to drive that pick farther into my body. But then again, everything seemed to hurt. I noticed my neck doing that fun arterial spray painting, and I knew I had a really short time to end the fight for good.

      Glorious Mustache brought his mustache up close as he leapt on me, driving his sword through my stomach.

      He grinned.

      I smiled and reached up to grab his arms.

      He got a confused look on his face, which then twisted into a rictus of pain as I ripped his arms off. Then I pushed him off me and got to my feet.

      I glared at the last member of the assassin squad, Beardie, who stood there, arms trembling. But, credit where it’s due, he stood his ground.

      I tossed an arm at the man’s feet.

      “Want to give me a hand?” I asked.

      His eyes went wide, and he didn’t move.

      “I’m sorry,” I replied, “terrible pun. And I guess you’re going to make me do this myself.”

      My neck had stopped gushing as my body pulled itself back together. But it couldn’t heal around the war pick that was still in my chest.

      I grit my teeth and had to push it back through, putting my finger an unpleasant distance inside my own ribcage before I could get my other hand around my back to grab the hilt.

      As it clanked to the ground, I would have let out the breath I’d been holding, but instead, it burbled out my newest set of matching holes.

      Beardie hadn’t moved. He just held his ground, scared senseless.

      I looked at the carnage around me, and saw that a few of the killers were still alive. Maceman, who I’d just slammed against the wall and buried under a meatshield, was trying to get out from under his former friend.

      I went over and stomped on his hand, feeling the bones break under my heel.

      He screamed.

      I tossed MeatShield 2.0 off, sending that corpse into the wall while I yanked Maceman off his feet so that we were eye to eye.

      “You… can’t… do… this…” the man eked out, fighting against the pain of his ruined hand.

      “Who do you work for?” I asked.

      A sword came out of my belly.

      I sighed, and looked over my shoulder.

      Beardie stood there, hand still on the sword, having stabbed me while I was talking with someone else.

      He pulled the sword out. I turned to face him.

      Still shaking, but working to overcome that fear, he lunged for me again.

      I stepped out of the way, got my hand on the back of his head, and just drove his face against the wall as hard as I could.

      Which was the end of Beardie. Funnily enough, though, he did leave some of his beard behind on the wall. Along with a fair amount of his face and bits of his skull in a splatter pattern I thought Pollock would’ve enjoyed.

      Maceman groaned.

      I winced, flicking a speck of gore, probably brain matter, off the end of my nose.

      “Now,” I said, still holding Maceman up so his feet weren’t touching the floor, “where were we?”
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      Maceman was not forthcoming about his employer. Not necessarily because he didn’t want to talk, but because he’d passed out. After looking over his body, I realized it wasn’t just his hand I’d broken, but also several of his ribs.

      I laid him down on an area of the floor that wasn’t completely awash in gore, and sat down next to him, taking a moment to think about the situation I’d found myself in.

      Not great.

      First of all, I’d just killed a bunch of people.

      I glanced at the kill notifications, hoping I might get some hint of who they were or why they were there, but the system didn’t seem to want to give me anything for free. All I got were levels (between 23 and 33, higher than I expected), species (human), and Choices (all variants of thug or bruiser or something).

      Second, I was at a very swanky ball, attended by a lot of people hyper-trained to notice anything the slightest bit out of place with the various party guests, in order to pass judgement. My guess was that coming out of the basement covered in blood might not establish me as an upstanding duke within the Empire. And while technically I didn’t care what these people thought of me, I also knew that I had to maintain a veneer of respectability to handle the business side of things for Coggeshall. Which meant I couldn’t really just head up the stairs and back to Valamir’s. Especially since the fucking stairs lead right into the damn ballroom.

      Which really left me with only one way to go: through the other set of doors deeper into the basement of this stupid house.

      What the fuck was this space?

      Also, I wasn’t sure what to do with Maceman.

      Killing him in the midst of a fight was one thing. Doing it after the fight was just cold-blooded murder, as far as I could figure. I could bind him, or I could hobble him. There were a wide variety of things I could do that weren’t murder, but were justified, given what he’d just attempted.

      I tore some of his clothes off his body and then tied his legs together in a few places. Nothing that would keep him immobile long term, but it would keep him there for a spell until he managed to untie himself. And I didn’t think it’d make breathing difficult. He might die because I didn’t help him, but he wouldn’t die because of how I restrained him. But ultimately, I guess, I just left him there on the floor, having trouble breathing while passed the hell out.

      I picked up my coat, which was surprisingly blood-free, and my shirt (also clean), and I maybe also went through the pockets and pouches of all the dead people. Not like they’d really need their things in their post-life state. Then I walked through the double doors at the far end of the room.

      They led to another room. This one was smaller, and looked a bit like a wealthy school’s changing room. Wooden lockers lined one wall. It had plush carpet and some very big, comfy-looking leather chairs, one of which was occupied by a small man who had a drink in one hand and a cigar in the other. A book was balanced on his lap. When I entered the room, he looked up at me, then whipped his head up to get a lock of hair out of his face.

      “Right about on time,” he said, setting his glass of amber liquid down on a side table.

      “You were expecting me?”

      “Indeed I was.”

      I frowned.

      He dropped his cigar into his glass, causing a slight hiss. Then the man stood up and adjusted his smoking jacket. He slipped the book into one pocket and clapped his hands.

      “Do I know you?” I asked.

      “I doubt it. I only know of you from reputation and assignation.”

      “Assignation?”

      “Indeed. An organization I am associated with was contracted by a certain someone who wished for you to meet me.”

      “Ah. Tollendahl.”

      “I’m afraid I have no idea. You see, the organization I am associated with⁠—”

      “Which is?”

      “For me to know and for you to never find out, ideally.”

      “Is this a murder thing?”

      “It is, yes. You are already dead, but you have yet to realize it.”

      “Odd, I don’t feel dead.”

      “I know. That’s the magic of it all!”

      “Care to explain?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “Fair. Is it magic or just like magic?”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “I mean, you seem like the magic man, so…”

      “It is magic. And I haven’t heard that before, but I do appreciate that term.”

      “Magic man?”

      “Yes. I think I might try to make that my new nomenclature.”

      “I don’t think that means name.”

      “Of the two of us, I would be more confident I would know what I was talking about instead of you. I mean, look at you.”

      “Being covered in blood doesn’t have any bearing on my knowledge or vocabulary.”

      “While that is true, I did not mean to imply your current appearance has anything to do with it. You see,” the man said, gesturing at himself, “when you look at me, you see someone who has, by his nature, eschewed the physical in order to elevate the intellectual. You know, then, that I must be someone who has chosen to focus upon the magical if I am to be in this situation of death here. I see you, and I see someone with a body unattainable by normal means, and know that you have chosen to focus your gifts on your physical attributes. Which, by virtue of knowing we all have limited points to spread about, means you have forgone your intellect. I certainly hesitate to look at your particulars–”

      “Wouldn’t want to be impolite now.”

      “Scoff all you want. But I find the moments between life and death quite important, and it would be highly improper of me to be anything less than cordial in this meeting. Or meetings such as this.”

      “So, this is something you do often?”

      “It is. And while I understand, from your position, that it may be difficult to imagine, but what I do is not personal. I will find no joy in taking your life. It is just business. I am only doing my job.”

      “I mean, you could not do your job.”

      “And where would the honor in that be?”

      “There’s honor in not killing people. You could try, I don’t know, saving people.”

      “What people?”

      “If you really are the magician you claim to be, I’m going to have to assume you’re fantastic at what you do.”

      “I am.”

      “Then a man of your powers could probably wander this world without much fear.”

      “Likely.”

      “So you could wander the world and find those who don’t have your skills or gifts, and you could protect them. Get them out of trouble and make a safe space for them.”

      “Oh, and how would I live like that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “People like that, the ones who need saving, they have nothing. Otherwise, they’d be able to save themselves. And if they have nothing, I will get nothing from saving them.”

      “The being good is what you’re getting. Instead of being a sword for hire.”

      “Altruism being the extent of what you seek in life?”

      “Something along those lines.”

      “I suppose I could use my gifts that way. But it seems like somewhat less of life. How would I eat?”

      “Fish?”

      “I have little desire to sully my hands that way. I have spent my hours focused upon my goals, and I admit that I lack certain skills that others may consider basic. But I make up for that by being so good within my chosen field that I earn plenty of gold. And I can use that gold–”

      “Same thing can happen outside. Except those people you save, they have those skills and after you save them, usually they’re more than happy to help you in return.”

      “Perhaps, but it seems…inelegant. Especially when I am able to work with individuals of such talent and brilliance within this city that I am consistently amazed and learning myself. I would like to continue my growth until such time as I could claim the title of archmage, and I fear that is some distance away.”

      “What was so impressive about tonight?”

      “Do you not see?”

      “I’m clearly not smart enough.”

      “There were three levels to this killing — I am but the last in the line. But you were expected to get through the first two, and in doing so, you have managed to alleviate certain problems of those who have employed my services. And now those problems will make it easier for them to deal with you in the future. How brilliant is that? Now, while I have enjoyed this dalliance in thought, at least a smidgen, I fear I have run out of time. Which means you have run out of time.”

      “I appreciate the courtesy of taking the time to talk to me.”

      “Of course.”

      “You won’t mind if I fight back, do you?”

      “If you think you can, I might appreciate the challenge.”

      “Lovely.”

      He smiled.

      I smiled.

      He did a little thing with his hand, and I felt the tingle of magic against my skin.

      I smiled more.

      He did not smile.

      I reached out and grabbed him by the throat, lifting him off the ground and well into the air. He was just a little guy, a hint over five feet. So there was nearly sixteen inches of space between his dangling toes and the delicate tile below.

      His eyes bulged a little as his face turned a whole new hue.

      “How–” he got out.

      “Because there’s a lot you don’t know about me,” I said softly, our noses nearly touching. “And you should watch out with that overconfidence — it can really backfire. Now, you have a chance to continue living, maybe do some good in the world, if you want, but it’s up to you. You want to tell me who sent you?”

      “Don’t… know…”

      “You know your damn organization. Tell me that, and I’ll just hurt you. I won’t even injure you or kill you.”

      “Can’t…”

      “Can’t or won’t? Bit of an important difference here.”

      He didn’t answer; he just kind of went limp. Which was my fault — I’d been cutting off the blood supply to his brain, so I knew it’d happen. But I hadn’t timed it right.

      I dropped him, and he fell to the ground. Then I picked him up, put him back in his chair, and sat down across from him. I grabbed his glass of whiskey and splashed him in the face with it.

      He sputtered as he woke up to the stinging of alcohol, his half-a-soggy-cigar sticking to his forehead.

      “Hi,” I said, getting in close to make sure I could grab him the moment he tried to do something.

      Which he did, getting his hand up and sending out a gout of flame.

      Despite the pain, I just smiled as I took the fire to my face. Then I grabbed his hand and broke it.

      “No more magic,” I said. “It’s irritating.”

      “What–”

      My burns began to heal, at least in the spots where my hair hadn’t blocked the fire.

      Magic Man seemed more than a little concerned with his predicament.

      “I’m not big on threats,” I said. “So this is more of a ‘what’s going to happen’ instead of a threat. Which means, when I say I’m going to kill you if you don’t tell me what I want to know, I am just going to kill you, because I have a party to go back to. And yeah, I know that sounds pretty awful, but you brought all this on yourself. So, who sent you to kill me?”

      “I cannot tell you.”

      “Again, is this a can or will situation?”

      “It is against the code of my organization.”

      “Oof, that’s not good for you.”

      “I doubt you will kill me now that you do not see me as a threat. It would be against your code of honor.”

      “Eh, calling it a ‘code’ is a bit much. It’s more like some general guidelines I have. I quite like killing, truth be told.”

      He tried to bring up his other hand, but I grabbed it and gave it a swift shake, snapping all the soft tissue.

      Magic Man’s eyes went wide, and he opened his mouth to scream.

      I chopped at his throat and heard his hyoid bone fracture.

      No more noise came from him.

      “That’s kind of the end for you,” I said. “You’re not going to be able to breathe without intervention, and I’m not really keen to intervene, being that you’ve proven yourself to be a murderous piece of shit. But then again, you’ve probably got a means to heal yourself, so⁠—”

      I grabbed his head and quickly broke his neck.

      He went limp.

      I watched him for a moment longer, to make sure he was actually dead.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed ‘Magic Man’, a Human (lvl 52 Arcane Assassin).

      You’ve earned 5200 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Huh.

      Arcane assassin. And it was a bit weird I didn’t get his name, but maybe he had some weird ability that managed to keep his identity secret even after his death. Still, he was dead. I took a second to do the ol’ pockets and pouches probe. He had a few items worth swiping — a pouch of coins, a few little notebooks, the larger book he was reading, and some jewelry. I didn’t make the mistake of putting any of the jewelry on. I just swiped it and stuffed it into the slightly bulging pouch of ‘stuff I’d randomly found  — totally not on dead people — that hung off my belt.
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      A little deeper exploration convinced me that the room was some sort of personal gym or training area. Besides the lockers, there was an armory in the lounging area, holding what were clearly practice weapons. And most important for me on that particular night, there was a wet room.

      Also known as a bath. Except there were multiple pools of water there, as well as something along the lines of perpetual showers. I think, at least. Running water came down in big streams, but they landed in pools that were a little on the small side, so I wasn’t completely sure if they were water features or actually there for cleaning yourself.

      I hopped into the first pool, not bothering to take off any of my clothes, and I shrieked. It was hot — very hot. Not like burn levels of hot, but definitely not in the ‘damn this is a luxurious shower after a hard workout’ levels of hot either. I looked for soap, didn’t see any, so I did what I could, using my hands to scrape the gore off my body.

      I got most of it off, and then transferred to pool number two, which was cold as fuck. I had to hold back the scream I wanted to let out as pins and needles attacked my body. I glanced back at pool one, which had bits of someone floating on the surface, and had turned a rather disgusting crimson.

      The current bath wasn’t fairing much better, but it seemed like I’d gotten off most of what I could. Which meant on to pool number three. That’s where I pulled off my remaining clothes and worked on getting the blood off them. Then I turned my attention to getting all the nastiness out of my hair. It sort of worked, in that I felt like I was reasonably presentable. My clothing, however, had not fared so well. The pants had plenty of cuts, were stained with a wide variety of bodily fluids to the point that it had become a blend of blue hues, and my jacket was rumpled. Least of the sins, really, but it wasn’t something I could fix.

      I got out of the baths, walking around naked, and peeked back out into the lounge area.

      Empty.

      I mean, except for the corpse of the Magic Man, which hadn’t yet moved or come back to life in any capacity. Which, good.

      But there were all those lockers, and I thought that maybe I could find something better than bloody ripped pants and a rumpled coat.

      I checked the lockers.

      They were all empty, although I did find a towel. Which meant I could dry my hair. So, minor win.

      Going back to the bath, there was a small door that I assumed led to a toilet, but it turned out to be a sauna. So I did some more washing of the clothes, including getting the jacket wet, and then I brought everything in the sauna to dry out.

      Which, thanks to the laws of thermodynamics still applying in Vuldranni, worked. I got dressed as best I could. Being that I didn’t have helpers with me any longer, it took a little more work to get everything on correctly. The buttons were small and fiddlly, which made my fingers feel fat. Also, my muscles felt a bit bigger. I didn’t feel like there was any real justification for that, but everything was a little tight. At which point I realized I’d probably caused the very nice clothes to shrink some in my attempt to clean and dry them. I didn’t look great — let’s leave it at that.

      The room, after I was done with it, was most surely going to need some serious cleaning. I mean, all the rooms in the basement were going to require some attention, being that there was a heap of corpses and a splash or two of blood in the first one, a corpse fouling up a chair in the second, and what looked like the Dexter-Double Dare crossover event in the bathing area.

      Oh well. Maybe the party should have thought of that before setting up a Murder Montana gauntlet.

      After a little more wandering around the basement, which was a relative maze of rooms and hallways, I found a set of narrow stairs that led back up to the ground level. But instead of emerging anywhere amongst the party, I came out in what I took to be a servant’s break room. A group of servants sat around a table, eating plates of food that had clearly just been brought back from the mostly empty platters at the buffet, traded out for full platters.

      One older man started to stand up and re-button his uniform.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said.

      He continued to struggle to stand, his legs caught up under the table somewhere, and get himself back together.

      I put my hand out. “Don’t get up. This is my mistake, not yours. Maybe you can tell me where I can go to get back to the party?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “I apologize again. This is my issue, dude. You’re all good, okay?”

      “Of course. You seek, perhaps, the ballroom, sir?”

      “Yeah, just got a bit turned around.”

      “Normally, I would tell you to go through that door there, and then down the hall.”

      “But?”

      “It is the servants’ passage to the buffet, sir. But if you would–”

      “You got a window to the outside?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Point me to the outside, and I can mosey around until I get to the ballroom again.”

      “Oh, I did not mean to imply–”

      “Window, Jeeves.”

      “Jeeves?”

      One of the other servants at the table pointed behind me and a bit to the left, where there was, in fact, a small window. Not so small that I couldn’t get out, but it was going to be a bit of a squish.

      I went over and opened it up, gave a peek outside, and saw that I wasn’t exactly on the ground floor so much as not in the basement any longer. There was a bush right in front of me, and the bottom of the window was right at the dirt level.

      “Perfect,” I said. “You get on with your break, I’ll get back to the party, and we can just pretend you didn’t see me and I didn’t see you, right?”

      “Yes, of course,” ‘Jeeves’ said. “Of course, sir.”

      “Good. Have a good rest of your night.”

      I hopped out of the window and had to do a little bear-crawl through the dirt area of the flowerbed before I got to the lush lawn beyond.

      Going around the mansion, I startled a few couples here and there who were trying to make the most of the dark. What I was keen to do was find some people, because there were certain people I was interested in finding. Namely, a woman in a yellow dress and some young men. And if I could, one Lord Tollen-fuck. It’s not like I was angry and looking to spill more blood that night. But then again, I’d already stayed out past my ‘don’t murder anyone’ curfew. Might as well go all out, right? So I set my face to murderous, revved my internal engine, and started the hunt.
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      It was a short hunt, being that I was completely unsuccessful before someone else found me.

      Sadly, I was easier to find than those other people were. And, irritatingly, it was Valamir Glaton, High Prince of the Empire, who found me.

      “You. I’m glad I found you,” he said. “I have need of you.”

      “I’m here,” I said.

      “What happened to you?” Eliza asked. Eliza was with him, looking phenomenal in a dark blue gown and acting, I supposed, as Valamir’s date.

      “Are you two here together?” I asked.

      “Who did you come with?” Eliza snapped in reply.

      “The princess.”

      “Well, I had no one else to take me.”

      “Will the two of you stop for a moment?” Valamir hissed, grabbing my arm and trying to drag me into a marginally more private space.

      I let him, keeping my focus on Eliza, giving her the stink eye. She gave the stink eye right back, and I hate to admit, gave it better than she got.

      “Eliza, would you mind providing a measure of distraction?” Valamir asked.

      “Of course, your highness,” she said, and stepped around me and stood there looking pretty.

      “Your grace,” Valamir said.

      “Yes, your highness?”

      “Do you care to explain what happened following your lunch?” Valamir asked, and as he did so, I felt my ears pop. “You may speak freely. I have ensured our privacy.”

      “Did you talk to Clyde about what we spoke about during lunch?”

      “I have only received the barest information from him, but I understood that he has something planned for this evening.”

      “As did I.”

      “I had thought you were going to be coming to this event.”

      “I didn’t know about it.”

      “You do have a social secretary now, yes?”

      “Phillipe.”

      “Indeed. He did not inform you?”

      “I haven’t seen him since this morning. Look, prince, I might have been enjoying not being around people for a bit today, and so I might have chosen to not come back to where everyone who needs me was. I went to the palace and asked to speak to the princess, because we’ve talked before and I figured that might give me an in with her.”

      “Did it?”

      “Yes. Very much so. I think she’s going to have someone come to me to talk about the cult.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow,” I said, getting the little card out of my pocket and holding it up to Valamir.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      Which was a valid question, because while it had once been a card that had something written on it, that no longer was the case. Instead, it was more a mass of pulp with just a bit of ink and more than a hint of blood soaked into it.

      “I may have gotten it a bit wet.”

      “Please tell me you remember what it said.”

      “Of course,” I replied. “Wendell Park. Noon bell.”

      “An interesting choice. It may be difficult to have you watched.”

      “Sure, but that’s why you should have Clive watching⁠—”

      “Clyde.”

      “Sure, Him too.”

      Valamir just sighed.

      “Okay, look,” I said. “I was thinking the best thing would probably be to follow whomever comes, instead of trying to overhear what’s being said to me. Whether it’s the elfboy Clyde or Clive or whatever–”

      “Unless it is an assassination attempt.”

      “I mean, sure. But I doubt it — that was more tonight’s adventure.”

      “It was what?”

      I gave the Clif Notes version of what transpired in the basement.

      “And the bodies are still there?” Valamir asked, already scribbling in his little notebook.

      “I have no idea,” I replied. “Although there might be someone down there who’s still alive. Seems equally likely that whomever’s house this is–”

      “Ironside.”

      “Right, that their servants have started to clean up. Although, thinking about that, if they did find a bunch of bodies, seems like it might be, um, a reason to stop the party?”

      “That would depend largely on who ordered your death. If they are allies of the Ironsides, it stands to reason there were plans in place to make sure any corpse left down there is dealt with quietly.”

      “Okay, so who do you think did it?”

      “Could be nearly anyone. Was there any sort of identifying characteristic about the group?”

      “Which group?”

      “There were multiple attempts to kill you?”

      “I mean, sort of? I think it was all one attempt, but it seemed like there were three groups working together. And the first one wasn’t even really about killing me. I think someone just told some of the young lords that I’d faked the whole hero thing and I had just been living it up at some mountain cabin.”

      “And the next?”

      “They were actual killers. Nine of them. I didn’t get any names, but one of that group is still alive. And I saw that more than one had a white hand somewhere on their person. Or their clothes.”

      “That narrows things down extensively.”

      “Oh?”

      “You mentioned a third.”

      “An arcane assassin. Also no name, but very much dead.”

      “There are too many variables for me to be sure about much at the moment.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Not important. It should be enough for some of my people to begin a search,” Valamir said. “However, there is something I need you to do tonight.”

      “What’s that? Kill someone else? Because I’ve already got a bit of a list going. I can maybe squeeze one more person in.”

      “Who is it you are thinking of killing?”

      “There’s a pretty girl in a yellow gown, and she–’

      “Montana. Duke of Coggeshall. Do not go about murdering young women.”

      “She lured me down there.”

      “Likely without knowing fully why she was doing it.”

      “Ah, but she might know.”

      “Then I will have someone look into it. I would reference the rest of the evening as a reason why it might be better for someone with more skills in intelligence gathering to do such a thing instead of yourself.”

      “Why?”

      “Because what intelligence did you manage to bring me?”

      “Uh, the hand thing.”

      “And?”

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      “There were three groups. You have given me a mildly identifying element about a single one.”

      “Well, I’m still alive. And it’s better than nothing though, right?”

      “Not much.”

      “What is it that you need me to do tonight that’s so vital?”

      “Join a secret society.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      He wasn’t joking.
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      I didn’t stay at the Ironside’s Ball much longer. Once Valamir got his grubby hands on me, he took me through the place to meet the people I needed to meet and glad hand around just enough to make it seem like I spent the entire night there. I realized he must have been right about the Ironsides being in on the killing, because there was no hint that ten people had died that night mere yards below the dance floor. Which definitely gave me pause and made me think I was going to give the Ironsides a piece of my mind when I met them. Or give them a piece of my fist.

      But there was no chance of that, because the Ironsides weren’t there — they had sent their proxies to the Senate that morning. It seemed like they didn’t have a dog in the fight, which was odd considering that they were amid most of the fighting in Glaton.

      However, when I brought that up to Valamir, he pointed out that their capital city was currently besieged, so maybe it would be a little weird for them to fight out through the Carchedon army, slip the Carchedonian Naval blockade, then head up to sit inside Glaton and try to vote for an Emperor.

      “Oh, so if Coggeshall was besieged, I wouldn’t have to be here?” I asked.

      “It’s not that you would not need to be here,” he said, “so much as it would be seen as somewhat reasonable if you were absent. Your lack of participation would surely stain your house for a generation or more. The Ironsides can withstand such a stain; you cannot. So do not go about looking for a means to have your own city besieged.”

      “I wasn’t looking for anything — I was just asking,” I lied.

      I said my goodbyes to the princess, something I did without Valamir. He felt like he was on his niece’s shitlist and didn’t want to sully me by associating the two of us anymore. Somehow, my staying with him didn’t do the same damn thing in his eyes.

      Whatever.

      Following that, we left the ball and went back to Valamir’s. I changed out of my clothes and into something more comfortable: armor.

      Valamir told me I needed to be ready to fight, so I geared up.

      Armor, arms, and my bag of tricks. I got Nimble’s bag around my neck, and I was going to wake up Amber and the goblins as well, but Valamir told me I needed to go alone.

      “Are you serious about it being a secret society?”

      He nodded and bade me follow him.

      Back into the carriage.

      “You’re not wearing armor,” I said.

      “I will not be in danger,” he replied. “At least no more danger than is usual.”

      “But I will?”

      “Most likely, yes.”

      “From this society?”

      “More from what this society will offer you access to.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “It is better if I refrain from speaking about any of this until such a time as your initiation has happened. There is much I might say and wind up placing you or myself in a position of trouble.”

      “What the fuck are you getting me into? And how is this any different from the cult we’re trying to destroy?”

      “It is vastly different. Trust me on that. And it is something that I had hoped to keep from you, and from Clyde Hatchett, but it would seem you both require membership.”

      “Is he part of the group?”

      “No. Not yet. I was hoping he would be available now too, so we could get this done with and then we could all converse about the various topics he has tried to breach with me, but it appears he cannot extricate himself from his situation.”

      “Do I need to go help him extricate?”

      “No. At least, not yet. I appreciate you are willing to do so, but⁠—”

      “You said we’re on the same team. If that’s the case, then I’m available.”

      “Noted. I am sure Clyde will be most appreciative should the need arise.”

      I didn’t know how to take that, so I just turned my attention out the window and watched the city go by, trying to determine our destination.

      I failed.

      Because I didn’t know the city at all. Sure, I knew we were going south. We’d taken the Via Praetoria down away from the palace, but after that? I just lost track.

      Valamir spent the time with his little notebook out, waiting for us to pass a streetlamp to get enough light to read or write something. I didn’t bother him.

      Finally, we came to a stop. I got out first, standing in front of a building on a street. That’s all it was to me. The street looked like most every street in Glaton, and the building looked a damn sight like every other building. There was a pub on the first floor, and a door next to the pub that I assumed led up to the floors above. We didn’t take either. Instead, we went to an archway just to the left of the building that led into an alley.

      As we walked down the alley, I had a feeling that people were watching us from the darkened windows above. But when I glanced around, I saw nothing but empty apartments.

      At the end of the alley, we hit a staircase going down to a door.

      Valamir didn’t even pause — he went straight down.

      At the base of the stairwell, he turned to look over at me. I think to make sure I was still there. Then he knocked on the door.

      Actually, it was a knock, a slap, two knocks, another knock, a slap, then a pause. Then two slaps and a knock. A pause. Then two knocks, a slap, and a knock.

      “What was all that?” I asked.

      Valamir just shushed me.

      The wall next to Valamir shifted a little, and then opened. A door had been carved out of the rock, and a man in full armor stood in the doorway.

      “This is him?” the man asked.

      “It is.”

      “You vouch for him?”

      “I do.”

      “He is to be admitted?”

      “I request it thusly.”

      “He will be considered.”

      Valamir gave the armored fellow a nod and then headed back up the stairs.

      I glanced in his direction, and then at the new guy.

      “Come,” the new man said, turning and heading down the stairwell that the stone door revealed.

      I shrugged and followed the guy down the stairs.

      “Can I ask questions?” I asked.

      “There shall be no speaking unless answering a question from the Veilwardens.”

      “Got it.”

      The man stopped and looked at me. “There shall be no speaking unless answering a question from the Veilwardens.”

      I nodded.

      He nodded.

      We continued on down the stairs.

      Down and down we went. One. Extremely. Long. Staircase. Like, really long. Like, why weren’t there landings and where were we going?

      Finally, I saw a landing ahead that had a metal door at one end.

      I glanced over my shoulder. I couldn’t see the door we’d come through initially, just the stairs lit by regular glow-stone sconces. Which provided a trippy view, all things considered.

      When we got to the metal door, my guide counted the nails or rivets or whatever, and pushed on a specific one. I heard a clank, like a lock releasing.

      He pushed the door and walked inside.

      I followed.

      Into a murder tunnel.
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      The door slammed shut behind us.

      Leaving us in a tunnel. Which was an impressive spot, from a defensive point of view. Narrow enough that intruders like us couldn’t swing weapons. Plenty of holes where people safely on the other side of the stone walls could poke spears or shoot bolts and arrows. I could tell there were people on the other side of the wall because I could feel them through tremorsense, but I couldn’t see them, even with darkvision.

      The tunnel itself was about twenty feet long and ended at another metal door that required another specific rivet press.

      That door went up and revealed a group of armed guards standing at attention. They had large shields out, like tower shields, as well as short swords and crossbows. Neither weapon was out, but I knew they were ready to rock if necessary. The room was a basic square with the same stone forming the walls, the floor, and the ceiling. In addition, there was a single door on each wall, basically right in the middle. It seemed like the room had little reason to exist other than to offer a spot where doors could go.

      My guide took me through the guards, who stood still the whole time we walked through the room. But instead of going straight forward, we made a sharp right turn and went through that door. It led to another room with more doors, and it took a few more doors and hallways before we got to where we were going, which was a long rectangular space with very high ceilings and big arches.

      All the markings of a cathedral, minus the really important ones that denoted the religion that worshipped there. It was very much a ritual space. A long red carpet went down the middle of the space, and there was an altar at one end with a small set of leather covered steps in front of it.

      A figure stood on the other side of the altar, also wearing armor, all of it a dark blue.

      “Approach,” the figure said, a voice booming through the space.

      I glanced back at my guide, but he was gone.

      I approached, stopping at the first step.

      “Disrobe,” the figure said.

      Had it not been for Valamir convincing me of the importance of this thing I was doing, I would have noped out of there right then. I did pause though, trying to decide if this was an elaborate joke of some kind. I doubted it, considering that Valamir had as much a sense of humor as an egg. It could be funny if used by someone else, but really had no comedic value on its own and probably couldn’t tell a joke to save itself.

      I took off my armor and put it in a neat pile next to me. Then I added my pouches, and then my clothes. And then I stood there, naked.

      “Do you have indicium?” the figure asked.

      “I do,” I replied.

      “Flare them, one at a time.”

      I did so, starting with the Coggeshall Heraldric Achievement. Then Eona’s Blessing of the Spear, Blessing of the Hunt, and Blessing of the Blend. Typhon’s Mark of the Beast. Zothys’ Blessing of the Protector. My Choice: Burghman. The Imperial Prerogative: Magic. My Royal Blood. The Dungeons of the Ancients. My four Slayer Marks: Death Bringer. Death Bearer. Goblinbane, Scourge of Goblins. Vampire. The Seven Cycles for the Seven Strangers Survivor, which elicited the only reaction up to until the last, the Hero of the Empire.

      “Is that complete?” the figure asked.

      “It is,” another voice called out before I could answer, someone hidden in the darkness above.

      “You are brought before the Underwatch as a candidate for membership. Do you have any reason to betray the Empire?”

      “No,” I said.

      A bell rang.

      “Do you seek to preserve life?”

      “Yes,” I said, which was mostly true.

      A gong sounded.

      Maybe not enough of it was true.

      “You have lied–”

      “I seek to preserve most of life,” I snapped, interrupting. “But there are some that have to be — I mean, I’m not going to save a goblin who’s trying to eat a baby.”

      A bell rang.

      “Do you seek to join the Underwatch?” the figure asked.

      “I do,” I replied, really wishing I knew more about what I was doing. And committing myself to…

      “Rise, oh, um, kneel.”

      I kneeled.

      “Sorry, now rise and continue to the altar.”

      Gravitas gone, I hid my smile as I walked up the soft leather stairs to the altar.

      “Place your hand upon the stone,” the figure said.

      Now that I was closer, I could see a man’s face through the slits in the helm. He was still blushing over the mistake he’d made.

      I dutifully put my hand on the altar in a spot that seemed to have been smoothed by a thousand other hands resting there over time.

      “Repeat after me,” the man in the helm said. “I, state your name–”

      “I, state your name⁠—”

      “Really?”

      “I, Montana Coggeshall.”

      “Swear to uphold the secrets I will learn–”

      “Swear to uphold the secrets I will learn–”

      “And protect the innocent from the corruption that is below.”

      “And protect the innocent from the corruption that is below.”

      A hammer slammed down on the back of my hand.

      I clenched my teeth. That really hurt.

      At roughly the same time, someone splashed healing potion on me. It didn’t feel like it did much, since my own regeneration abilities reacted faster than the potion.

      “You will take the pain, and we will heal you.”

      “You will take–”

      “You can stop repeating.”

      I nodded.

      “You will take the pain and we will heal you. You will shield those above from the tooth and claws, as well as the secrets and powers from below.”

      I nodded.

      “Our organization can only be joined as a volunteer, no soul may be forced to serve here. Do you seek to join of your own volition?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you then accept the invitation to join the Underwatch?”

      “Yes.”

      “We accept you as you accept us. Rise, a member of the Underwatch, part of the shield to protect those above from those below.”
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        * * *

      

      You have gained the Indicium Underwatch Honorary Member. As long as you are a member in good standing, you gain two percent bonus to total health. You gain minor dark vision — negated, better ability present. You gain access to the realm under the city of Glaton.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to the Underwatch,” the lead figure said, his voice booming out of his big helm.
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      I had a new indicium on my inner forearm, which was shaped like a shield that had a wall on the bottom part of the shield and a cavern roof with stalactites coming down on the top, and was now part of the Underwatch, a secret society of guards.

      All the various guards in the room had removed their armor and helmets and were now just smiling, happy people. Their happiness was infectious, and I found myself smiling, feeling a bit excited to be part of them. I was surrounded by happy people who looked fit and capable and were down in the depths — the depths which I still didn’t understand.

      The head guy took off his helmet and flashed a big smile from underneath his bushy mustache. His hair was a striking pure black,  because he wasn’t old enough to have any grays yet.

      I was a little confused.

      “So what’s going on here? What did I just agree to keep secret?” I asked.

      “How about before that, you get dressed?”

      “Oh, right, um, yeah,”  I said, pulling my clothes on quickly.

      “Name’s Bertrand⁠—”

      “Montana.”

      “Of Coggeshall, I know.”

      “Right.”

      “It’s not just that you just agreed,” Bertrand said, clapping his hand on my shoulder, “you’re magically compelled to keep it a secret now, mate. Sorry about that. I mean, I’m happy to keep it a secret. But can’t say I know how it makes you feel.”

      “Okay, but like, what am I keeping secret?”

      “Well, that’s what we’re going to show you. Haven’t had the tour yet, as I haven’t given it, because you can’t have it until after you’re sworn to secrecy. Can’t have you see the secrets then ask you to keep it secret. We’re going to show you around and then you’ll understand. Or you won’t. And if you don’t fully understand, you’re still magically compelled to keep the secrets, which is kind of why we do it this way. Because if we showed you and you didn’t understand and we kicked you out, then you could tell everything we’re trying to keep secret. Part of what we’re doing is trying to keep secret what we’re keeping secret.”

      “Okay, but can you tell me what you’re keeping secret?”

      “That’s what I’m about to tell you, ain’t it? I just told you we’re about to tell you what we’ve been keeping secret and then you’re going to know. And then you’re going to keep it secret. Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Great.”

      “Good.”

      “Come on.”

      He was remarkably excited to show me his enormous secret. And frankly, I wanted to know too, because all this was somehow connected to whatever the cult was doing.

      First Bertrand showed me around the underground rooms, which everyone kept referring to as “the facility.” There was the ritual space we’d just been in, plus offices for the various bigwigs, including a big one for the leader, who turned out to be Bertrand.

      “You see, we’re part of the Legion, all of here are Legionnaires. But we are a smaller subset of the Thirteenth legion, which you may have heard called the missing legion. Which is kind of misleading because we’re just spread out all over the Empire, doing all the jobs the Empire doesn’t want other people to know about. And, actually, we don’t even know all the jobs the rest of our Legion is doing. Secret stuff all around. So, really, you can think about it as you’re just part of a legion.”

      “There’s a whole legion down here?”

      “What? No. Just said we’re a subset of a whole legion. Which is spread— are you even listening?”

      “It’s a lot.”

      “Yes, well, yes I suppose it is. Especially if you haven’t been in the Legion prior to now, it might be a bit… much. Listen, the whole legion is five thousand soldiers plus support staff. Of that five thousand, we are currently three hundred forty-three, plus support staff and honorary special members, of which you are now one. As is your friend Valamir, the high prince. The Emperor is also an honorary member, being that he, or she, is by default a legionnaire. And technically a member of each and every legion.”

      “Cool, I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah, well. Why would a member of the government know all about how the government functions? That’s a bit silly, isn’t it?” He was giving me a bit of a ribbing, and I wanted to play along and tease him as well, but I was still so fucking confused about everything, so I didn’t know how to.

      “All right,” I said, “so I’m now a special member of the legion in two different ways.”

      “Yes, you are,” Bertrand said with mock reverence in his voice. “Also, apparently, a duke. Shall we continue? Or would you like me to help you remember the rest of what you are?”

      “No, let’s go.”

      ‘’Lovely! Now, come. Let me show you the rest of this place.”

      We moved on from the offices to the barracks. The members had to work essentially twenty-four-hour shifts for a couple months at a time, so they would just live down there guarding. When I asked what they were guarding, he said, “Soon. It’s part of the tour. Let’s build up to it, shall we?”

      “I mean, it would be a lot easier if we could just get straight to it.”

      “Well, then that’d wreck the rest of the tour, wouldn’t it?”

      I sighed. “I suppose. It’s just that it’s getting late, and I’d like to⁠—”

      “Is it? It’s hard to tell what time it is because we dwell in the darkness down here, don’t we? Because we’re the Underwatch.”

      “Well, it looks pretty light here.”

      “Except it’s the same light all the fucking time, except when you choose to sleep, you can turn the lights in your room off. But not out here, right Clarence? Gotta keep them all bright all the damn time!”

      He yelled that last bit, and I had a feeling that somewhere was a man named Clarence who controlled the lighting and didn’t get along with Bertrand.

      “But I’m not going to sleep down here,” I said. “So maybe⁠—”

      “Still part of the tour. I don’t want to learn to make another tour just for you, do I?”

      “I guess not.”

      “I do not. Now, this way, you’ll find some more rooms that you’ll probably have no use for,” Bertrand said.

      He showed me the training room, and the armory, and the kitchen, where people took turns cooking meals for everyone else. Then there was the recreation area and a big bathroom.

      To be fair, it was an impressive facility, and if I were in charge, I probably would have taken my time showing it off to everybody, because I would want people to be impressed with what we had going on. But it was really fucking annoying to go through the whole thing and when I knew the clock was just ticking along in the topside world.

      Bertrand said that if I did ever want to avail myself of the facilities, I was more than welcome to, being that I was a special member and therefore had access to all the facilities whenever I needed. Which I guess would be nice if I could find the time to visit the damn place just for funsies. And if I wanted to walk down half a mile of stairs in order to take a bath.

      I just smiled and thanked him.

      Finally, though, we got back to that main room with the four doors, having finished the full tour of the right side of things. I knew that the left door was the exit to the facility, back up the long set of stairs. Behind us was the door that had all the barracks, housing, and that sort of stuff. And in front of us, Bertrand said, “That’s where all the tactical decisions are kept and made. There’s a library, the archives, map room, and what we like to call the useful people’s prison, which is when people discover what it is we’re keeping secret and they provide usefulness to us. That’s where they get to live.”

      “They have to stay there?” I asked.

      “Well, they can’t go back up.”

      “Couldn’t they just join?”

      “Not unless they are useful and meet the requirements for joining. Which, you know, most of them don’t.”

      “Who discovers it? Are there some, I mean, I guess a lot of⁠—”

      “Yeah,” Bertrand interrupted me. “A lot of explorers stumble down there somehow, and we don’t have a lot of use for them. They wind up going elsewhere or having their memories wiped. But there are certain individuals that provide uses for us. We currently have someone who is a professor of archaeology who can now study the ruins and help us grow our understanding of what’s there.”

      “The ruins? So you’re guarding ruins.”

      “Yeah, you didn’t know there are ruins down here?”

      “I know nothing about almost anything.”

      “Oh, that’s right. We’ll get to that. Well, tell you what: maybe let’s go now.”

      “Have you done this tour before?”

      “No, it’s my first time. I just learned it. Just became the new leader. We had an election last week and you’re the first newcomer, so I’m trying to do it right. I’m kind of fucking it up, though, aren’t I?”

      “I mean, it’s not going that great. But there’s a lot of information here and, you know, it’s difficult to tell what you need to keep secret.”

      “So it is, isn’t it? And wait till you go out and try to tell other people what you do. You’re trying to explain things. Your brain is telling your mouth to do certain things and your mouth can’t do it because of the magical guards in place to make sure you’re not saying the wrong thing. It fucking drives you betty.”

      “Drives you betty?”

      “I figure it’d drive anybody betty.”

      “Do you mean batty?”

      “What did I say?”

      “Sounds like Betty.”

      “Maybe going Betty is a step more than batty.”

      “I don’t think⁠—”

      “Listen, don’t tell anybody I fucked up the tour because I already fucked up your ritual and the Watch is going to think I’m just a fuck up and I’ll get kicked out of this gig and I’d really rather keep it long enough to earn a ribbon or two.”

      “You didn’t fuck up the ritual — just a few slip-ups.”

      “More than I wanted.”

      “Totally fine for a first run.”

      “I appreciate you saying that. Also, what was that repeat after me state your name bullshit? Nearly made me break out laughing in my fucking helmet.”

      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist the joke. Look, can we just go through that door already?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you.”

      “The other side of this door here is where you’ll find the ruins,” Bertrand said. “The biggest part of what we do is make sure what’s in there doesn’t come through and go over there.” He pointed back over his shoulder, to the door that led back up top.

      “And what is in there, exactly?”

      “Well, I’m going to show you. Let’s get you armored up first.”

      “I already have armor on, do I have to wear your armor? Can I wear my armor?”

      “It’s up to you. You’re one of the special ones. Kind of get to do whatever the fuck you want, as long as you’re not breaking the Rules. Of which there’s really only one, don’t let that stuff out there. As far as equipment goes there are really no hard rules, but most people don’t have good stuff. They’ve got whatever they acquired through years of service in the Legion, but a man like you, what with your profusion of talent and indicium, you’ve probably got better gear than what’s available in the armory. However, tends to be a good idea to at least wear our tabard out there.”

      So before we went through, we helped each other put on our armor and got our weapons out. I did as he asked, and put on the Underwatch tabard so we kind of matched.

      Finally, we opened the door, which led to a bulwark. A big castle-style wall with big heavy doors and windows with heavy metal bars overlooking a wide open expanse in a huge, dark, cavern.

      An expanse that looked a lot like it had at one point been a city square. There were the ruins of some buildings on the other side of the square, but only that of stone. There was no wood or other organic materials. Whatever had happened to make this ruin had happened a long fucking time ago.

      “Making a visit,” Bertrand called out. “Visit authority, Bertrand, showing off a special guest.

      “Confirm opening up the gates,” came a voice from above. Slowly, the huge gates opened, and I got a real sense of their weight.

      They only opened them up enough for us to slip through, and as soon as we made it over, Bertrand called out, “We’re through. Close the gates.”

      “Closing,” came the call back, and the gates shut with a firm ka-chunk.

      “Now we’re in the ruins,” Bertrand said. “Your clearance means you can explore them at your leisure. It also means you are required to provide defense from enemies that come from outside or from inside. What’s in the ruins stays in the ruins. What’s outside the ruins stays outside the ruins. Never the twain shall meet.”

      “Do you know why that is?”

      “Because it says so.”

      “But why does it say so?”

      “I don’t know — I didn’t write it. All I know is I enforce it, and you’ve sworn to do the same.”

      “It doesn’t bother you why?”

      “I mean, every once in a while, I think everybody stands here and goes, ‘why are we doing this?’ But then you go out into the ruins deep enough and you start to understand that something happened. Something occurred out there to cause what this once was to become what it is now, and whatever it is was that happened then could obviously happen again. And since we don’t know what happened or how it happened, it’s best if whatever is in here stays in here as static as we can make it without bringing anything new into it lest what happened happens again.”

      “That’s, maybe, the most confusion explanation of anything I’ve ever heard.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Not a compliment.”

      “I’ll take it as one, all the same.”

      “But what’s out there?”

      “Just told you I don’t know.”

      “But you must have a guess.”

      “I suppose that’s true. I have had long hours to think about this place. I just… Look, there are a lot of theories of what was there, but I’m not sure I believe much of them. Or even want to give them to you to think about. What I can say with moderate certainty is what is in there now. Creatures. That are violent and happy to eat whatever they can catch. A lot of those who do the thinking about the why, not me, like to think those creatures are the people who used to live in the ruins before they became ruins. And those creature are not like the people who live topside, either in their current state or their prior non-ruin living state. They’re not even people anymore, really. Whatever happened to them changed them so fundamentally and made them so fucked up that what you see out here will haunt your dreams. Although given that you’ve got four slayer indicium already, I can’t imagine it’s much worse than what you might have already done let alone seen. No disrespect intended.”

      “I mean, some taken. I’m not a monster who–”

      “Ah, counterpoint, you do have a blessing from the god of monsters, so I’ve got to wonder.”

      “It’s not because I acted like one. It has to do with a dungeon.”

      “Fair enough. I can’t say I care that much, nor do I know a damn thing about dungeons. But I’m supposed to show you around, so let’s go on a bit of a walk and we’ll see if any of these things come out to take a peek at us.”

      He started strolling along, hands behind his back, not quite shuffling his feet, but trying hard to put off a relaxed air that I really wasn’t feeling. I was at maybe an eight, where I wasn’t exactly afraid of something happening, but I felt like something was definitely going to happen.

      “Now, back to the question of what’s out here⁠—”

      “Are you talking about the creatures that are out here?”

      “Yes. What are you asking about?”

      “I mean, I guess the creatures, but what are these ruins from?”

      “A city.”

      “But what happened to it?”

      “No idea. And before we go around to what I said when we came in here and you said I was being confusing, I have not given it a lot of thought. I have thought on the creatures, and have some, well, theories? Maybe theories is a bit much. Some ideas: Some think they’re intelligent. Some think they are mindless brutes. Me, I see a minor bit of intelligence, but nothing approaching — what, sapience? Sentience? I never remember which is which. I do think they have understood who we are and that we tend not to go after them just because. So if you wear our uniform, especially our tabard, you’re more likely not to be bothered by these things. Provided, of course, you choose not to bother them. If you poke them, they will poke back, and they tend to poke back hard. There is a reason there are three hundred legionnaires in the Underwatch, and it is not because we like to hang in groups.”

      “You keep them from coming through.”

      “Exactly. Because even with all these defenses, I’m pretty sure if they really wanted to, they would be able to break through our first line. Whether they could figure out how to open the door to get through the main room, I’m not sure. But they can climb that wall. It’s happened more than once in the past, and we’ve managed to hold the line at the door. All the same, I’d prefer that not happen again. Especially while I’m in charge, because I can imagine it would be a bit of a black mark on my record, which is already off to a banger of a start by fucking up your ritual.”

      “Again, I don’t think you fucked it up. It’s fine.”

      “I appreciate you saying that. But it’s more about how I feel, and I feel I made a mess of it. Now, let’s move. Frankly, I don’t want to be in here that long. At a certain point, either they’re going to realize they can overwhelm us with numbers or we’ll find one that’s feeling particularly violent, and then we’ll go from being tourists in their land to being lunch in their land. And I don’t want to be lunch. If anything, I’d like to be dinner. It’s a more respectable meal. So onward, at a reasonable pace. Running’ll just rile ‘em up.”
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      So on we moved, even though I kind of disagreed.

      “Lunch seems like a perfectly respectable meal to me,” I said. “Also breakfast. Dinner as a whole is overrated.”

      “Dinner’s overrated? Are you out of your mind?”

      “Dude, breakfast is⁠—”

      “Don’t say it. Everybody likes to say breakfast’s the most important meal of the day, but dinner’s the most important meal. That’s when you get the best foods. That’s when you get to drink wine. Drink beer. You know when you don’t drink beer? Breakfast. Why? Because you’re considered a drunk and a layabout”

      “I feel like maybe you’ve given this a lot more thought than me.”

      “Maybe I’ve had more time staring into the void than you.”

      “I’d venture you’re right.”

      He gave me a curt nod, and just kept on going down the ‘street’. Or, you know, the reasonably open area between what seemed like ruined buildings which I suppose meant it could have once been a street.

      It was odd to be strolling along, though. We were very much walking through ruins, except they felt more alien than anything I’d ever seen. Clearly, a different culture and a different type of creature had built, designed, and lived in this place. Ones that were not human. Or human adjacent. Nothing was human scale or purpose-built for human biomechanics. The doors were a little wider and shorter. The windows were oddly placed. There were fewer right angles, more curves. And all the little things that make civilization seem civilized were missing. Papers and clothes and general life. The insides of the buildings were broken and filled with bits of furniture long rotted. Piles of detritus. Rocks and rubbles mostly just peeking through layers of the wide array of fungi and other plants that had evolved to thrive in the pseudo darkness.

      Because there was a profusion of bioluminescence, providing just enough light that I was stuck in this weird zone between dark vision and normal vision.

      And, the whole time, I kept one part of my brain focused on my tremor sense while listening to Bertrand banter on. I wanted to keep track of things that were around us that we weren’t seeing. And there were definitely things all around us.

      Things moving with us, through the streets from the ruins in such a way that I knew we were being watched. And it seemed to me at least, whatever doubts my fellow Underwatchers had about the intelligence of the creatures down here weren’t exactly on the money. Because we were being hunted.

      After about ten minutes of walking, we had gone through a maze of streets and landed in another square.

      “This is known as First Square,” Bertrand told me. “Where we came in is obviously known as Entrance Square. We tend to map it out by these squares. I can already tell you’re about to ask me why we call them squares when they’re very obviously not squares. And it’s because it’s what we were told to call them originally. And it’s kind of what makes the most sense to our brains, given what we’re used to. What’s down here is a lot more based on circles and ovals and round things. You’ll either come to accept that or it will drive you slightly betty.”

      I didn’t correct him this time.

      “How long have you been doing this?” I asked. “Serving in the Underwatch?”

      “Fifteen years.”

      “You’ve been down here for fifteen years?”

      “Well, no, I’ve been part of the Underwatch that long. We really only do stretches of three or four months at a time. Then you go take three months off and then you come back down for another four months. Then you go back up for two or three months. Then you come back down, and so on as needed. I did five years as a regular Legionnaire before then.”

      “You’re coming up on retirement.”

      “Well, I just got my leadership role. Only quitters retire at twenty years. All the best pension comes after twenty.”

      “Fair enough. So how much longer do you think you’ll do it?”

      “As long as I can. So don’t fuck it up for me, all right?”

      “I’ll see what I can do. No promises. I’m pretty good at fucking things up.”

      “You know, you’re not doing much to instill confidence in bringing you aboard, Montana of Coggeshall. Now that we’re out of the listening range of the others, you care to explain why I’ve just brought you into my vaunted organization? Given that you seem little more than a meathead psychopath who enjoys taking bloodbaths.”

      “That’s a pretty harsh characterization.”

      “Maybe. But it is what I’ve been told about you. How far is it from the truth? And before you answer, I think you may have some ear behind your ear.”

      I reached up and felt a bit of gore I’d obviously missed when I’d taken a bath after the fights in the Ball basement.

      “Touche, I guess,” I said. “I don’t go about taking bloodbaths just willy-nilly. I’ve been put in a position where I have had to protect a lot of people. And I have done what I have needed to do in order to protect those people. Now, there is a group upstairs, as you like to call it, who seem to think that there’s something special down here in these ruins. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know what they want to do with it. But whatever it is has some like, religious-like value to it. They’re basically a cult.  And they’re digging around, and they seem willing to kill in order to get it. They’re even trying to put an agent in place that will give them access to it.”

      “An agent to give them access? Who the fuck would that be? There’s only three people that can grant access to the ruins.”

      “Then I guess they want to put someone in one of those three positions, don’t they?”

      “Right, but what would it... Oh, fuck.”

      “I think you just figured it out, didn’t you?”

      “You’re telling me that someone who could become Emperor is affiliated with this cult that’s upstairs?”

      “Well, can I swear you to secrecy?”

      “If there’s one thing you know, it’s that I can keep a secret, being that it’s one of the prime activities of our job, isn’t it?”

      “Okay. So we think the princess is part of the cult.”

      “The former princess?”

      “Well, I mean, she’s not the former. She’s still the princess.”

      “Sorry, the one from the former Emperor, his daughter.”

      “Yeah, the daughter. She wants to be the emperor now, and we think she’s part of this cult. And if she gains the throne, she will let all of her members come down to wherever this place is and use it for whatever they want.”

      “This is bad.”

      “Exactly — that’s why I’m here, and I believe my friend and colleague is going to be joining as well. The two of us are trying to figure out what it is they want down here. Hence why I was so interested in if you have ideas of what this place used to be.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “Is that all you have to say?”

      “I’m trying to fucking process it, aren’t I? This is a lot to drop on a man.”

      “You’re right, sorry. I don’t even know how to fucking deal with it.”

      “Is it— is there some use to something in the ruins that I don’t know about? Have I been protecting this place that should’ve been exploited to make the Empire better? Or is this princess and her group of friends going to ruin the world by coming down here and turning upstairs into downstairs?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out. But I think it’s more the latter, less the former.”

      “Does that mean ruining the world?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Fuck,” he snapped, and walked away from me, as if he needed space to think. He spun around and pointed at me, “You know, I had it pretty good down here. It’s a lot easier than what’s upstairs, a lot more simple. Nothing goes in, nothing comes out. Simple. Then I find out about you and I think that’s bad enough, but you’re a hero of the empire so maybe you’re actually here to help. But then you show up talking about cults and princesses, and now there’s your mystery friend, who I’ve heard nothing about.”

      “He’s all right. He’s an elf. He’s one of the good guys, okay? He’s trying to help.”

      “Well, who goes around saying they’re one of the bad guys? Honestly. Everybody says they’re one of the good guys, because they’re always good from their own damned perspective, aren’t they? This is why I started doing this fucking job. I don’t have the mind for gray scale. I like black and white, and never the twain shall meet. You don’t have kids, do you?”

      The guy was freaking out.

      “No,” I replied. “I don’t.”

      “I don’t either. You know why?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “That’s right! Relationships are complicated. Sex? Complicated. Life? Complicated. This job? Not complicated. So I like it. That’s why I don’t want to retire. I’m happy here. I would like to keep doing this job until I can’t, at which point I’ll be old and frail and a curmudgeon who can just do nothing but sit in a rocking chair yelling at pigeons. Which, also is simple.”

      “Pigeons are simple?”

      “Of course they are. You think pigeons are complex? Also, I’m just talking about yelling at pigeons. Doubly simple. I’m willing to fight to keep this job, and frankly, I kind of want to stab you right now so you don’t make this mess.”

      “You can if you want.”

      I let him sit with that thought for a second.

      “But then again, the cult would make an even bigger mess, wouldn’t it?” He finally asked.

      “They certainly seem pointed in that direction.”

      “And given that you survive the seven cycles of the seven strangers⁠—”

      “Hey, that wasn’t⁠—”

      “—I’m not even sure that stabbing you would do any good. And just in case you’re one of them sensitive sorts, it’s a metaphorical stabbing because you’re also a slayer, so don’t go about trying to kill me because I’m talking about stabbing you. It’s just a thought experiment, all right? I’ll just need a minute, maybe two, maybe twenty. Maybe a few days to process this out.”

      “While you’re processing, is there any reason you can think of that someone would want to gain access to this place?”

      “Well, I mean, come on. It’s a ruin full of magics, mysteries, and other shit.”

      “There’s magic down here? What about riches?”

      “Well, supposedly there’s a vault somewhere around here. If you go back to the map room, which we skipped because you were so insistent on getting into the ruins, you’ll see that we’ve really only explored about eight squares of the ruins beyond where we are now.”

      “And what have you learned about what you’ve explored?”

      “There’s every evidence of a full society and perhaps a nation state. This is a capital city, which makes me think there’s a palace somewhere. And if there’s a palace, there’s a treasure room. And if there’s a treasure room...”

      “There’s treasure,” I finished for him.

      “Exactly. And if there was a society advanced enough to build all this and advanced enough to do something so powerfully stupid and stupidly powerful as to get it all buried underground, then I’d imagine there’s still some treasure in their treasury. What that would be, I don’t know. Whether or not it would still be useful, I doubt because I don’t see many correlations between us and them. And I think if there was an enchanted item that wasn’t used, it was locked away, it probably would have lost all its enchantment by now. Or not. Maybe it’s grown more powerful. You know what I don’t understand? Magic. You know why? Because it’s not simple. You know what I like?”

      “Simple.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Okay, well I don’t think they’re after riches. Because it’s not like, I mean if she became Emperor, she would have access to more riches than just about anyone, but even now, it’s not like the princess is a pauper.”

      “Well, it’s not the right question to ask of me. I have no idea.”

      “Okay, let’s just assume she’s not looking for valuables. What else might she be looking for?”

      “Well, if I had to make a guess, and for the record, you’re forcing me to make a guess. You know, I’m doing this against my better judgment. You keep engaging me in deep thoughts, and I don’t want them.”

      “You asked why I was down here!”

      “And I don’t like your reasons. But fuck, I’m already in the middle of this mental disaster, something big happened to make this city how it is now and to make the residents of this city what they are now. So my guess is that whatever managed to do that is still somewhere in this city and still in an operational status. Or, rather, it is believed to be thusly. If I was to guess why a princess would be trying to bring her cult into these ruins, it would be to find and use that.”

      “Makes sense to me.”

      “And yet, there are two distinct issues with that concept: one, I have no idea what I’m really talking about, so it could all be bunk. Two, no one outside of the Underwatch even knows that there was a society that collapsed down here, or that a city was buried and then a whole new society grew on top of it. These ruins are secret. And as far as I can tell, a well-kept one.”

      “Well, and I’m just spit-balling here because I also don’t know, but someone could have come here prior to the Underwatch, right? You guys haven’t been around for the entire history of Glaton.”

      “That’s true.”

      “And so it could be that someone visited, found it, wrote about it and then other people read that book and wanted to come visit the ruins for themselves in search of power and treasure. And after those visitors messed things up, the empire knew it had to do something to keep the ruins secret and safe, and so the he Underwatch was formed to keep the good people out and the bad creatures in. And maybe the rulers then knew the power that was possibly in the ruins and they didn’t know how to deal with it.”

      “For the second time today, you fill my head with all sorts of thoughts I never wanted. I would very much like it if you would leave and leave me alone. I’m going to have to think about this for a long time now. So, fuck you and the stairs you came down on. Which are also my stairs, which is a long roundabout way of saying fuck me.”

      “I want to find this place before they do.”

      “Obvisouly, yes. That makes total sense, and given what you have said, I feel like that is what is in everyone’s best interest. However, now is not the time to do that⁠—”

      “Why?”

      “Hopefully you’ve been paying attention, so you know that we’re surrounded right now. Given their numbers and how long we’ve been yapping about here, they’ve probably worked up the courage to try and take us down, which means any second now, they’re probably going to jump us and try to eat us. And I’d really rather not be lunch.”

      “Because you want to be dinner.”

      “Exactly. So why don’t we leave and you can go throw some other poor fool’s entire world view into a tailspin?”

      “What if I want to continue exploring?”

      “Exploring alone in these ruins is a bad idea. You should wait until you have someone to go with you. And we didn’t bring a map — you’ll need a map to get out of this fucking place. Even me, who’s been walking these ruins for over a decade, need a map. You don’t even have it memorized the way I do.”

      “I actually have labyrinthian recall. So as long as I have a roof over my head, I can remember everywhere I go.”

      “Well, isn’t that fucking lucky? Fuck me. Twice. Now I feel like shit for multiple reasons. Let’s go. I’m leaving. You can explore if you want — I don’t fucking care anymore.”

      “Could you show me the map room, anyway?”

      “Hey, fuck off,” he shouted, throwing something into an open window. There was a bright explosion of sorts, sending sparks out up out of the missing roof.

      Something screamed and shrieked.

      “This way,” he said to me.

      And he trudged back the way we’d come.

      The explosive device startled the things that were hiding in the ruins around us, enough that whatever attack they may have been prepping, they didn’t make. They did make a lot of noise, but kept themselves hidden.

      Bertrand’s actions belied that he knew more about the creatures down here than he was letting on. It seemed to imply that he knew they were trying to put together an ambush of some kind. But then why would he play it off the way he did? There were too many fucking questions here.

      Much like Bertrand, I was getting tired of all the complexities.
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      Oddly enough, the map room was the most interesting thing I saw that day. And it wasn’t because of the mapping they’d done. The only portion of the ruins that were well-mapped out was the area about a ten-minute walk from the entrance gate in any direction. Everything past that was just blank.

      The real draw to the map room was a three-dimensional map of everything under the surface level of Glaton. There was a table with this sort of glass crystalline structure above it, and inside light glowed to show where all the tunnels and other things that had been dug out were within the walls of Glaton.

      “How the hell does this work?” I asked Bertrand.

      “Magic.”

      “Can you explain any more than that?”

      “Not really. A wizard set it up for us. That’s his cave right there.” He pointed to a spot on the map. “It sends out a pulse, roughly every other year, that maps everything underneath the city. And it will show us, pulse by pulse, what has changed, both additions and subtractions from everything beneath. That way, we can know if anybody’s getting close to where the ruins are, and we could potentially find if anybody is trying to dig down there.”

      “But it only does it every other year?”

      “That’s right.”

      “So you can’t tell if somebody’s digging to it today.”

      “That’s right. It has its limitations, but it’s a lot better than how I would imagine doing it otherwise, which would be sitting inside the ruins with a bunch of telescopes, hoping to see if someone broke through above. Now, you can see over here that there have been kobold tunnels that have intersected where the ruins are. But we’re not concerned with those at the moment, because kobolds are notoriously… risk averse, I suppose is the polite way to put it. They’ve shown no interest in actually entering the ruins, and it seems clear they found it by accident. Incidentally, that’s how we got the professor — he knew some of those kobolds and got interested in investigating the ruins. And so now he’s working with us and leading the research of the ruins for us.”

      “I guess that’s a plus.”

      “He seems happy enough.”

      “And no one else has come close to finding the ruins?”

      “Nope.”

      “Not even this wizard guy?”

      “Obviously he knows something is here, but he seems content to keep what he knows to himself. And he’s shown no curiosity about it. We’re seriously deep under the city, so it’d be a remarkable undertaking for anybody who isn’t living in the lowest levels of the sewers or pits, ie, the kobolds, to stumble upon these ruins. Or even to dig intentionally to get to them. They’d have to go three times as deep as the sewers to reach anything except the very highest points, and those high points are not exactly spread evenly across. So even if they found a high point, it might not even give them reasonable access to the floor of the cavern, it could very much be that they’ve just found a two hundred foot drop into the darkness that they have no viable means of traversing. Given the depths it would require, we imagine it would take more than two years to reach an actual entrance. Again, imperfect. But I believe this wizard fellow would probably come and give us enough juice to do an emergency pulse if we felt it was warranted.”

      “You don’t think the cult’s actions make that warranted?”

      “Not yet. If they just started digging, no matter how much they’re digging or how many people they’ve got digging, they won’t be able to make genuine progress without getting noticed above ground. Which is where you’ve already got people looking, right? Because they’d need to be depositing that material somewhere, and it’s not like the city had empty fields to spread dirt across. And they wouldn’t be able to bring in any of the real digger creatures either — not like they could hide a fucking banded worm digging about. Those things are hardly subtle.”

      Bertrand used his hand to make a specific gesture on the glass, and suddenly we were flipping back through the pulses, watching how the city had changed over time.

      “Twelve years ago, some worms came by. Ah, here they are. These are the tunnels they left. And if you notice, by the next year they’re completely filled in. You know why?”

      “Yeah, it’s the worm droppings. They reform as rock.”

      “Oh, so you’ve dealt with banded worms before.”

      “I have.”

      “Well then, if they bring one in, we would know. There would be some sign of it. At least that’s what I think. So I’m more concerned about the other thing you told me in secret than the cult digging and finding that we’re down here.”

      “Got it. And this is the most up-to-date paper map you have of the ruins?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you don’t have anybody that’s doing explorations now.”

      “No, not at present. We are... Well, I wouldn’t say we’re on a skeleton crew, but we are a little short-staffed, being that some of our three hundred plus have been pulled into other parts of the Thirteenth, working the wars. You do know there’s a war going on.”

      “I do know. That’s how I got the Imperial Hero badge.”

      “Ah, right. Well, good on you. So no, no one has been exploring it for a while. Partially because there doesn’t seem to be much reason for it. Now, if there’s anything else, I would not hesitate to ask us for help. Preferably not me though, because I’m having a bit of an existential crisis, and I think I’m about to drink my dinner and try to forget any of this ever happened. I presume you know the way out, and if you don’t, well, can you ask someone else?”

      Before I could say anything, he gave me a sort of half-hearted Imperial salute and walked away.

      I stood there for a moment longer, looking over the map, trying to get a sense of what had once been, hoping maybe some pattern would pop out of me.

      It didn’t. So I left, making that long, horrible climb all the way back up the stairs, and I could see why these guys only did it once every couple of months.

      I was not looking forward to the fact I was going to have to do it again soon.
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      I assumed getting back to Valamir’s was going to be another adventure, but a carriage was waiting for me, so I got a relaxing ride back to where I was staying. I was in bed and asleep right around the time the sun came up.

      I went downstairs for breakfast, and got my marching orders for the day.

      “Another Senate meeting?” I asked.

      “Every day until the session has concluded,” Valamir said. “There are no breaks until an Emperor is chosen. Else it could be drug out in perpetuity.”

      “Fine, but is anything going to happen today?”

      “I would imagine there is going to be a call to vote.”

      “Will there be a vote?”

      “Likely, yes.”

      “Okay, so…”

      “So we will vote.”

      “And someone might actually become Emperor today?”

      “It is within the realm of probability.”

      “Where in that realm?”

      “Low.”

      “How low?”

      “A candidate must achieve a majority, so until that time…”

      “Right, right right. I remember.”

      “Good. Are you ready?”

      “Would it matter if I said no?”

      “No.”

      “I’m bringing Nimble.”

      “Who is that?”

      “My earworm friend.”

      “It would be better if you did not.”

      “He’s going to get bored and cooped up and hungry–”

      “Then I can arrange food or even entertainment for him. What would you suggest?”

      “Got anyone whose brain you’d like to have eaten?”

      “A lengthy list, but I doubt I can make that particular meal happen.”

      “Just any reasonably fresh brains, I think.”

      “I will arrange it. I’ll be out to the carriage in a moment.”

      And he was off, scribbling in his notebook.

      Eliza and Amber came into the dining room together, thick as thieves, glancing up and giving me a cursory good morning before resuming their closed conversation.

      “Is everything okay here?” I asked.

      “What was that?” Eliza asked.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Mostly, yes.”

      “No one needs anything?”

      “It would be nice to have more leave to roam about the city. To not be cooped up here.”

      “Seconded,” Amber said.

      “I bet,” I replied. “The goblins aren’t too much trouble?”

      “They’re fine,” Amber told me. “Weird and more than a little rough around the edges, but fine. Is there anything you want me to do with them?”

      “What have you been doing with them?”

      “Training.”

      “Is it working?”

      Amber just shrugged, popping half a boiled egg into her mouth.

      “No, it’s not not working,” she replied, somehow making the act of spraying her breakfast out of her mouth not disgusting. It was appealing, mind you, but when she did it, it was approaching tolerable. “They’re learning, but it is just slow. It feels like everything I ask them to do is going against their nature as goblins.”

      “As long as they’re not hurting anyone else, I guess keep going. Does that mean you can’t do a thing for me today?”

      “I would love to do a thing for you, especially if it meant leaving the grounds.”

      “Anything?”

      “Any.”

      Eliza frowned at me.

      I moved on.

      “I need you to make sure there’s a carriage waiting for me outside the Senate,” I said. “Whenever we’re done there, I need to hurry down to a park for a meeting.”

      “I could do that,” Eliza said. “So Amber can continue working with the goblins.”

      The brutality of the look Amber shot at Eliza surprised even me. Eliza ignored it, and just sweetly smiled at me.

      “You two can fight that out. I don’t want to get involved. But whoever comes, bring the things that I’m not allowed to take into the Senate.”

      “Which are?” Eliza asked.

      “My weapons. And the magic bag.”

      “Got it,” Amber said.

      I started to leave, then remembered there was another member of my group.

      “What’s Philippe up to?” I asked.

      “He’s disappeared into Valamir’s closet,” Eliza said.

      “He’s what?”

      “He’s organizing all the clothes Valamir has collected, sorting things out and–”

      “Threatening to make me go to balls in gowns,” Amber said.

      “You would have fun,” Eliza said. “I would die to see you at the Kosternik ball. It is always a grandiose affair, and your presence would cause a season’s worth of rumors and gossip to blossom and swirl.”

      “I don’t like going to balls.”

      “I’m going to leave the room now, because any joke I make about that would be woefully inappropriate, and I’m trying to be better.”

      And so I left.
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      The Senate was the same as it always was. In some ways, there was a comfort to that. I said hi to Danald, who gave me the barest of head nods as he passed by. I couldn’t tell if he resented me for ‘tricking’ him or if he just didn’t care in the slightest about me and was annoyed he had to do one extra spot of movement because I’d greeted him.

      All my chairs were arranged nicely. I sat down delicately in one of them, ready to hurry up and wait.

      The other lords and ladies of the realm trickled in, all early, but also all trying to be the last to arrive. It was a ridiculous bit of power play, and, like virtually all the power games the senators played, it was pointless. Because the true power, at least in the Senate at that moment, lay with the chamberlain. And once the chamberlain was no longer the source of power, it would be an Emperor. It would never be these asshats. I think they both ignored that fact and resented it.

      I used the time to people watch and think through the potential candidates another time. I watched them as they moved through the crowd, doing a little political chatting as they entered. And I noted how they left me alone.

      Nadya Glaton thought I was in her corner, which was mostly true. If I had to pick someone who’d committed to running, I’d pick her, although I still had some serious reservations about her ability to handle that level of power and leadership. She was young, inexperienced, and didn’t seem to have enough self-confidence to believe in herself over the shitty advisors and sycophants who would be all over her as soon as the crown hit her head.

      Katja Baeder was a piece of work. I knew something crazy had to be going on in the background with her. Otherwise, how would she, a lowly count, have managed to get to the point where she could handle putting herself forward as a viable candidate for Emperor? But no one seemed to know her secret. She was most definitely still distancing herself from me.

      Lodbrook was the most conservative choice, right? He had relatively staid thoughts about what to do with the Empire. But I wasn’t sure I agreed with said staid thoughts. He wanted to reign the Empire in, which could very well mean letting go of newly conquered lands. Which could very well include Coggeshall. So a vote for him was a bit at odds with the continued existence of Coggeshall. Although, I mused, if I wanted to get Coggeshall out of the Empire, Lodbrook becoming Emperor could be a good thing. But would I even want that?

      Edgemond was an asshole. I didn’t know if there was anything wrong with him besides that fact he was an entitled prat. But I didn’t like him as an archduke, and I couldn’t imagine that more power would do anything to make him any better. No way I would vote for him. And I think he knew it. He’d made an enemy out of me, and he was fine with that. And so was I.

      The princess was out, even now. I didn’t want to vote for her if I could help it, because I thought there was something seriously wrong with the girl. Or, if not wrong, then something had fundamentally shifted with her in the time since we’d actually spoken. And until I had a better grasp of what her cult was trying to do, even voting for her with the idea that she had no chance of winning was a bad idea.

      There were no great options. Sitting there, thinking about what I’d do and who I’d vote for, I tried to think about what Eliza would do in my place. And when that didn’t work — when I found myself thinking she’d somehow manage to get her father’s name on the ballot — I thought about her butt. And after that, I thought about what Skeld would do. And that helped a little.
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      The chamberlain took her position, and everyone understood what was about to happen. We didn’t need to go through the whole process of her telling us we’d get demerits if we didn’t shut the fuck up and sit the fuck down. Or, you know, the civilized version of that where they don’t use the word fuck, but do take an extra thousand words to get the same thing mostly across. Everyone got to their seats and settled down, which made me happy because I wanted to get this first, and likely pointless, vote out of the way as quickly as possible. I wanted to get my meeting on with the princess’s cult recruiter.

      I wondered what would happen if I was late.

      It’s not like I could call and let the dude know I was running behind, that he’d have to hold off on brainwashing me until later in the day.

      The chamberlain rapped her gavel, interrupting my little reverie. Even though the room was basically silent, she said, “Quiet down, quiet down.”

      No one pointed out that we were already quiet.

      “This session of the seven hundred and eighth meeting is called to order,” she said firmly.

      Her voice was loud, but she wasn’t yelling. She was just authoritative.

      “Does anyone have new business to bring before the Senate today?”

      The same guy who’d stood up and called for a vote the previous day, stood up and called for a vote on that morning.

      “State your name,” the chamberlain said.

      “I am Lord Khaelin of County Khaelin,” the man replied.

      “The Senate recognizes Lord Khaelin. What new business have you?”

      “I call for the meeting of the Senate to vote for the next Emperor.”

      Now, while yesterday there had been a sort of communal groan at that, today there seemed to be a sense of excitement. A palpable, ‘Are we really going to do it? Are we really going to find out who’s going to be the next Emperor?’ vibe.

      And because I kind of had this mischievous streak, and because I wanted to get out of there, I stood and waited to be recognized.

      “The Senate recognizes the Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Yeah, I second the vote. Let’s, let’s do this.”

      “The vote has been seconded. This, the Seven Hundred and Eighth meeting of the Senate and will vote for the ascendancy of an individual to the Eighty Seventh throne of the Empire of Glaton. Commence voting.”

      Cheers erupted in the gallery.

      I just stood there, wondering how this would go down. Did we all raise hands? Everybody close their eyes and put their thumbs up? How did it work?

      Then I saw someone coming around handing out cards and a colorful orange crayon or wax stick to the Senators, or placing them upon empty chairs. And on those cards were the names of the individuals who had already announced their candidacies, nicely written out. There were also other names, one of which was Valamir Glaton, High Prince of Glaton. People who I assume seemed like viable alternatives. My name was not on there. I didn’t care because I didn’t want it to be on there. One less problem to be irritated about. There was also a spot where you could write who you would like to vote for.

      Because this was just the way it was done, I was given the one card for my chair, and then I had to get up and collect all nineteen other cards. And then I had to sit there and fill out all twenty of my cards with my pastel, which wasn’t exactly great for writing anything, but did a fantastic job of coloring in boxes.

      When I’d finished, I sat there, again feeling like an idiot because I didn’t know what to do. I looked around to see what others were doing. Everyone was holding onto their cards face down, so no one could see what they had written. There was still some conferencing going on, some very low talking. The chamberlain didn’t seem to mind, but every once in a while she glanced at the man to her left, who had an hourglass sitting in front of him. It was a small one though, so it was difficult to really see the time that was passing.

      As soon as the last grain of the sand fell, he placed his hand on the chamberlain’s arm and nodded. She rapped on the gavel and announced that cards would be collected in one minute. Everyone went back to their seats and hurriedly scribbled with the orange pastels.

      After the one minute mark, the same person went around and collected all the cards and all the colored markers and pastels. They were all brought up and dumped into a large velvet bag, like what Santa has. Then they swirled around the bag to mix up the cards. And then we went through them, one at a time.

      The man on the left would reach into the bag and call out a vote.

      “One vote for Archduke Edgmond!” He yelled, which caused a ripple of applause. Like, we’re talking like golf levels of appreciation.

      A little more commotion happened in the gallery as each vote came up. People clearly making their pleasure or displeasure of the vote known. After about twenty votes had been read, there was a pretty even split between Edgmond, Bader, and the other one. No votes for any of the Glatons yet. But there was one vote for yours truly: Montana, Duke of Coggesall, Hero of the Empire.

      Which wasn’t even from me — I wouldn’t have bothered to write all that shit out. And also I wouldn’t have voted for myself, because I didn’t want the fucking job. And if I voted for myself, I knew that would turn into me somehow getting the damn job.

      When my name came up, there was a furor amongst the Senators, which then spread to the gallery. The chamberlain decided she’d had enough, and she put in place what was known as closed voting. Which is only Senators got to be there. Which meant the Princess and her posse had to vacate the premises. Because even though she was a Princess, she didn’t have a vote in the Senate. So she couldn’t see how she was doing. Which I thought was funny. Obviously she had allies in there. But also she hadn’t gotten any votes yet of the initial twenty called out.

      Valamir seemed unbothered by the whole thing. In fact, Valamir had his eyes closed, his arms crossed, and his feet outstretched, like he was sleeping. But I didn’t believe it for a second. It all felt like an act.

      We continued reading the votes out, one at a time. Let me tell you, reading out one hundred and twenty one names takes a long time. Because it wasn’t just the reading out, it was the picking up, the reading it quietly first, then out loud, then marking down the vote in the official tally book and then putting the vote carefully in its new place. I felt like it would’ve been way more efficient to sort them all out first, and then be like, ‘Oh hey, look: we’ve got forty votes for Dave, but only twenty votes for Timmy over there.’ But no. One at a time, with the whole title read every time, and then the pause for applause. It was excruciating.

      But I began to see the politics behind it. Every time there was a vote for Valamir — of which there were a few — the man read out, ‘His Royal Highness Valamir Glaton, High Prince of Glaton. They didn’t list out all the titles — that’d be ridiculous. But they said everything that was on the card, so you got to hear that Archduke Edgmond was really only ‘Archduke Edgmond, Count of wherever the fuck.’ He didn’t have much. He’d probably been given the Archdukedom solely as a way to boost his chances of becoming Emperor.

      I had the feeling his family was going to be clawing that title back and giving it to the elder Edgmond if and when this jackass didn’t win the throne. Which, you know, I got. It was all a fucking game.

      I kept an eye on the clock. It was taking forever and it seemed very possible I’d be late for my park date.

      And then, it was over. One hundred twenty one names called out. And because I hadn’t been paying attention, I had to wait as the chamberlain paused to check the tally to find out who won. I’ll spare you the surprise — nobody got a majority of votes. Fourteen votes went to Katya Baeder. Montana of Coggeshall, surprise, surprise, got two. I thought that was pretty cool. High Prince Valamir got four votes. Also impressive for a man who said he didn’t want the throne, and would refuse it if it was given to him.

      Edgemond came the next closest with twenty three votes. It was clear that Nadya and Regina had split the Glaton vote, with Nadia getting thirty three votes, and the princess getting an even thirty. So maybe if there hadn’t been two Glatons in there, one would have gotten a majority.

      The old guy, Archduke Lodbrook only got eleven votes. I guess no one really got behind his whole, ‘Let’s just cut our losses and corral the Empire back down,’ spiel. Not even his own house, because that would mean he got at least twenty votes…

      There were four people who got single votes. Mostly people I didn’t know, but I think were jokes, because there were a few chuckles when those names were announced. My favorite was the one that was for “Daniel Robarson, my neighbor down the street.” Everybody looked back at the mayor of Glaton at that point, and he gave a little wave.

      I’m not exactly sure why he claimed the joke, because he didn’t have to. It was all secret — nobody was going to know which direction he had voted in. But maybe it was more important to him that people remembered he had a vote.

      “This, the first vote of the meeting is as thus,” the chamberlain said, and she read out the count one more time. “These orange votes are entered into the record. They are available to be seen, and may be verified by any member of the Senate at any time.”

      Then they put them in a nice wood box. The helper man across took one of the orange pastels and used basically the entire thing to color the top of the box. Then he lifted it up, and a worker took it and set it on the floor in front of the dais. It was very clear that a vote had happened, and that the vote was now secure in that box.

      The chamberlain gave her gavel a twirl, pounded it and said, “That bit of business is concluded for this session. Is there any new business that needs to be spoken about before this session of the Senate?”

      Nobody moved. I think everybody was itching to get out and talk, strategize, see who was going to make what promises to move votes around.

      “No new business, then?” the Chamberlain said. “Is there old business that needs to be addressed?”

      The secretary of the Senate made a show of flipping through their book. We all knew the answer.

      “There is no old business that needs addressing,” the Secretary said.

      “With no new business and no old business, the session of the Senate is adjourned. It will resume tomorrow.”

      Crack!

      Everybody was up like they’d heard a gunshot, and headed for the exits. Again, nobody was saying a damn thing and there was no provision against it. We were now free to move about the cabin. But nobody wanted to talk. Not there, not then.

      I saw Valamir. He looked, well, not pleased but satisfied. Because now the cards were on the table and we had an idea of where the power was. And if I had to bet about what was about to happen, it was that the old man would formally drop out, and everyone would maneuver to get his votes on their team. He was the obvious first lynchpin.

      I was struck that the Glatons had serious power. Which I guess was kind of obvious — the whole Empire was named after them and all. But there would be a lot of pressure in the Glaton household about how to handle this. I knew Regina would be putting the screws to Nadya to drop out and support her.

      And my guess was that Valamir would try to sway people to vote for Nadya. While doing what he could to make sure that the screws being turned by the princess weren’t effecting Nadya. And maybe also trying to get some screws going in the princess to get her to drop out. Which meant he’d pressure Clyde and me to get to the bottom of the cult even sooner.

      All of that from that I got from one glance at Valamir. I felt kind of proud of doing all that mental gymnastics in one moment. Which is why I didn’t notice when I walked into a chair and fell right over onto the floor, face-first.

      Gotta love a universe that keeps a man humble.
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      The area directly outside the Senate was buzzing, but I slipped through the crowd without anyone snagging me to schmooze. Valamir, who was caught in a group of people that included the princess, gave me a meaningful look, either asking for help to get out or to let me know he wanted to talk to me. But I just waved at him and let the crowd push me away. I got into a waiting carriage and headed the fuck out of there.

      Eliza had apparently won the prize of leaving Valamir’s compound, and was waiting for me. Two burly, somewhat furry creatures that looked a hell of a lot like new Skeld sat on either side of her, armed to the teeth.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “These are my escorts,” Eliza said. “Cade and Bassianus.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      They gave me a nod, and then returned their attention to the windows and everything happening outside.

      “Any troubles?” I asked.

      “With what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “No.”

      “Okay.”

      “What is it you want to ask me?”

      “Nothing, I was just making conversation. And checking on you.”

      “I am capable of getting a carriage and delivering your goods to you.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Any troubles?” she asked me.

      “Um, no?”

      “Good.”

      “Is there something you want to ask me?”

      “No, I’m also making conversation.”

      “You have boring conversations,” Cade said, half under his breath.

      “This is a top-tier one for us,” I replied.

      Cade smiled, which was not a pretty sight since it revealed a lot of big, scary teeth.

      “That’s not true,” Eliza corrected. “He’s just being weird.”

      “That could be true.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help? Or am I just dropping you off?”

      “Just dropping me off, sorry.”

      She sighed, frowned, and looked out the window at the passing city.
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      Wendell park was glorious. A rich, Irish soap commercial green amidst the gray stone of the city, with huge trees, an expanse of shrubberies, and bursts of flowers that made me stop in my tracks. I’ve never thought of myself as a flower stan, but there were just so many, and in such a variety.

      Walking along the crushed stone pathways that wound through the park, I breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly, reaching for some measure of peace. The sounds of the city, though not as pervasive as they’d been back in the old world, were still a lot, and I’d become more attuned to the noise of nature. The park wasn’t a complete reprieve, but it was enough to take the edge off.

      Since it was the middle of the day and in the middle of the week, the park wasn’t too crowded there were some people. Mostly with very small children who wanted to play in the grass and such.

      I looked around, trying to appear as if I was just enjoying the views of the park while I was actually doing my best to spot Clyde the elf boy.

      I paused in front of a statue of a man wearing full armor, one foot up, Captain Morgan style, lifting a very large sword.

      “A great hero, eh?” someone next to me said.

      I hadn’t noticed anyone approaching, and jumped a little.

      A tallish woman with a slender, delicate frame stood next to me. She had a face that seemed wise despite her apparent youth, framed by hair that seemed silver by choice, not age. Her eyes were a piercing violet color, unusual and captivating, as if they were windows into something, just not her.

      “Apologies for the surprise,” the woman said. “I forget how quiet I have become.”

      “Uh, no problem,” I said, unsure how to deal with such a strange and striking person.

      “You are, I believe, who I have come to speak with,” she continued. “Are you not Montana of Coggeshall?”

      “That’s me. Are you a friend of Regina’s?”

      “I would hesitate to call myself a friend. That would seem too familiar, but in this context, I suppose that is sufficient to say that we are supposed to chat, yes?”

      “Okay. I’m, um, you know who I am.”

      “I do. You may call me Leora. Please, this way.” She strolled along, as if we were here to  take in the sights, looking around pleasantly, but not making eye contact with me. “I know of a place where we may converse in private.”

      “Should we, um, not talk until then?”

      “Is there a question you have for me?”

      “Are you from Kronth?”

      “It is more fair to say that is my previous place of residence.”

      “Would you prefer to speak in Kronthian?” I asked, in Classical Kronth.

      She stopped and looked at me, one slim eyebrow arched upward.

      “I could,” she replied, in Classical Kronth. And then she said something else, with a smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, The Shattered Tongue.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you want to speak in this instead?” I replied, in my newest language.

      This time, both eyebrows went up.

      “You have been to the Shattered Lands?” she asked.

      “Just picked the language up somewhere. I have a gift for them.”

      “I wonder how deep I would need to go into my history to find one you do not know.”

      “How many do you know?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “That’s really impressive.”

      “You?”

      “Oh, just a few.”

      “There is no need to be modest here. While I am here to provide you with information about our group, our group also sent me here to determine your value.”

      I flipped to my character sheet and did a quick count.
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      Goblin

      Imperial Common

      Mahrduhmese

      Infernal

      Hobgoblin Battle Cant

      Night Goblin

      Ursusian

      Lutra

      Northern Kobold

      Carchedonian

      Undermountain Common

      Draconic

      Grey Veveridia

      Plains Centaurese

      Koäðemaarian

      Base Ogrish

      Ethusian

      Chasoneintails

      Classical Kronthian

      The Shattered Tongue
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      “Twenty,” I said. “If I hear a few words of any language, I can pick it up.”

      “How?”

      “An actual gift. I meant that literally. It’s a boon.”

      “You possess a boon?”

      “I do.”

      “From whom?”

      “Gotta keep that secret.”

      “Ah. A provision of the boon?”

      “Sure, let’s call it that.”

      “A powerful gift for sure,” Leora said.

      “It has its uses.”

      “Would you like me to teach you a few languages I know?”

      “If you want.”

      “You are sure you can keep up?”

      “I mean, we can try, and if I miss something, then we can stop.”

      “And you are able to switch between languages without issue — amazing.”

      “Wait…” I said, and I realized that she’d been bouncing between Imperial Common, Classical Kronthian, and the Shattered Tongue each time she spoke. “Yeah, I guess I can.”

      She nodded, and then started speaking in a different language.
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      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Gradonthan.
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      “Got it,” I replied in Gradonthan.

      She smirked, and then said something else.
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      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Bandertongue.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ooh, that’s a neat one,” I replied in Bandertongue.

      We repeated that a few times, until I’d learned ten new languages.
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      Gradonthan

      Bandertongue

      The Old Tongue

      Western High Common

      Old Farthic

      Zoonistic Pigdin Pidgin

      Krzysźntwařżek

      The Split Tongue

      Grystyllym Frystlyn

      Frandish
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      “I find that your gift both amazes and frustrates me,” she said. “It took me great effort to learn each and every one of those tongues. And yet, here you are, able to pick them up with nary the slightest concern.”

      “It’s definitely something deep in the ‘not fair’ category,” I replied, nodding.

      “It does give me a measure of confidence that no one listening will understand what we say.”

      “Are we where you wish to talk?”

      “We can speak in a largely dead and forgotten language from a fallen land a world away. It matters little where we speak now.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s nice.”

      “I did not expect this from you.”

      “What?”

      “A modicum of intelligence and thought. You were described as a bloodthirsty brute who views the world as being at war with him. Ready to fight and kill for any reason.”

      “I see my reputation has preceded me. I have, um, done a little death dealing here and there. And probably could be seen as, um, bloodthirsty, I guess. But I had a reason for doing what I did.”

      “I would imagine all do.”

      “Sure. Anyway.”

      “Yes. What are you aware of?”

      “In a broad sense?”

      She gave me a half smile and shook her head.

      “Of what we are here to speak on. Or, rather, what I am here to speak to you on.”

      “Ah, the group. Not much. Regina made it seem like you are people who think the world has gotten into a bad place, and are devoted to making a major change to it in some capacity.”

      Another smile.

      “It is always interesting to see the manner in which Regina speaks of our goals.”

      “That’s not the aim?”

      “It is, just not necessarily… there are many ways to describe what it is we hope to do, and bettering the world is perhaps both the best and the most broad. We do believe the world has gotten to a point where what hath been wrought is, and forgive the vague nature of the term, but bad. Things are bad.”

      “In general?”

      “Yes. Do you not agree?”

      I paused. My natural inclination was just to be honest, since I wasn’t great at lying or even pretending. Probably why I never got cast in any of the school plays. Didn’t audition either, which might have been a bigger reason. But now I needed to lie. I needed to lean into whatever they were saying so that they’d let me into their club. Which I could then destroy.

      “It does seem that way,” I finally said.

      “I appreciate that you take time to think on your answers. These are not simple questions — too often I feel that others simply answering from emotion.”

      “Um, yeah,” I replied. “Do you have an idea on what to do about, um, making things better?”

      “We think that is not exactly the correct question to ask.”

      “Oh. Then what is the right question?”

      “What can be done to fix the problem.”

      “And do you have an answer?”

      “I feel as if you will find this annoying, but I will answer that question with a question. Maybe there is nothing that can be done to fix that problem.”

      “That seems like a statement.”

      She smirked. “What if there can be nothing done to fix the problem?”

      “Better. I don’t know — if there’s nothing we can do, then maybe it’s not a problem?”

      “I think it is more to be said that is not the problem we should seek to solve.”

      “Okay, but then aren’t we kind of going around in circles?”

      “In the early days of our group, these were the sorts of conversations we had.”

      “And you finally came up with something, though.”

      “We did.”

      “Care to share that with the whole class?”

      “Perhaps. The issue is that some may not understand the value of our proposal.”

      “Why?”

      “Because some view it as extreme as they do not understand the full scope of the problem.”

      “Okay, well, I like to think of myself as open-minded. You can just hit me with it.”

      “I would, but I fear you are not ready. Only if you are brought fully within our group will you be told of our true plans.”

      “Seems a bit suspicious.”

      “It is built out of a need for safety. Many have sought to challenge our goals, to destroy us because they disagree. But that is because they are either fools or afraid. Or both.”

      “But you are trying to make the world a better place, right? Like, that’s your goal.”

      “Yes. Very much, yes. But that is easy to say, isn’t it?”

      “Of course.”

      “It is harder to put into practice. Especially when what is good for the world as a whole might not be what is best for you.”

      “One of the better people I’ve ever met once told me, when I asked him why he was being so nice to me, that the greatest men plant trees whose shade they know they shall never sit in.”

      “A beautiful sentiment. Is that something you believe in?”

      “I mean, yeah, I think so. I’ve tried to focus on that while I’ve been, um, doing what it is I do.”

      She nodded, staring at me.

      “That is the crux of our group,” Leora said forcefully. “What we do is not pleasant for us. There may be no payout that we see the benefits of, because what we do is not for us, but for the good of everything that comes after us. It is a noble pursuit, but a difficult one, and so we must be careful who we bring into the fold. Too many believe in making the world a better place, but nearly all only want that for themselves, not others.”

      “I’ve noticed a fair amount of that myself.”

      “You are not the man others say,” Leora said. “And I doubt you are the man you think you are. There is a depth to you, and I believe you care more about others than yourself — likely to a degree that might be detrimental to yourself. That is a quality that many of us in our group share.”

      “Um, thanks?”

      She gave me a pat on the arm. “It is merely an observation. Neither a compliment nor a detraction. I have much to think about, and much to speak with my betters about.”

      “You don’t make the decision on your own?”

      “I do not. Nothing in the group is done on the orders of one man.”

      One man, I thought. Interesting phrasing.

      “I do hope you are able to find proper justification for supporting Regina in her election.”

      “You do? So this was all just a clever ploy to get me to swing my votes her way?”

      “It would be foolish of me to forgo that chance, yes?”

      “True. No promises, but I’m considering it.”

      “Thank you for meeting with me, Montana of Coggeshall. I will be in touch with you regarding the group.”

      “I look forward to it. I mean, unless you reject me, and then I’d be a bit sad.”

      She shook her head a little, still smiling, and then walked away. She put a hood up over her head as she did so, as if she wanted to keep the sun off her head.
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      I was deep in thought as I left the park. Out of nowhere, I felt something tugging at my hand. I looked down to see a kobold standing there.

      “You Coggeshall,” the kobold said. Or asked. It was hard to tell.

      “I think so,” I replied.

      “Have message for Coggeshall. You sure you Coggeshall?”

      “Who’s the message from?”

      The kobold frowned and then looked at the little piece of paper in his hand. Then back at me. He shrugged.

      “You want message?”

      “Sure.”

      “Here,” he said, handing me the paper. The second I took it, he ran away. I noticed he had on a little backpack that conformed to his back, and as he ran, he put his hand in the pack from the side and pulled out another folded-up bit of paper. He looked at it, then immediately hooked a sharp left, almost got hit by a carriage, and then seemed to disappear.

      I checked where the carriage had passed, wanting to make sure he hadn’t been smooshed. But there was zero smoosh evidence.

      “Huh,” I said.

      Then I read the note.
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        * * *

      

      Would appreciate a moment of your time, Duke of Coggeshall. I await your presence at the Thirteen Coins, on Paternoster and Boren.

      His Royal Highness, The High Prince of Glaton, Valamir Glaton
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        * * *

      

      Had to love a note where the signature was nearly longer than the text.

      I sighed, and looked for a carriage to hail, hoping it was going to be a less interesting ride than the last one.
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      In a break from tradition, I was neither kidnapped by the carriage driver, nor did I wind up having to fight for my life. Instead, the driver knew exactly where we were going, navigated around traffic with ease, and didn’t want to talk to me. It was, I daresay, nice.

      The 13 Coins didn’t seem like much of anything. Boren Ave was a side street off the more main street, Paternoster Row. And I agree, it made little sense to me that the avenue was the small street while the row was the big one. That’s Glaton for you.

      There was just a door with a little brass plaque inlaid in the middle that said ’13 Coins.’ No pictures to match the other businesses, no big sign hanging out. No windows to let passersby glance inside. Just a heavy wooden door with iron bands across it.

      I opened the door and went inside.

      It was a long hallway that had a right-hand turn at the far end, about twenty yards away.

      A quick peek into tremorsense, and I ‘saw’ that there were figures on either side of the hallway. Given their staggered placement, I’d bet they had crossbows set to fire through the wall.

      I realized a bit too late that this could be a trap — there was nothing to indicate the message had actually been from Valamir. I mean, it had the same dickish tone Valamir gave to all things he touched, but it’s not like that was unique to the prince.

      I just wanted to get things over with, so trap or not, I walked down the hall and took the right turn.

      A man in a nice suit stood on the other side of the corner, in front of a door.

      “Name?” he asked.

      “Montana of Coggeshall,” I said, so shocked by his presence that I just sort of blurted the answer.

      “A moment,” he said, and closed his eyes.

      I stood there, mystified.

      His eyes opened, and his head nodded almost imperceptibly.

      “You may enter,” the man said as the door opened. “Fourth booth on the left.”

      “Um, thank you.”

      He just stood there, holding the door open, waiting for me to walk through.

      As I did, he closed the door.

      It was, in fact, a restaurant. A dark sort of place with high-backed booths on the walls and clear floor between. There was a touch of light down low, but nearly none from the waist up. So it was possible to walk around, but nearly impossible to see who was in the joint.

      I counted to the fourth booth, and then went in, sitting down.

      I realized two things immediately. One, there was some sort of magic that controlled the room’s illumination, because as soon as I was in the booth, I could see. It was still dark, but more in the vein of mood lighting. I was also cuddled up right next to someone.

      Valamir glared at me.

      “Didn’t know you felt that way,” I said, waggling my eyebrows at him.

      “Go sit over there,” Valamir hissed.

      I slid out of the booth and moved to the other side.

      “Not my fault,” I replied. “It’s dark as fuck here.”

      “That is the point of the place,” Valamir replied.

      “So you don’t see the worms wriggling out of your meat?”

      “If you’ll notice, the lighting is adequate to see what you are consuming, Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Well you can’t see where you’re sitting, High Prince of Glaton.”

      “How was your meeting?”

      “Better than this one.”

      “Rather a low bar at the moment.”

      “It was interesting. They’re very careful to frame whatever they’re doing as being something that is for the greater good, and something that we won’t see. Or, um, benefit from, I guess. That’s a better way to phrase it.”

      “Any specifics?”

      “None. The recruiter said I needed to be part of the group before I could find that out. So you need to tell me if you want me to keep pushing to become a member.”

      “I see no reason to change course.”

      “I mean, I don’t want to wind up branded a traitor and lose my dukeship because of this bullshit.”

      “I have been keeping a meticulous record of all we do, so that there is a clear marker on the other side of this mess that what we did, we did for the good of the Empire.”

      “An awful lot of similar rhetoric being used by both sides here.”

      “For a reason: it works. In our case, however, there is a factual truth to it, and I imagine we will see the effects of our actions, for good or bad.”

      “It’d better be for good,” I said with a sigh. “I don’t–”

      “I will take responsibility for anything that occurs here, and while I cannot say that will leave you completely blameless, I swear I will do everything within my power to protect you and yours. As long as you are doing what you believe is right and good.”

      I blinked a few times, trying to parse what he’d said. It wasn’t the usual chatter. It sounded more powerful, somehow, as if there was physical weight to the words.

      “Worries noted,” he continued, “I believe that your continued ingress into that group — do you know the name?”

      “Nope. It was all ‘the group’ or ‘we’ or ‘us’.”

      “Continue with them. Into them.”

      “Gross. And speaking of gross, you want to talk to me about voting, don’t you?”

      “I would be interested in your take on things, yes. As, I presume, you would appreciate my advice on things.”

      “Can we talk about what happened with my meeting in the park?”

      “In due time, I assure you.”

      “Fine. Vote-talk. Hit me with it.”

      “You are under no obligation to share with me who you voted for, though you may if you wish. I would hope, however, you did not vote for me.”

      “I didn’t, but I might next time.”

      “Please do not. It will only encourage them.”

      “Who?”

      “Whoever thinks I will accept the job just because I have been voted into it.”

      “Isn’t that how it works? Can you deny it?”

      “Of course.”

      “And if you actually got the votes, you’d go up there and tell the Senate to fuck right off and pick someone else?”

      “Yes.”

      “Has that ever happened?”

      “No. But I wouldn’t mind having an entry into the history books for an action such as that.”

      “I doubt you could.”

      “I could.”

      “Okay, pointless conversation. I voted for Nadya that time.”

      He nodded. “As did I.”

      “I think I’m going to vote for that guy’s neighbor, though. I liked him.”

      “Please resist the urge to boost that fool’s ego. He does not need it.”

      “It’s the mayor guy, right?”

      “Decius Tanicius Docilus, mayor of Glaton, yes.”

      “So no joke votes.”

      “Please. Last thing we need is for Dan to wind up Emperor.”

      “Sure. Are you concerned about the vote?”

      “Yes.”

      “It seemed like a good start. Nadya did well.”

      “Take away your votes and my votes. Now how did she do?”

      “Um…”

      “Do you need me to do the math?”

      “Maybe.”

      “We accounted for around half of Nadya’s votes. She is not doing well, especially against the princess.”

      “Isn’t it early to know that? Don’t we need to see how the votes change?”

      “We will certainly know more once the next vote happens, but there are already big changes afoot. I have been told Lodbrook will withdraw himself from consideration. And it is highly unlikely he will swing his support behind Nadya.”

      “I don’t think he had that many votes.”

      “True, he got few votes, but his shift could be very persuasive. Should he choose to back the princess, many of those who back Nadya now could view Regina as the path to a Glaton victory, and they will switch.”

      “What if he backs the asshole?”

      “I believe the Edgemond family has seen that they will not have the votes to carry the throne. They will be shifting their campaign to see what their votes can get them from another candidate.”

      “So Nadya has to promise them something.”

      “That is one way forward, yes. But that might not be the path Nadya will take. She is no fan of the Edgemonds, and I doubt she will be willing to match any sort of promise Katja Baeder or Regina make. And also I would be very surprised if the newly appointed archduke is going to give up without a fight, as I would imagine his uncle will expect the title returned.”

      “Can you really just trade titles around like that?”

      “There is no rule against it.”

      “Does the kid have to give it back?”

      “It all depends on his willingness to go against the family. For a time, he will be the ranking member of the house, and, thus, his elders cannot order him around. But there are other means to make his life miserable, and I daresay the kid, as you call him, will seed reason at some point.”

      “Okay, so what do we do?”

      “You should continue to vote for Nadya. I will see what I am able to do in terms of swinging some votes around. Do not make joke votes.”

      “Was this whole thing to convince me to vote for Nadya and not do fake votes?”

      “What, this meeting here?”

      “Yes.”

      “I was reasonably convinced you were the one behind the votes for me. As well as the ones for yourself.”

      “It seems like Nadya might have won this without the princess being here.”

      “It does seem like that, yes.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “Indeed. What is your plan for this evening?”

      “Bit of a topic shift.”

      “Are there other questions or thoughts you have about the Senate?”

      “Is it only one vote a day?”

      “At this point. However, that can be changed by the Senate adopting a resolution to increase daily votes, and after twenty unsuccessful votes, we would move to full voting.”

      “What does that entail?”

      “We remain in the dome until such time as an Emperor is proclaimed.”

      “Three weeks without an Emperor and then we’re in place until there is one?”

      “Yes. Although, in the few times that has taken place, there was quite a bit more happening than just an inability to gain a true majority.”

      “Oh?”

      “It was a time when assassinations were rather more popular than now.”

      “Got it. So why do you care what I have going on tonight? Is there something you need me to do?”

      “I do believe you are slated to escort two young women to the ball.”

      “I do not believe that is the case.”

      “You may wish to take that up with those who are not me.”

      “But you set this up, right?”

      “I merely mentioned to Lady Northwoods that I would be unavailable to act as her escort this evening, due to prior obligations.”

      “These better be good obligations.”

      “I am a prince, Montana. Anything I choose to obligate myself to is good. Second, what I did with you last night, I will do with Clyde tonight.”

      “Oh. Right. That thing.”

      “I daresay I have not found the time to ask. Did your induction go smoothly?”

      “I guess? It’s a strange group.”

      “It is.”

      “That leader of theirs is a nutjob.”

      “Bertrand is rather keen on staying down there. But I have a good feeling about the Underwatch under his tenure.”

      “I mean, I feel like we’re about to fuck it up.”

      “I would hope you do not.”

      “No promises.”

      He sighed at me.

      “I might need some new clothes for the ball tonight.”

      “And here it is, only midday. I would imagine you can surely find a tailor to provide you an adequate ball-appropriate suit in a number of hours.”

      “I did yesterday.”

      “Then return to that tailor.”

      “She’s part of the princess’s retinue.”

      “Name?” Valamir asked, pulling out his little notebook.

      “Thorne?”

      “Madame Thorne?”

      “Yes.”

      Valamir just smiled, and shook his head a bit. “No, she is not with the princess, not really. She has an Imperial Warrant.”

      “Gonna have to explain that further.”

      “It means she has served as a trades or craftsperson with distinction to the crown or Imperial family. As well, it means that when a member of the Imperial household requests something, it is, traditionally, attended to with the utmost haste and care.”

      “Ah, so if you ask her to help–”

      “She is duty-bound to do so.”

      “Even if she just did it yesterday?”

      “Then I would watch out for stray needles. But she will be awaiting you at my estate.”

      “Now?”

      “I presume it will be something of a race to see who gets there first. And if I remember correctly, she is not a fan of waiting.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      “Perhaps.”

      I jumped out of the booth and into the darkness, and barely got out an apology after running over someone on my way to the door.
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      There’s a pretty firm list of people you never want to piss off. Barbers are usually at the top of it. I would position tailors up there as well, because even though I tried my damndest, Madame Thorne and her crew were waiting for me in my drawing room. And they did not look happy. I mean, it wasn’t like in our other interaction they’d been delighted to work with me, so this time was pretty much the same. Just now with a few more direct glares.

      Thorne demanded to see what I had done to her last suit, so I had no choice but to show her the remains.

      She was not impressed.

      Then she made me get measured again, and she tried some clothes on me.

      As she did so, she made notes about alterations. Or, rather, she barked out instructions that her hapless underlings then wrote down. She also used little pins to pull things in or mark spots for special stitching. And every time she would get the pointy end of the pin through the cloth and into me.

      I grit my teeth, but did my best to ignore the pain, which was really more irritating than awful. But there was definitely a bit of a polka dot pattern happening on the fabric.

      “This won’t work,” she said, whipping a pair of scissors out of what I assumed was nowhere. Then she cut through my trousers and shirt in one smooth motion.

      She took a few steps back as her assistants grabbed the clothing from either side and yanked hard, ripping them off me. They tossed them to the side and stood there looking bored, but ready.

      Madame Thorne leaned against the wall near a window, looking at my nude form and twirling her scissors around her finger like a gunslinger.

      There was a polite knock at the door.

      “Enter,” Madame Thorne bellowed, her voice surprisingly loud given her tiny frame.

      The door swung open and Amber walked in.

      When she saw me, her eyebrows went up, and her cheeks flushed ever so much.

      I started to cover up, but a quick bark from Madame Thorne surprised me into stopping.

      “No moving,” she snapped. “It will ruin my thought process and you have already done that enough today. Now,” she turned to look at Amber, “you, here, please.”

      Amber crossed the room, doing her best to avoid making eye contact with me. Or really looking in my direction at all.

      “You are an absolute delight to behold,” Madame Thorne said, taking Amber’s hands and holding them up as she circled her. “Yes, yes, well, I suppose it does make it a bit of a challenge there. Might I inquire if you have a gown for this evening already?”

      “I, um, yes?” Amber replied.

      “If you would, could we see it?”

      “My gown?”

      “Yes.”

      “On?”

      “Ideally. If you need assistance with it–”

      “I can get Eliza to help, or, um, I’ll be fine.”

      “Thank you, dear. It would really help an old woman take care of this fool here. Best if your escort matches you. At least to some degree.”

      “Of course,” Amber said, and started to drop into a curtsy.

      “None of that, dear,” Madame Thorne said, catching Amber and keeping her upright.

      Amber gave a half smile and then hurried from the room.

      Madame Thorne shot me a look full of daggers. Her scissors were back in her hand, looking more like she was ready for stabby-stabby than cutty-cutty.

      “I did not think you were the type to keep a girl,” she said, her voice low and threatening, “Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Keep a girl?” I asked. “The fuck does that mean?”

      “You have your own kitsune girl? How–”

      “How about you back the fuck off that assumption train and take a look at me and mine? Amber is free to do what she wants, when she wants and where she wants. She’s a citizen of Coggeshall and one of my best rangers. When I needed someone to help me out in this fucked up city, even though she knew she’d come up against assholes like you who only see her as a sex slave or whatever the fuck you do, she came.”

      “That girl is not free–”

      “Oh? Did you ask her to do anything, or did you tell her?”

      “I asked her.”

      “No disrespect, but I don’t think you’ve asked for a single thing in the time I’ve known you. Admittedly not a lot, but still. You’re a high-powered individual used to getting her way. So even when being gentle, you’re ordering her about.”

      “She’s used to it.”

      “Because that’s the life she was forced to live before I hired her to be a ranger.”

      “And why would you do that?”

      “Because that’s what she told me she wanted to do.”

      “Or was it what you wanted her to say to–”

      “Let’s just take a step the fuck back, again. Because how did–”

      “They are trained to say what they think their benefactors want. And in your post-coital glow, you must have–”

      “That’s fucking funny. You think my post-coital glow includes thinking about Amber being a ranger? Last time I had post-coital glow was a different world ago, okay? And the last time I did have post-coital thoughts, and fuck if I’ve ever said the word coital so fucking much, those fucking thoughts, or post-fucking-thoughts, were about going the fuck to sleep. Certainly not about Amber, who I’ve never coitaled with, dammit.”

      Amber came back into the room, holding the dress up over her chest, and struggling a bit because it really didn’t fit quite right. It didn’t seem like she could wear it without fear of things falling out or off.

      “I was a bit overconfident,” Amber said as she entered, before she slowed to a stop, looking at Madame Thorne getting ready to stab me. “Montana, you okay?”

      “A bit of a misunderstanding. Madame Thorne here seems to think you’re a kept woman or something.”

      “I’m not.”

      “See?” I told Madame Thorne.

      “It’s more fair to say that Montana took me out of that sort of a situation.”

      Madame Thorne frowned.

      “Would you mind terribly stepping into the hall with me?” Madame Thorne asked Amber.

      Amber sighed, looking at me. I shrugged.

      “Fine,” Amber said, and she stepped out into the hall.

      Madame Thorne followed, shutting the door, leaving me with the two assistants.

      They visibly relaxed as soon as their boss was out of the room.

      I was going to sit down on the couch, but it seemed a little weird to do so completely naked. Not much better just standing there.

      Just as I was about to break the awkward silence in the room by saying something stupid, Madame Thorne and Amber came back in, both looking uninjured. Amber was now squished into her dress, which looked good, if uncomfortable.

      “Your grace,” Madame Thorne said, lowering her head a little, “I was wrong about you. I made a judgement call, and I was in error. I apologize.”

      “Apology accepted. Thank you.”

      “I appreciate your generosity, your grace.”

      “Can we just pretend it didn’t happen? I’m not really, um, I don’t like the whole your grace thing.”

      “Of course,” Madame Thorne said, standing up straight and smiling. “Shall we continue?”
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      Another ball.

      It was shocking to see the amount of work that had to go into the production of a little bit of fun. Or at least, I was pretty sure at one point this was all supposed to be fun, but for the most part, it didn’t seem very fun for the party goers anymore. I wasn’t having fun, so maybe I was projecting that on everyone else.

      Since I wasn’t with the princess on that night, I didn’t get to skip the line of carriages, and Eliza wasn’t willing to let me just get out and walk.

      “It’s improper,” she said.

      “But this is taking forever,” I replied.

      “You can wait. The arrival is important, Montana. We must be seen, and when I say we, I really mean you. You’re the important one here.”

      “I doubt–”

      “Just wait,” Amber snapped, staring out the window.

      I couldn’t tell if she was annoyed at me or feeling anxious about the situation. To be fair, that’s how I was feeling. The last party hadn’t exactly gone well for me, what with the whole multiple attempted assassinations and everyone giving me dirty looks because of my appearance.

      But if Amber was feeling anxious, then I needed to radiate calm and confidence. Much like Eliza. Who was most definitely going into her element, where she was strongest. I took a deep breath and steeled my nerves.

      Finally at the front, the valet opened the door and helped Eliza out. I got out next, and as if we had saved the best for last, Amber came out at the rear.

      There was an audible gasp from the valet as he took her hand and helped her down the two steps to flat ground.

      She smiled at him and quietly gave him a thank you.

      His face went bright red, and he stammered out a lot of nothing.

      She had to take her hand back from him, and then grabbed my arm tightly and gave me a not-so-gentle sign that we needed to get moving.

      I got moving.

      Tonight’s ball was at the Lodbrook estate, and it was big and grand and looked a hell of a lot like the other big-ass ‘homes’ that held balls in Glaton. Lots of pretty stone, big columns, smooth floors, grand staircases. It wasn’t quite as grandiose as Tollendahl, nor quite as focused on being a party space like Ironside. There was a smidge more sense of the place being lived in, but it still didn’t at all seem like a home. Maybe more like a model home, showing you how a life could be.

      All the while, it was filled with rich assholes who were picking apart all the little details of the homes and pointing out what bad design choices had been made. Which was a thing I was overhearing as we slowly moved forward in a new line.

      “What’s this?” I whispered to Eliza.

      “What’s what?” she whispered back

      “Why are we in another line?”

      “Announcement line.”

      “What the–”

      And then I heard it. Someone bellowed out, “His lordship, the Count of Edderburry and Lady Edderburry.”

      Just as the echoes began to fade, we stepped forward and there was another bellowing of someone’s title.

      “Really? They announce everyone as they come in?”

      “They do.”

      “That seems like a lot.”

      “It can be.”

      “There’s so many people here.”

      “There are.”

      “And everyone–”

      “If you don’t have a title, you can take a different path into the ball. But we have titles–”

      “I don’t,” Amber said.

      “You will be ‘and date’ tonight,” Eliza said.

      “Great title.”

      “I could give you a title,” I said. “I’ve got a few spares.”

      “That’s a very strange flex,” Amber said.

      “Also, not possible.” Eliza said.

      “Why not?”

      “You have to have a reason to give someone a title, or it has to be approved by the Emperor.”

      “So we’d have to duel?”

      “That would be one viable means, yes.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “I didn’t make the rules.”

      “I could beat you in a duel,” Amber said. “Depending on the rules, I mean.”

      “Sure you could.”

      “I’m tough and resourceful.”

      “I know, just–”

      “I’d hide and pepper you with arrows.”

      “That could work,” I said, despite thinking that I’d been in situations like that and managed to get through. “Or, I could just lose on purpose to give you a title.”

      “I’d rather not have one.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “They seem like trouble.”

      “They are trouble. But then I’d have less trouble, and you’d have some.”

      “You think I lack trouble?”

      “No, I know you’ve got all the trouble you want and more. Just, you know, I could have less and that’s really what I’m looking for.”

      “How thoughtful of you.”

      “I’m all heart.”

      By the time we got to the annunciation station, I was bored and tired of standing in line. It was like the worst line at Cedar Point in its history.

      A bored-looking man took a small card from Eliza. He read over it, cleared his throat a little, and then took a deep breath.

      “His grace, The Duke of Coggeshall, Montana Coggeshall. Her ladyship, Eliza Northwoods. And date.”

      Nobody seemed to be paying attention. The entire room in front of us was filled with people dancing and hobnobbing. Doing all the things one would normally do at a ball. I will say, from first impressions, this was the first one of these things I’d been to where there was a good band playing fun, fast music that actually made me consider dancing a bit.

      Said fun band was up on a stage at the far end, and the dance floor was reasonably packed with people dancing and having fun.

      I looked around the place and found the food.

      “I’m going there,” I said, pointing.

      Eliza sighed.

      “Are you going to sit at the food station the whole night?”

      “No. At some point in the near future, I’m going to leave.”

      “You will be dancing with us.”

      “At the same time?”

      “Maybe.”

      It was my turn to sigh. But I chose to be the bigger person, and I walked my big ass over to the food.
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      The party wasn’t fun — It sucked.

      Mainly because of Amber.

      It wasn’t Amber’s fault, though. There were just a bunch of assholes who saw her and me together and made a whole host of assumptions, much like Madame Thorne had. But unlike Madame Thorne, I couldn’t force a confrontation with every one of them and point out the reality of the situation.

      Any time that I was not directly with Amber, a gentleman or two would approach me to inquire about her. And it was never anything polite. They’d ask where I’d found her, how I managed to keep her, if I was ‘renting’ her out, and if she was worth the trouble.

      My patience was running out, and I knew it was only a matter of time before I lost my cool and popped one of the assholes in their asshole mouth. Which would invariably cause some sort of state incident. Maybe even kick off a civil war. Which, frankly, I wouldn’t mind, because if there was one thing all this time in the capital dancing at balls and dealing with the upper crust of society taught me, it was that some of these motherfuckers needed to go to war and realize the reality of this fucked up world.

      Also, wouldn’t hurt to thin the herd a little.

      I danced with Amber, which garnered a lot of stares, and then I danced with Eliza, which wasn’t quite the attention grabber. But that meant Amber was left at the table by herself, and spent the song dealing with what seemed like perpetual harassment.

      “Should I do something?” I asked Eliza.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, punch someone?”

      “Oh, that’d go over well.”

      “They’re treating her like shit.”

      “Yep.”

      “I’m going over.”

      “Montana–”

      I ignored Eliza and strode across to our table, sitting down next to a middle-aged, dark-haired man who was leaning in way too close to Amber, trying to convince the poor kitsune girl to leave me or he’d arrange an accident for me.

      “An accident?” I asked. “For me?”

      The man glanced at me, and he rolled his eyes.

      I pulled out a healing potion in a vial from my pocket, something I’d started keeping with me given my predilections, and I set it on the table.

      “What’s this?” the man asked.

      “Just a little something for your head.”

      “My what?”

      I grabbed the back of his head and smashed it through the table.

      Also, coincidentally, through the healing potion.

      As luck would have it, I managed to time the hit with a crescendo in the music, so it didn’t seem like anyone even noticed. Minus, of course, there being a new shape to the outline of our table. Also, the unconscious asshole on the floor.

      I used my feet to slide him under the tablecloth.

      Eliza was there in a flash, because she noticed.

      “Montana,” she hissed.

      “Is that someone important?” I asked.

      “He’s the relative of someone important.”

      “He probably won’t remember me.”

      “I’m taking Amber out of here.”

      “Thank the gods — we can leave.”

      “You will stay here,” Eliza hissed.

      “What? Why?”

      “Because it needs to look as if Amber is escorting me home while you stay here and hobnob.”

      “That makes no sense–”

      “I don’t want it to seem as Amber is leaving because of, well–”

      “The nobles here are assholes?”

      “They are not. Not all of them.”

      “Do I get a say in this?” Amber asked.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “I want to go home.”

      “See?” I said.

      “You can’t go,” Eliza told me. “Otherwise, it’ll look like you’re leaving because of Amber.”

      “I would be.”

      “And we don’t want that.”

      “I don’t understand why.”

      “Do you get it?” Eliza asked.

      “Of course I do,” Amber replied.

      “Then we are leaving because I am tired,” Eliza said loudly. And the two left.
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      Shortly after Eliza and Amber left the party, leaving me on my own, I made sure the asshole I’d helped bump his head against the table was still alive. I didn’t want him dead. Well, let me rephrase that: I didn’t want him dead, but I wouldn’t have minded if he had expired at the hands of someone else.

      Since he was alive and coming to under the table, and his face, despite a few flecks of glass in it from the healing potion vial, seemed to have healed rather nicely, I left the table. I went to a different part of the party, where I thought I could blend in a little better. However, that didn’t seem to be the case, as someone found me almost immediately.

      Maelith, social secretary to one princess of Glaton.

      “Your grace,” she said, “it is a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Pleasure’s all yours,” I replied quickly. I don’t think she caught it, because she didn’t bat an eye. She just trailed one finger along my arm. I think in a seductive way, but it kind of felt a little bit creepy.

      “Her highness wonders if you might have a moment to speak with her on this fine night. Perhaps you might be so willing as to share a dance with her.”

      “I guess I could,” I said. “Seems that I am left to my own devices here.”

      “Oh, well that would be most fantastic, your grace. Are you free now?”

      “Sure. Fantastic.”

      She held out her arm and I took it, as if I was escorting her, but she was definitely the one steering me through the crowd. It kind of felt odd that I had so many different women on my arm over the course of one evening. But here in Glaton, that wasn’t particularly strange. Lots of the eligible young men, as far as I could tell, were escorting female relatives or friends, and then spending their evenings engaged in the activities of the day with other women.

      The princess was surrounded by a gaggle of important-looking people, all having intense, important-looking conversations. She smiled when she saw me. A genuine-ish smile — almost like the sort of smile that she had been told would look genuine and had mastered it. But it still didn’t have the sort of natural feeling of someone who was actually smiling. It’s a weird distinction, I know, but there was a foundational difference between the two.

      She extricated herself from the conversation she was currently embroiled in and came over to me and Maelith.

      “Your highness,” I said.

      “Your grace,” she replied, “It is wonderful to see you.”

      “And you.”

      “Might I applaud you on getting a few votes today?”

      “Ah, well, might I applaud you on getting a lot of votes?”

      “Come on. Were you one of the ones that voted for me?”

      “It’s very true I might have been.”

      “That’s not quite the yes I was hoping for.”

      “Let me present you with an alternative.”

      “I am listening.”

      “What if I wasn’t one of the ones who voted for you today, but I could be one that voted for you tomorrow?”

      She gave me another one of those genuine-un-genuine smiles.

      “That would, I suppose, make me even more excited at the prospects of what I have heard about you. “

      “You have heard things about me?”

      “That I have, your grace. Would you care to dance?”

      “I would love to.”

      I led her out onto the dance floor. We didn’t speak yet. There seemed to be something that she was holding back. As the music started, she actually began talking again.

      “I have heard from certain friends of ours that you were most impressive in the meeting earlier today.”

      “I was intrigued by your organization,” I replied.

      “Is it something that you are genuinely interested in joining?”

      “Yeah, you know, I am,” I said.

      “You mean that?”

      I wasn’t being a hundred percent truthful, but in that moment, there was at least some truth to it. I’d been thinking about it, ruminating on all this bullshit I’d been hearing. So much of what Valamir spouted off was the same shit that the princess spouted, was the same shit that everybody talked about. Everyone believed they were the ones who were doing the hard stuff that would end up saving the Empire.

      And there had always been something—I wouldn’t say off—but something I hadn’t liked about Valamir. And who’s to say that he wasn’t just very good at doing the same crap? The getting idiots like me to do what assholes like him wanted done by the simple act of appealing to my desire to be better than I was? It was frustrating, and trying to figure out who I could trust was an exercise in futility. Honestly, it didn’t seem like there was a damn person in Glaton that I could trust, except maybe the people I had hand-picked myself. But none of those people had any sort of power, and none of those people wanted power anyway.

      I had to admit, the mere fact that Valamir didn’t want the throne was one of the largest boons going for him, in terms of me trusting him. But I also had to admit there was the possibility that the princess’s cult — from everything that had been presented to me by Clyde and Valamir — could just be a group of people that were trying to do good, and were doing things that might not be popular with the status quo. And if that was the case, who was I to try to fight against that? Because fuck, that’s what I wanted to do.

      But what if that’s not who they were? What if they were setting me up, saying all those things that were nice to hear to get me aboard? And they really were trying to do something ultra nasty, like destroy the world, to make it so that they were the only ones left so they could build the world back any way they liked.

      A lot of thoughts ran through my head while I was dancing there with the princess, and I knew she was waiting for an answer. “Leora impressed me,” I said, “and I think if I was presented with the option, I probably would say, yes, count me in. I want to make the world a better place, and it’s always hard. If it were easy, the world would already be better. Right?”

      That seemed to get an actual smile from her.

      It still felt distant from the woman I’d known when she lived at Coggeshall for that short period of time. That had seemed like a normal young woman. She’d been interested in things and spoke in the same sort of cadence everybody else did. Now there was something different about her. But I knew I was scarred from having had to play games with the master. There was nothing to indicate she had been taken over by some other entity. Maybe she’d just matured. She’d been in a rough situation and come through the other side, grown in a different capacity.

      “I could see offering something for Coggeshall,” she said. “Were I emperor, I would have unlimited power. And being that you are so distant and so independent, it would not be unusual for me to push for more independence, should you so desire. Perhaps we could make Coggeshall a place that is truly special.”

      “Well, first of all, Coggeshall is a place that’s truly special.”

      “I didn’t mean to imply it wasn’t. I am young yet and I have not learned the art of speaking the way I would like to.”

      “You’re not doing that bad,” I said. “Much better at it than I am.”

      “Maybe, but it is one of my few powers. You are gifted in that you have the strength to back your wishes.”

      “Well, that’s a little more of a pain in the butt than I wish sometimes.”

      “And your butt are other one’s buts.” She laughed a little bit and I smiled. It was a shit joke, but she was trying. It was the only joke she’d told in my presence, as far as I could recall.

      “I think I’d like to join your group,” I said. “If you’ll have me.”

      “There will be discussions this evening,” the princess said. “Following this soiree, we’ll be speaking on many things. One of which is necessarily what is happening and who can best assist us in getting to where our goals are, so that we might better the world. And in my opinion, your grace, you could help us immensely. But though I am quite powerful within the Empire of Glaton, I am but a member of my group. My word carries but equal weight amongst my partners there.”

      “Gotta love equality,” I said.

      “Indeed, your grace. I have hope for what you may bring. And once your strength is our strength, we might truly bring about the change that we seek.”

      “I hope that as well,” I said.

      She gave my arm an extra squeeze as the dance finished.

      “Before we go about our merry ways,” I said, “and maybe we need to do a second dance for this. I wondered if you could tell me what happened between you and Nadya Glaton?”

      Regina went a little rigid and tilted her head to the side.

      “The short answer,” she said slowly, “is that I made an error.”

      “Did you try to kill her?”

      “That’s what you heard?”

      “Yes.”

      “It is more fair to say that I was close to giving in to a horrid impulse. I saw her as a great rival who would unseat me and ruin my dreams to bring this world into greatness, and I thought the only thing I could do was remove her.”

      “And there was some elf involved who stopped you?”

      “Yes. In the height of emotion, I did not see what I was doing. I did not understand my actions, and I wondered if there was something happening within the spa itself to force my hand in the matter. But I was stopped from making the worst mistake I could. If there was a means to thank that elf, I would.”

      “Just an emotional moment?”

      “It was. We were in the spa, and I had been consuming wine. It was hot. She was resting. There was a knife nearby, something to slice the bread or the fruit — whichever — and I grabbed it. At which point, the elf was there. But I had made no motions toward my cousin, and I would like to believe I would have stopped on my own. Regardless, I have apologized, profusely, and I have done nothing more to harm her. And I would be just as elated were she to take the throne as myself.”

      There it was: the sweet smell of bullshit.

      And then I escorted her back into the crowd. She seamlessly inserted herself into conversation with some Senators, already back in the mix of wheeling and dealing, getting votes promised for the following day. It somewhat disturbed me that I couldn’t find Nadya doing the same. But I had to hope Valamir was cooking something up.

      I felt a slight tug at my sleeve. I looked down to see a kobold standing at my feet. He held out a little note to me before I could say anything. As I took it, he gave me a slight nod and scurried underneath the table, and then just disappeared. I didn’t see him come back out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The note simply said, “Your presence is requested at the underwatch with all due haste.”
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        * * *

      

      I sighed and headed out.
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      A carriage was waiting for me outside of the mansion, emblazoned with Valamir’s crest and flying little blue flags. Inside was my magic bag, a sword, and a note.
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        * * *

      

      “I saw you lacked proper weapons for a delve into the world below. I hope this sword, a family relic, will serve you well. Your social secretary suggested you might as well need this bag. Picus guide you.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a little awkward getting the sword’s sheath onto my belt while sitting in the carriage. In retrospect, it would have made a lot more sense to have also taken the time to change out of my dress clothes, but I didn’t. Instead, once the sword was on, I stared out the window.

      Taking the stairs down to Underwatch HQ sucked. I wondered if anyone had thought of putting in like a slide or a fire pole or something. But once I finally made it down, the other members of the Underwatch welcomed me, and introduced me to their newest member, one Clyde Hatchett.

      Before long, it was just the two of us — everyone else had actual things to do.

      “Took you long enough,” I said.

      “We can’t all be as free with our schedules as certain dukes,” he replied. “How far into the city did you get?”

      “The ruins? Ten minutes.”

      “Similar. I think Bertrand has a set path he takes.”

      “Seems like it. You have any idea where to look for what we’re looking for?”

      “I have an idea of who to talk to to get a better idea of that.”

      “That’s a really confusing way of saying whatever it is you’re trying to say.”

      “I’m trying to say that I know someone down here.”

      “In the ruins?”

      He looked at me for a second. Like, really looked at me.

      “Just, this way,” he finally said, and headed to the side of the facility with the map and the library and such.

      He led me through the map room without stopping, and went into the next space, which had been blown off on my tour. But at the present moment, there was an older man in there, sitting at a very large table with materials spread out in front of him.

      “Pomeroy,” Clyde said, “this is Montana. Montana, Dunt Pomeroy. Academic and researcher.”

      “Oh, another one!” the man said, half rising out of his chair and extending his hand. “Quite a pleasure to see a new face here. It is rather uncommon.”

      “You’re part of this group?” I asked, a little curious how such an old out-of-shape man was a member of this secret Legion.

      “Indeed, though, perhaps not as, um, not quite in the voluntary sense.”

      “He found out about the ruins, and then went asking about it–”

      “And I was offered a choice between death and a lifetime working here.”

      “Tough choice.”

      “Yes, well, yes. But having access to all this information is rather mesmerizing. And I can spend my time researching the ruins, as I would probably be doing anyway. So it may, in some fashion, be working out in my favor.”

      “No rent to pay.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Are you a prisoner here?”

      “A bit.”

      “Can you leave?”

      “Not at the present time, no.”

      “So you are a prisoner.”

      “Only in part. I am a de facto member of the Legion now, so once I serve out my term, I will be able to leave and do what it is I want. Although, it would largely just be this.”

      “But you can’t leave?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “Why?”

      “They have doubts about my ability to keep a secret. And, to be honest, I have not pressed for it because I do secretly enjoy having all my needs met whilst I put all of my energy into my studies.”

      “I guess that’s nice.”

      “Oh, it really is. I feel like I have managed to get quite a lot of thought going into the ruins just in the short time I have been looking through things.”

      “Short time? You’ve been down here a long damn time,” Clyde snapped. “I hired a detective to find you.”

      “You did?’

      “Yes.”

      “Well, here I am.”

      “I know, just–”

      “Let’s get back to what you learned,” I said, not really interested in going deeper into the relationship the two men had. “What can you tell us about the ruins?”

      “For one, it a fascinating place. I feel there was, at one time, more known about it than now.”

      “Obviously. Like when people lived there.”

      “They still do. Live there, I mean. Though I think you will find that it is hard to call them people any longer, being what it is they seem to have become⁠—”

      “Which is?”

      “Troglodytes,” Clyde said.

      “Tra-what now?”

      “Troglodytes. Barbaric primal beings that are more monster than–-”

      “That is a rather biased view of them, Clyde,” Pomeroy said. “I think it could be said that they have continued a culture of sorts despite the catastrophic event that resulted in the ruins being what they are today.”

      “I think you’re being a bit too kind to them.”

      “Has he seen them?” I asked, then realized how rude that was. “Have you seen them?”

      “I have,” Pomeroy said. “They are terrifying. Also monstrous. I will be the first to admit that I am not anything nearing an expert when it comes to anything besides humanoids. But I also refuse to accept that there can be such backsliding from a point of civilization to base monsters.”

      The older man looked at me, then at Clyde. Seeing that neither of us seemed ready to say anything to refute him, he gave us a nod.

      Dunt moved around some of the books and papers in front of him, and surfaced a map.

      “This,” Dunt said, “is a map of the ruins. Or as I have taken to calling it, the city. It is an imperfect compounding of the various maps and records I have found through my digging in the archives. It certainly seemed that past iterations of the Underwatch were more concerned with exploring the ruins and generating a greater understanding of what was there. Or should I say, what is there. More recent regimes have seen more fit to foster something of a hands-off approach, in which it was better to just keep what’s in in and what’s out out.”

      “I take it you disagree with that,” Clyde said.

      “Of course. I am always in support of knowing more. Even when it comes at cost. Now, there was some mapping done here and there, but nothing was added to the official map, because there seemed to be a measure of inconsistency amongst what was reported back. I suppose it would have been better had they had an official cartographer here, but that didn’t seem to be chief priority amongst the Underwatch. So what you see, from my best attempts at putting the various rough drawings with the after-action reports together, is that the city is very large, but not particularly centered underneath Glaton. It goes quite a stretch over to the west⁠—”

      “Under the river?” I asked.

      “I believe it does. However, as I was about to say, more of the city is to the north, meaning that a good portion is under the cliffs and mountains, where it would be impossible to build now. Which begs the question, what occurred to allow the city to fall to the level it is now? And how long ago did the apocalyptic event take place?”

      “What’s the layout of the city?” Clyde asked, clearly not interested in joining the aged professor in a trip to assumption junction.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s pretend we,” Clyde pointed to me and him, “are looking for something within the city–”

      “Such as?”

      “A building. Like a government building, or a palace–”

      “A treasury?”

      “Not high on our list, but if that’s what you’d like to think about in this hypothetical example, do you think you could guide us to something along those lines?”

      “Ah, well,” he smoothed the map out, stalling a little as he thought, “probably not quite to the level that would make it simple for you.”

      “You have ideas, though.”

      “Yes. But I would hesitate to give them out because⁠—”

      “I don’t care if they’re wrong,” I said. “I’d rather at least have some goal, instead of just wandering around the ruins in the hopes of stumbling on what we’re looking for.”

      “So you are looking for something.”

      “Of course.”

      “What?”

      “Something hypothetical that you don’t want to know about,” Clyde said sharply. “But that might be within the realm of either the government buildings or a temple-like structure. Is there some differentiation between what you’ve read about? Something that might indicate a type of neighborhood?”

      “Not especially, no. But do understand — I am dealing with information from individual accounts and reports written upwards of over a hundred years ago.”

      “If we got you some newer ‘information,’” I said, “do you think you could come up with something?”

      “I hesitate to say yes or no–”

      “What if I had a gu– I mean, knife to your head?”

      “Why would you have a knife to my head?”

      “To poke your brain?”

      “Ah. It would seem more efficient to have it to my throat.”

      “He’s got weird idioms,” Clyde said, shooting me a look. “But just, you know, if you had to say.”

      “Obviously, with more information, I could bring forth different ideas. But I don’t know that I can give you what it is you seek. Or, rather, what might be useful to you. In addition, I would be remiss if I did not mention that from my readings, it would appear that while it has never been what I would term safe in the ruins, it seems to have gotten worse. The, uh, what did you call them, troglodytes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The troglodytes, which are a thing, by the by, if you have yet to encounter them in your travels, which means you might want to think about a more unique name for these things–”

      “Morlocks.”

      “Morlocks?”

      “Is that a thing here?”

      “It rings no bells for me,” Pomeroy said, and then looked over at me. “You?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then we shall call them Morlocks for now. Based upon what has been written in the past, and what I have read of the after action reports from closer to today, it would seem as if there has been quite a measure of evolution happening, with new and horrible creatures making their presences known. Or, perhaps, there is some other reason for an increase in monster activity, and those creatures we have been assuming were morlock evolutions are, in fact, some other creature entirely.”

      “Have there been regular attacks against the Underwatch?” I asked.

      “No, no, not that I have seen. But, then again, if you want more recent figures and reports, I would speak to Bertrand. I am, as I would assume you are aware, a researcher and a new fixture amongst the Underwatch. Meaning I often lack the necessary access to all the information regarding current combat activities.”

      “Okay, well–”

      “What’s the worst you’ve read about?” Clyde asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Monster-wise. Or Morlock-wise. What’s the worst encounter? So we can, you know, prepare.”

      “Are you planning on going in tonight?”

      “Yep.”

      “Ah. Well, it would be better if I had more time to pull resources — I was under the impression that you were most interested in the maps and whatnot of the area. But if we were to talk about bad moments, off the top of my head, I would posit that mostly it has been a matter of ambushes. Any time a member of the watch strays beyond what seems to be the accepted borders, venturing into what had previously been unknown territory. The morlocks seem to have gotten larger, so injuries have been more severe. Although, I suppose, it could be just as fair to say that, perhaps, the Legionnaires of the past were of a more martial mentality and were better fighters. It is difficult to say.”

      “Deaths?”

      “Not recently, no.”

      “Let’s get back to the city,” I said, not particularly worried about the morlocks. Or the troglodytes. “Can you tell us more about the layout?”

      “Well, I would certainly love to tell you more about it. Perhaps if you could tell me what it is you’re looking for, I could give a guess of where that might be.”

      “If we knew what we were looking for, I don’t think we would have to ask you.”

      “I don’t particularly want specifics, but you clearly are looking for something within the ruins.”

      I glanced over at Clyde. Clyde was looking back at me.

      “He’s your buddy,” I said. “You want to tell him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You gotta make that call.”

      “I am standing right here,” Pomeroy said.

      “Well aware,” I replied.

      “We can’t really tell you what we’re looking for,” Clyde said.

      “Say no more,” Dunt replied. “I have been there, and–”

      “You are there.”

      “Yes, well, yes. I have no wish to know anything beyond what you have offered.”

      “Anyways,” I said, “what we’re looking for is a sense of where everything is, from a city planning standpoint. So if there’s a noble district of whatever, where do you think it might be?”

      “I doubt I have enough information in regards to neighborhoods and the like. It’s more of a cultural question than anything else. Were I to try to tell you where anything is laid out, I would have to have significantly more information as to the culture of the people who built the thing that has now become the ruins.”

      “You can’t even make a guess?”

      “He hates doing that. Making guesses.”

      “I’ve noticed. It’s annoying.”

      “It is not annoying,” Pomeroy snapped. “It is a product of being an academic. I dislike assumptions. And, sadly, at the present, I lack–”

      “We get it.”

      “Which is really a shame, because I am fascinated by what was once there. Obviously. However, if you were to look through what the Underwatch has gathered, you will soon see that there is so little research about what was once that city⁠—”

      “They’re not a research group.”

      “And yet. Imagine what has been lost to the ravages of time?”

      “Maybe they have a reason,” I said.

      “And what could that be?”

      “Maybe whatever’s hidden in the ruins is better left that way.”
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      Just prior to going into the ruins, I dug armor out of the bag and tossed it on. I put the Underwatch tabard on top, and made sure Valamir’s sword was loose on my belt, ready for action if I needed it.

      As the gate shut behind us, putting us more formally in the ruins, there was a sort of foreboding quiet. The Underwatch soldiers manning the wall were silent, just staring out. I wanted to believe that their eyes were the ones I felt on me, even though I knew that was a pleasing little lie.

      “Which way?” I asked.

      Clyde took a deep breath, peered one way, then the next. He pointed down a road to the right.

      “I think that way,” he said. “Pretty sure that’s north.”

      I ran quickly through all the twists and turns we’d made going from the Glaton surface streets to the ruins, thanking whatever stars had lined up for me to get labyrinthian recall.

      “It’s north.”

      “How confident are you?”

      “Hundred percent.”

      “You have some means of knowing the direction?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Want to share what it is?”

      “Not sure that I can.”

      “How ‘bout just the name?”

      “Labyrinthian recall.”

      “Good name.”

      “Good ability.”

      He nodded.

      “North we go,” he said, setting off.

      We were quiet at first. Not only because we were testing each other out, but also so we could pay attention to the sights, sounds, and smells of this undercity. There was something about it that was vastly different from the other places I’d been. Especially, say, as opposed to the city above. This place was oddly musty, despite air moving about. There was a bit of a breeze, nothing like you might find on the surface, but just enough to have a part of your face cooler than another.

      Clyde moved well — quiet, lithe, good on his feet. There was a sword at his side, but it didn’t look particularly well used, and he touched it constantly, moving it and shifting it around as if he was trying to get used to it. His hands were big but spindly, a bit like a pianist. He didn’t have much in the way of armor, either leather or chain.

      “Do you think we’re stuck here?” Clyde asked suddenly.

      “No — the gate’s right over there.” I said, pointing over my shoulder.

      “I meant in Vuldranni.”

      I sighed. “Not really something I like to think about.”

      “Because you’re sure we’re stuck?”

      “No — from what I’ve figured, it’s not impossible.”

      He stopped walking. I took a step or two before I paused and looked back at him.

      “What?” I said.

      “You know about a way home?”

      “Maybe. I have a theory about it.”

      “Should we say it at the same time?”

      “You know a way too?”

      “A theory.”

      “Feedoheem?”

      He nodded, excited. Maybe a little too excited.

      “You think it’s possible?”

      “I haven’t really thought about it beyond realizing there’s a possibility.”

      “What, you don’t miss anything from back home?”

      “I just don’t want to think about it.”

      He nodded, and took a step toward me. “I thought I’d care more about it. That I’d maybe go back.”

      “But something keeps you here? Or maybe someone?”

      “Someones.”

      “Ah.”

      “You?”

      “Yeah, something along those lines.”

      “I’ve been thinking about home more lately,” Clyde said. “Not, like, all the time, but there’s something, I mean, something’s making me think about it. And this is the first time in a while where I’ve been able to talk to someone about, well, there.”

      “True.”

      “And I think it’s probably safe to talk about it here. Well, at least in some fashion. The things listening in aren’t going to talk to anyone else, and probably can’t understand what we’re saying.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” I said. “Although there could be someone talking to the, what did you name them? Morlocks?”

      “Morlocks, yeah. HG Wells?”

      “Don’t get the reference.”

      “The Time Machine?”

      “Is that a movie?”

      “A book first. Then a movie. Movies, plural, actually, I think.”

      “Got it. And the morlocks are things in it? I feel like they’re in some other, um, property.”

      “Probably. It’s a good name. Oddly descriptive. But it really fits these, well, morlocks.”

      “I’ve yet to have the pleasure of meeting them.”

      “I’ve seen them twice. Played with them once.”

      “By played with⁠—”

      “We got in a scuffle.”

      “And you made it away clean?”

      “I did. But then again, it was a quick exit.”

      “What happened?”

      “I have some kobold friends–”

      “Same.”

      “And they have some knowledge of the underground⁠—”

      “I saw.”

      “From the Underwatch map?”

      “Yep.”

      “There’s a lot not on that map.”

      “It’s a little slow with the updates.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, we had to move some of their young, and it meant passing by a section of these ruins. Up top though — kind of like a section of their tunnel had fallen away into the ruins below, so you could see the ruins, but not really get to them. The kobolds were, naturally, afraid of the ruins and those in it. I wanted to stay and watch the morlocks do their thing, but the kobolds weren’t so keen on it. But it just so happened that there was another of our kind who made it down into here, and she needed to be rescued. I jumped down, helped her out. Had to throw down a little against the morlocks. Turns out they’re not particularly keen on fire.”

      “Are you?”

      “I have found it rather useful, yeah.”

      “So you’re a mancer?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “What’s your Choice?”

      “It’s a weird one.”

      “Is this a show you mine if you show me yours? Mine is definitely boring. Burgmann. Mainly about protecting people who have joined your town or whatever.”

      “Makes sense for a duke.”

      “I guess.”

      “Or should I say, makes sense for a duke, your grace.”

      “Please stop.”

      “Mine is The Lost King.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “Nope.”

      “That’s a bit dramatic. How’d you pull that off?”

      “I accidentally became a king.”

      “And then gave it up?”

      “Yup.”

      “So you could become an Emperor?”

      Clyde smirked. “Isn’t that what you’re gunning for?”

      “I will kill myself if that happens.”

      “But then you’ll just respawn.”

      “True. But if that happens, I’m not coming back to sit on the throne.”

      “Noted. I’ll change my vote.”

      “You get a vote?”

      “No. Just a joke.”

      “You want mine?”

      “Nah, I’ve got too much going on with the election already, thank you.”

      “Just from knowing Valamir?”

      “And Nadya.”

      “That’s right. I think I saw you with her at a party.”

      “Probably.”

      “Tollenfuck. You were there.”

      “You saw me? I thought I was pretty well-hidden.”

      “Hidden? You were looking over the dance floor. Staring at everyone.”

      “Oh, then, yeah–”

      “When might I have seen you hidden?”

      “I was hidden, so you wouldn’t.”

      “Where did we overlap, then?”

      “I might have accidentally caught a bit of a conversation between you and Tollendahl.”

      “What a fucking twerp.”

      “Sure, that’s one way to describe him.”

      “Means you know I’m the Stranger.”

      “It was sort of already something I’d considered.”

      “Me being the Stranger?”

      “Yep. I saw you fight in the arena. Impressive stuff.”

      “Thanks, I think. You make a habit of that?”

      “Watching things in the arena, judging, fighting, or eavesdropping?”

      “Any of those.”

      “Just eavesdropping, really. That was my first time at the arena. I’m not exactly keen to return.”

      “Me neither. You mind keeping that Stranger thing quiet?”

      “Sure. And I’m pretty sure we’re in the midst of tying ourselves together, so we might as well be honest with each other.”

      “I have been.”

      “I meant totally.”

      “I have been.”

      “You haven’t lied to me? Or omitted things?”

      “I’m a pretty simple fellow. I suck at lying — I forget what I said. Easier to say the truth, that way, when I forget, other people remember.”

      “That’s right, you have people.”

      “A few. But you seem to have at least one very important person.”

      “Maybe.”

      I gave him an eyebrow raise. “Is that an honest answer?”

      He just looked away.

      I had the sense the dude was younger than he looked, just like I was older. There was an immaturity to him that I couldn’t really line up with his appearance. Because, frankly, given his height and his elfness, I’d have guessed him much older. But just talking with him about a girl got him blushing and tongue-tied.

      We continued down a street in a moderately awkward silence. I didn’t mind too much, since it let me pay closer attention to what was happening around us.

      Things were following us.

      A lot of things. Large groups on either side of what had once been buildings along the street. They were moving in a clump, keeping pace with us. But things had to come to head, and soon.

      “Hey, so,” I said, speaking as conversationally as I could, “let’s just save the smoochy-smoochy talk for later. I think that our new friends are going to introduce themselves soon.”

      Clyde, to his credit, didn’t look around at all. He just glanced over at me, as if he wasn’t concerned with the creatures about to attack.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Junction.”

      “You’re thinking they’ll need to either come out and cross the street in view, or attack us as we come up to that open space?”

      “I am, yeah.”

      “Unless they’re just going to let us go along our way.”

      “You think that’s likely?”

      “I don’t know — how many of them are there and how confident are you in that estimate?”

      “I can count heartbeats. I stopped after twenty.”

      “On either side?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s a lot of introductions.”

      “I think it depends on how much of a stink you’d like to make about things.”

      “Are we talking in code because you think they might understand Imperial Common?”

      “More just because I’m used to it.”

      “Can we stop?”

      “You feel like speaking English?” I asked, in English.

      “If it makes you feel better.”

      I shrugged. “Either way. I can’t see them not ambushing us. We’re past the ten-minute mark and into new territory, at least as far as the current map goes. If there’s going to be an attack by this group, it’s happening now. I’m asking how hard you want to hit back.”

      “I don’t see a reason to hold back.”

      “Depends who you want to be paying attention.”

      “You think we can stealth this?”

      “No. But I would imagine we can make a tactical retreat. Turn back and take a different route, that sort of a thing.”

      “You don’t strike me as the tactical retreat type,” Clyde said.

      “Depends on who I’m fighting with.”

      “Me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re capable of, and–”

      “I can hold my own.”

      “How far do you think you’d have gotten as the Stranger?”

      “I’d’ve kept up,” Clyde said, with enough confidence to make me consider it somewhere in the neighborhood of the truth. “Bigger question, I think, is if the Morlocks are the only thing to worry about down here?”

      “There’s always a bigger monster.”

      “Yeah, but what if that bigger monster is just us?”

      As if on cue, the morlocks struck.
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      Morlocks are ugly. I know that’s a generalization across species, but I’m pretty sure it stands. They were a foul group of creatures, aesthetically speaking. Hell, from most any sense, they were awful. Smelled bad, looked bad, probably felt bad.

      Their pale skin looked clammy, with sparse hair sticking out at odd angles. Except the hair was more the size of a thick whisker. Their skin was more like hide, tight in some spots and in folds at others, a strange blend that looked somewhere in the neighborhood of wrong. They had big, yellow teeth, and I didn’t see a single mouth where at least one tooth wasn’t broken or missing. They had thick claws on the end of fat fingers. And they all sported really rudimentary coverings that were reasonably color-coordinated, so I decided to consider them clothing. They had a blend of crude weaponry. Most went with something from the club family, though a few had pointy sticks, and two had sharp rocks tied to pointy sticks. I’d been in enough weird fights on Vuldranni to understand that pointy sticks were a perfectly valid weapon type, and as likely a source of death as anything I’d consider fancy.

      Clyde turned to the left, hands already wreathed in fire.

      I was tempted to watch, but the charging morlocks on the right were more of a pressing issue.

      They came on, teeth bared, slavering at the mouth, clubs and pointy sticks in battle position.

      I unsheathed my sword — technically Valamir’s sword — and noticed a twinkly glow around the blade. It was the sword equivalent of Edward the sparkly vampire, in that it took what should have been a nasty piece of work designed to maim and kill and turned it into a bad YA fantasy. Although, without the weird age issues related to a decades-old vampire hanging out with a 17-year-old girl.

      The nearest morlock stumbled, caught up in the sight of the sparkles.

      It was quickly overrun by those coming behind, who didn’t seem to care about the beauty of the blade.

      I decided to let them have a closer view, and whipped the sword in a high slice. I cut through the chest of a tall morlock, into the neck of a shorter morlock, and then through the abdomen of a giant morlock, spilling a variety of morlock innards outtard.

      Planting my foot, I torqued the blade back the other way, coming in low to lop off some legs.

      Then I reached into my bag of tricks and pulled out the Eater Shield. I slipped my arm into its waiting straps, which automatically tightened on my arm.

      I took an attack on the shield side, and the Eater Shield took off an arm.

      A pointy stick came around my far right side and jabbed into my kidney region.

      I brought my elbow down on the stick, breaking it, while striking out with the back of my fist, breaking the snout of the nearest morlock.

      There was a brilliant something fire-related happening behind me, an explosion I could see reflected in the fat eyes of the morlocks all around me. Something that caused shrieks all around.

      So much for subtlety.

      I jabbed out in quick stabs at the oncoming horde, using the blade for as efficient killing as I could. But I must have had their anatomy wrong, because while I figured I was hitting right where their heart would be, it wasn’t killing them the way a slice to the heart should’ve. Sure, there was a lot of blood coming out, but they were powering through the cuts. Not the ones that got cut in half, mind — that seemed to do the trick pretty well. Same with removing the head. Pretty much guaranteed death no matter the species.

      But it meant I had to do more slicing and less stabbing, and that meant I had to force the morlocks back to give me room to work. And while the Eater Shield was definitely living up to its name, it wasn’t great at pushing back, what with the whole biting on and not really letting go.

      I parried a bone club into a neighboring morlock, and took another club smash on the shoulder.

      Brilliant green arrows of something smoking zipped through the air, nailing morlocks in their eyes.

      Screams sounded from the big mouths, cries of confusion and intense pain.

      The green arrows disappeared in wisps of smoke, but left behind iridescent globs of what I could only assume was acid, given the way it burned through the face of one morlock before dripping onto the back of another, and then burning into that poor fucker.

      And with that foul bit of magic, the onrushing horde seemed to come to the conclusion that they had fucked around and found out. And now it was time to fuck off. They ran back the other way, not in any concerted retreat, just running for their fucking lives.

      I thought about throwing the sword after them, seeing if I could bury the blade in one of the larger morlocks, but that didn’t seem necessary. And given my history with swords, I’d probably lose it.

      Instead, I focused on a little mercy killing on the poor injured bastards around me.
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      As Clyde’s group was a mess of charred flesh and, well, whatever remains after acid has eaten through charred flesh, the attack had been an unmitigated disaster from the morlock’s perspective. Nearly all the morlocks from the left had died, as well as over half from the right. Which meant that, yes, Clyde had killed more than me. It’s a good thing we’re not keeping score.

      “Looks like I killed more,” Clyde said.

      “Are we keeping score?”

      “We don’t have to…”

      “It’s probably–”

      “I have 31.”

      “You killed 31?”

      “I did.”

      “Impressive.”

      “You?”

      I did a quick peek at my kill notifications.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Morlock (lvl 12 MeatScout).

      You’ve earned 180 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Twelve.

      Well shit.

      “Twelve,” I said. “So, not great.”

      “It’s not a competition.”

      “Seems a bit like you’re making it one.”

      “I would never.”

      “Okay then.”

      I noticed he did a quick once-over of the morlocks, checking them for loot, I guess. I didn’t see the point of that — I couldn’t see them as having anything of use.

      “Anything?” I asked.

      “Not really. Some rocks. Something that might be food.” He held up a few strips of dried flesh. “Which is, uh, morlock flesh.”

      “Cannibals. Lovely.”

      He tossed the jerky to the side.

      “How’d you know what it was made out of?” I asked.

      “Identification spell.”

      “That’s handy. Can you identify this?” I asked, holding out the sword.

      “You’re using a magic item and you don’t know what it does?”

      “Sadly, yes. But it came from a reasonably trusted source.”

      “Who?”

      “Valamir.”

      “Ah.”

      I felt the vague tingle of magic near me.

      “That’s weird,” Clyde said.

      “The sword is?”

      “I mean, maybe. I’m not getting all the details filled out.”

      “Like?”

      “Like I can tell it’s a sword, made out of metal. But not what metal or what rarity or what it does.”

      “Besides sparkle.”

      “Right but, I mean, that much is obvious.”

      I shrugged, wiped the morlock blood from the blade and got the sword back into its sheathe.

      “I’ll figure it out at some point,” I said. “But it’s probably a good time to move along, being that we’ll likely be left alone for a spell.”

      It was Clyde’s turn to shrug, and he looked at the four directions we could go.

      “That way is back to the gate, right?” he asked, pointing.

      “It is.”

      “You think we just keep going straight?”

      I peered into the distance along each wide street. Not much difference left to right. But ahead of us, still to the north, it looked like there might be trees. Or at least, it appeared as if there were things growing in a reasonably structured sense. Something that also seemed to give off a mild illumination.

      “I see something ahead I’d like to get a better look at,” I said, “but I’m pretty open.”

      He turned to see what I was looking at, but given how he looked, I could tell he wasn’t seeing what I saw.

      “Up there, bit of light?”

      “Okay,” he said, maybe placating me, maybe actually seeing it. “Let’s go.”
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      It seemed like we had found the remains of a park.

      Or maybe a market. Some place that had enough of an organic base that various ‘things’ had since taken root and grown. And, to an extent, thrive.

      Granted, these were not pretty trees. It was an accumulation of molds, slimes, and fungi. Slimes, in this case, being the kind that were like primordial plants, not the semi-magical, monstrous beings that were more akin to demonic Jell-O. Which, when you think about it, might have been a better choice for a Cosby sponsorship.

      What looked like trees from back at the intersection were actually big mushrooms. The traditional style with a wide cap and a thick stalk, except super-sized. Tree-sized, twenty-plus feet tall. Strings of mold grew thick over stone left there by the ruins. And there were lots of weirdly shaped fungi that waved gently in the breeze I no longer felt. It was pretty disturbing, because as we got closer to them, the waving fungi waved and leaned in our direction. Little tendrils of something started going across the ground, or growing across the ground. Like a slime mold growing to find food.

      “We might want to move past this part faster,” I said.

      “Agreed,” Clyde replied. He was standing quite a bit farther away, giving it all a very wide berth.

      As we went deeper into the city, I tried to visualize any sort of difference between blocks. I was willing to keep going north because the ruins seemed to have larger and larger openings, where there had been, at one point, rooms. It was very much an assumption on my part, but I figured that having more personal space was probably always seen as a benefit when looking at a large group of individuals living together. And so if rooms were getting larger, we were going to nicer areas of the former city.

      “You never answered my question,” Clyde said suddenly.

      “What question was that? About having a competition?”

      “Things you miss.”

      “I mean, I try not to think about it.”

      “Because you miss things?”

      “Of course I miss things. But it’s nothing big or interesting. There’s no love of my life pining away. I’d hit rock bottom — I had nothing and no one. But I still miss things. Little things. Radio. That perfect song coming on when it’s out of your control, but it fits the soundtrack of your life perfectly. The wind in your hair, riding without a helmet. The smell of gasoline and the heat of exhaust. Warming my hands near a tail pipe. It’s the incidentals I miss more than anything. Or maybe it’s just the incidentals I miss, period.”

      “Incidentals?”

      “Little things, man. Stuff I don’t think about until I do. Like shitty commercials that had great jingles. Like sitting on a couch and being able to watch TV, but, like, background TV. I miss that. Just dropping onto some bit of soft furniture, not the slightest bit worried it would break, and putting on the TV. Not tuned to anything in particular — just having something on. Finding something that is innocuous to watch. Or just fill space. There’s not exactly a background here, you know? I can’t just let Law and Order run while I’m half-napping. Catch little bits of a mystery here and there that make me wonder about shit. I want a mystery now, I got to read a book. Actually pay attention to it. Go see a play. Pay attention to it. There isn’t that sort of story osmosis that used to happen. And there just aren’t enough answers. It’s like a multitude of fucking questions — always more questions — and there just aren’t answers. I miss fucking Google. Or, you know, Wikipedia.”

      “I hadn’t really thought of that.”

      “Yeah, like I said, stuff I didn’t know I was missing until I thought about it. Clearly, you want me to ask what you miss, so what do you miss?”

      He gave me a half-smile, as if he thought I wouldn’t catch that he’d been pushing for me to ask him that question.

      “I guess kind of the same. But maybe also I miss being safe. It’s constant danger here and I feel like I’m always on watch? I’m always trying to save everyone and I don’t know that I can.”

      “You miss the safety of home.”

      “I guess. You don’t?”

      “It wasn’t ever really that safe for me.”

      “Right.”

      “You can’t save everyone, you know.”

      “I can try.”

      “Of course. You have to try. I think that’s the only way we can be… what we are.”

      “Have you lost someone?”

      “Many someones.”

      “Does it get easier? Do you forgive yourself for the failures?”

      “No. And no. Why are you asking all of this?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yes you do. Don’t play dumb, and don’t make me pretend to be smart. I suck at it. I’m not someone you talk to about problems — I’m someone who tries to solve the problems and just makes bigger problems until the really huge problems destroy each other and at that point, everyone hopes they’re still upright and alive.”

      “I just worry that I make things more dangerous.”

      “You might. I’ve had to kill way more people and things than I ever thought I would. It’s not fun. It sucks. Maybe you’re young enough that you’re coming to the realization that caring about people is both the only way to live and the only way to truly hurt. But here we are. You want to go home? You claim to know the way. So make the choice. But once you’ve made that choice, don’t dick around with the idea. Don’t think that it might get better. It probably won’t.”

      “You’re really making me feel better.”

      “You need me to make you feel better?”

      “No, just…”

      I paused, thinking.

      “You and Nadya,” I said, “that’s the thing. That’s the someone.”

      “What?”

      “That’s who you’re– that’s the person you’re worried about. The one you’re willing to stay here for, right?”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “I think that’s a good thing,” I said. “I think that’s the right sort of, um, relationship to remain in this world for. Anything else… I don’t know. But it does complicate things.”

      “Damn right it does,” he said, stopping.

      “I mean, she’s got a chance at being the next Emperor. Gotta be a bit weird–”

      “Are you voting for her?”

      “So far I am.”

      “So far? Who’d be a better choice?”

      “Valamir.”

      “Sure, but he’s not running. Actually, speaking of the vote, isn’t there another one soon?”

      “In the morning.”

      “It is the morning.”

      “Is it?”

      He pulled out a notebook and scribbled something. Then he sort of just rested the pencil he’d used loosely in his hand, graphite point resting on the paper. Then the pencil started to move.

      “It’s morning,” Clyde said, reading off the page. “Close enough that we should probably hurry back.”

      “How much of a hurry?”

      “We should go.”
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      On the plus side, I got to the Senate on time. And in order to make it, I had to skip sitting down with Dunt Pomeroy to give him the post mortem on our trip.

      On the down side, I wasn’t even allowed into the Senate building until I took my armor off and put on more ‘respectable’ clothing. Which was annoying, because I had to borrow Valamir’s valet and have him go fetch ‘respectable’ clothes for me from a nearby clothier, who, it seemed to me at least, got the bulk of their business from supplying idiots with the last-minute outerwear necessary to do government work. And since I’m not really an off-the-rack sort of girlie, I wore what was available, which was something blue in the robe/muumuu family. Seriously ‘respectable.’

      I managed to get seated just prior to the cut-off point where I wouldn’t be allowed to vote, scrambling into the room and hurrying across the floor to drop into my chair before the chamberlain banged her gavel.

      She gave me a look.

      My chair broke, and I fell to the ground.

      I got a lot more looks.

      But I didn’t make a noise; I just carefully and gingerly picked myself up off the ground and moved to the next seat. No demerits given.

      There was no other new business, just voting for the Emperor. A little thing.

      This time, the ballots were handed out with a pink pastel crayon. Also of note, Lodbrook was no longer on the ballot. I was incredibly curious about what he’d been offered for his votes, and likely those of his supporters. And whose offer he’d accepted.

      I stared at the ballots, all twenty of them, thinking through things. I knew I needed to vote for Nadya, but I wasn’t really feeling her as a ruler. She just seemed young. And given the environment she’d be forced to rule within, I just couldn’t see how she would be successful unless she just followed what Valamir told her to do. And in that case, why not just have Valamir doing the damn job…?

      Still, voting for him wasn’t going to do a damn thing.

      So I voted for Nadya. Then I held my votes up and allowed them to be collected, and I started to lean my chair back before I remembered that I was dangerously close to hitting the double digit mark in Senate Chair Destruction.

      The vote takers took their time getting all the votes together into the vote collection and bringing said vote collection up to the chamberlain’s podium, whereupon we could all, collectively, go through the rigamarole of listening to the votes.

      It was about as fun as it was last time.

      “A vote for Princess Regina.”

      “A vote for Princess Regina.”

      And so on, until all the votes had been read aloud and tabulated.

      Which gave us the following:

      Three votes for the Mayor’s Neighbor Dave, which was two more than before, a pretty big boost for the guy.

      Which matched me. Because I got three votes.

      Valamir got seven.

      Katja gained a few, coming out with eighteen this time.

      Edgemond got twenty-one, lost two.

      The big winner, however, was the princess, because she walked away with thirty-six votes to Nadya’s thirty-three. So most of Lodbrook’s people went to the princess. Not all of them, but a good amount. And those who’d voted for Nadya the first time, had mostly stuck with her, except one. She lost one.

      It didn’t look great, which weighed on Valamir, considering his grim look.

      The votes were put into a box, and the box top was colored. Then it was set next to the first votebox, available for anyone to look over.

      After a moment where I think we all thought we might have to vote again, no other new business was brought forth, and we were dismissed for the day.

      Edgemond, young asshole that he was, could not hide his displeasure. While I sat deciding how to spend my afternoon, he was being held back from crossing the room and screaming at Lodbrook. Who was doing his best to hurry out of the Senate chambers unnoticed. Perhaps the old guy had overplayed his hand, promising his votes to two people and yet obviously being forced to deliver to but one.

      I skipped the group chat taking place in the food room, and discovered that there were lockers for the Senators, specifically to handle the sort of issue I’d come up against — a place to store ‘respectable’ clothing for government meetings. So I got to ditch the muumuu.

      It’s the little things that make the days tolerable.
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      Hat tip to Valamir, who managed to work some magic with the carriage situation for me. Because even though I thought I was just catching a random cab, it was actually waiting there specifically to bring me from the Senate to a small bathhouse on the western side of the Imperial Palace, right along the border of LegionHome. Which, considering I was now both an honorary and official member of the Legion, I could visit without issue.

      The Troubled Bubbles was the sort of place that looked like a hole in the wall from the outside, but only because it hid its opulence and luxury under a thin veneer of filth. I went past the dirty lobby, through a tiny hallway that seemed to be carpeted in rodent carcases, and into a beautiful private room where I could disrobe and store my things. I was given the sole key to the place that I could wear around my neck.

      I took their largest towel and wore it around my waist, following a delicate young woman out of the room to a moderately large bath currently occupied by two men. One I knew — Clyde Hatchett — and one I didn’t. A tall, well-muscled man with a curvy mustache under a big nose, with dark eyes and the brooding look of someone who’d been deep in the shit. I had the sense that both Elfboy and friend were nude, but they were in the water and somewhat hidden under the turbulent bubbles.

      “Clyde,” I said.

      “Duke,” Clyde replied.

      At my title, the other man stood up from leaning against the edge.

      “Your grace,” he said, bowing his head a little.

      “No need to do that,” I said. “Tell him he doesn’t need to do that.”

      “He’s going to do that regardless.”

      “It is protocol, your grace. I appreciate that you may believe we may interact as equals, but it is not the case.”

      It was a sentiment made doubly poignant being that I towered over the man, as I stood outside the bath and he was down in it.

      I took my towel off and dropped into the water. I still towered over him.

      “Matthew Gallifrey,” Clyde said, “Duke Montana Coggeshall.”

      I grabbed his hand and pumped it. A good solid handshake that seemed to throw Matthew off.

      “Are you–” I managed to get out before I heard the slight squeak of the door and felt the mild change in air temperature as someone else walked into the bath.

      Valamir.

      “Your highness,” Matthew started.

      “As ranking member of the Empire here,” Valamir said, tossing his towel to the side and casually stepping down into the water, using the stairs as one would normally do so instead of leaping into the deep end, “that there shall be no more usage of titles or honorifics amongst us. It is a waste of time, something I fear we could be preciously short on.”

      “See?” I said.

      “I shall do my best, your—” Matthew caught himself.

      “I presume you are Master Hatchett’s associate, Matthew Gallifrey?” Valamir asked.

      “Isn’t Master a title?” Clyde asked.

      “Quiet,” Matthew snapped. “And yes, I am.”

      “What I know of you is intriguing,” Valamir continued. “I appreciate your willingness to work with us on this pressing issue.”

      “If it is for the good of the Empire, I am willing to do most anything.”

      “Excellent. I fear the voting did not go particularly well for us. The princess saw some impressive gains. Although, to be fair, there was quite a bit of life in Baeder’s camp and within Edgemonds. I no longer think my prediction of Edgemond bowing out is likely, and I am concerned what Baeder has done to make her willing to go the distance.”

      “You think she’ll keep going?” I asked.

      “Neither I nor my agents have seen any indication she is stopping. Rather, I have heard that she is sending out some feelers toward a few institutions I would rather remain neutral during this.”

      “Such as?”

      “The Wharf Rats,” Matthew said. “The Butcher Boys. Bucket ‘o Blood. She has lined up meetings between her shadow council and a number of the more violent gangs in the city.”

      “Exactly as I have heard,” Valamir said. “And I would not put it past her to move this conflict from purely cold and political to more hot and bloody.”

      “Killing someone?” Clyde asked.

      “Or someones.”

      “Nadya,” Clyde said, his jaw clenching

      “She is a likely target, although I would imagine any attempt to take out either of the Glaton candidates is problematic. Between the two of them, they have a majority.”

      “Someone find this Dave, the neighbor guy,” I said.

      I was ignored. It was not a group who appreciated humor. At least not then.

      “Edgemond?”

      “That is more likely. Though it is never a grand idea to poke the Edgemonds.”

      “They do tend to react violently,” Matthew agreed. “Do you have any safeguards present for yourself?”

      “Of course. Though I am not concerned with myself as I am a terrible target at the moment–”

      “Do you think–”

      “I think we should focus upon the cult. Tell me what you have discovered.”

      “It’s both a lot and a little,” Clyde said. “And I’d love to know why we’re meeting here, because I’d really prefer to have put some papers down.”

      “I do apologize for the lack of a solid surface. But it is rather challenging for anyone to listen to us here. The water disrupts most attempts at scrying, the turbulent surface makes it a challenge for eavesdroppers, and the steam prevents anyone from looking at us.”

      I looked over at the edge of the bath and noticed that steam was starting to flow in.

      “Might be easier to poison us,” I said.

      “I doubt I would be poisoned in a bathhouse I own, but I suppose, yes, it is a possibility.”

      “How many places do you own?” Clyde asked.

      “Only slightly more than you, dear boy. Now, let us return to the topic that brings us together.”

      “Montana and I had a nice stroll through the place we spoke on — doesn’t Matthew need to be brought into the fold on this?”

      “Mention no specifics, and I am sure Matthew understands the need to ignore what he needs to ignore.”

      “I do,” Matthew said with a nod.

      “How does that work?” I asked.

      “It just does. Please continue, Clyde.”

      Clyde nodded at his friend, and continued: “We had a good look at the, um, area in question and I think that we made some decent discoveries in terms of, um, generating what it is–”

      “Matthew, do you mind waiting over there?” Valamir asked.

      “No problem,” Matthew said, and retreated to the other end of the bath.

      “Now just speak,” Valamir snapped. “Without all the ums and pointless euphemisms.”

      “With what we discovered in the ruins, Pomeroy thinks he can give us at least a sense of what the city had been and some directions we can go in hopes of finding points of value.”

      “Excellent. And your mentor?”

      “Can’t make a ping happen.”

      “A ping?” I asked.

      “An update to the underground map. He spent all the extra power he’d stored on, well, my last trip.”

      “I was afraid of something like that,” Valamir said.

      “However, given what I remember from when I was underground, I don’t think we have much to worry about from the cult in terms of them discovering the ruins. There’s a pretty big gap between where they are digging and where the ruins begin. And even then, the ruins are huge. Based on that underground map, the remains of the place are equal in spread to contemporary Glaton, just kind of turned ninety degrees. More of the ruins go north under the mountains. This might be a bit of a leap, but if I’m remembering correctly where the digging was happening, the cult won’t even hit the ruins.”

      “If that is the case, that would alleviate the pressure substantially. We could take the time to explore the underground and really understand what was there and what happened.”

      “Or we could just destroy the whole thing,” I said.

      “I know you prefer a destruction-based approach to life, but there might be something the Empire could use against her enemies, which, I remind you, both surround and encroach upon her territory as we speak.”

      “I get that. Just, we might want to watch out fucking with the weird shit we find in ruins.”

      “Wise words, Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “I think,” Clyde said, “and if you don’t mind, I’m just going to say it, that we ought to limit our focus on the ruins to shift over to the cult itself.”

      “I only agree on that path to a certain regard, hence why I requested the presence of your associate there.”

      “Can he come back?”

      “Are we done talking about the ruins?” I asked.

      “I see no reason to continue that discussion at the moment, at least until we have additional information to bring to the proverbial table.”

      “Maybe a literal table next time.”

      “Maybe. Yes, ask Matthew to return.”

      Clyde waded across the bath.

      “You have concerns, Coggeshall, and you are right to have them. But ignorance is not the answer. Careful investigation. Controlled experimentation. That is how we progress the world beyond what it is now.”

      “Doing what’s good for the world even when it’s hard for us, right?”

      “Yes. And before you bring up the fact that both the cult and I use similar language, know that I have evidence to back up my commitment to such a way of living, while they have nothing of the sort.”

      “I’m just saying, it’s kind of hard to ignore.”

      “And yet, you have been ignoring it, right? Because they are not fools, these cultists. They have been successful because they are smart, because they are charismatic. They know how to draw in fools, rubes, and dolts, but also because they can fool those who would otherwise be intelligent.”

      “Is this your way of telling me to keep going with the initiation?”

      “Yes, although I didn’t imagine I needed to tell you to continue along that path.”

      “Just getting a little external validation on going the right way is nice.”

      “Are you done with your conversation that is most totally private and that we didn’t overhear perfectly?” Clyde called out.

      “Yes,” Valamir said. “And I appreciate how difficult it was to remember what you might or might not have heard.”

      “Of course,” Matthew said.

      “In considering the cult, both who they are and what they aim to accomplish, we are faced with two arenas in which we must divide our focus. One, the cult itself. And to that end, I propose that Matthew head up the search in that arena. To handle the members and to ensure they are no longer a problem to or for the Empire.”

      “Kill them?” I asked.

      “Do what is necessary,” Valamir replied.

      “I would be honored to take on a task like this, your highness–”

      Valamir gave the man a look, but Gallifrey continued on, unabated.

      “—but it is not exactly a practiced skillset for me any longer. And as such, I lack any of the logistics necessary to make this happen.”

      “What is it you lack?”

      “For something like this? Everything. Is this something we do within the bounds of the law?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then I must avoid the guard. And likely also the Legion.”

      “Which you do at present.”

      “Nothing I do is illegal.”

      “Your messaging service operates firmly in the grey area between laws. And it provides an enormous amount of intelligence you may use.”

      “Even if I admit that is the case–”

      “You have no need to admit it. This is not a court and we are allies⁠—”

      “At present.”

      “At present, yes.”

      “I still lack the swords to do anything beyond⁠—”

      “I have swords aplenty. I have an entire company ready for this occasion.”

      “Who?”

      “The Third Carcajou Dragoons.”

      “So much for your protection,” I said.

      “They are not meant to protect me. They are meant for this. Or any other violence necessary during the election. And if they are good enough at what they do, I imagine I will keep them employed on a permanent basis. They have proven excellent so far.”

      “And they would submit to me?” Matthew said.

      “Submit is not the right word. They would work with you, or for you. You would be the commander. Or, if you prefer, you would apprise me, and I would be their commander. But that would also inject unnecessary steps into everything which needs doing.”

      “So basically,” Clyde said, “you want Matthew to figure out what the cult’s doing and where, and then have your guys kick the doors down and put a stop to it.”

      “That is a means of describing what I imagined, yes.”

      Matthew shook his head.

      “This could become very problematic for me,” he finally said. “I promised my family I have left that sort of life, and if I return⁠—”

      “Your service to the Empire will be remembered.”

      “What of my service already?”

      “You think it has been forgotten? Do you need reminders or hints of what might have been done for you in the times since you served?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Understand, then, that what you were previously asked to stop was but a trifle compared to what we believe this might be. So whatever life you have made now, which I understand is quite a nice one, will not be possible if this cult is allowed to continue along its chosen path.”

      “You hardly leave me with a choice.”

      “You always have a choice. It is merely that you do not like your options.”

      “You say if I do not do as you ask, my life will be irrevocably changed.”

      “It is the truth of the matter, not just me saying that. If you do nothing your life will change, likely to something much worse. If you help us, your life will change, hopefully to something better. Do something or do nothing — that is your choice. Sadly, the consequences are not.”

      Matthew slapped the water, spraying a wave out onto the stone floor.

      “If you understood what we are up against,” Valamir offered, “You would know why I must ask you this.”

      “I don’t want to be the asshole here,” I said.

      “Too late,” Clyde quipped.

      I frowned at him and continued, “But why do you believe the cult is so awful?”

      Valamir glared at me. So did Clyde, but Matthew kept his gaze on the high prince.

      “Much like anything in this world, duke,” Valamir said, “there is little direct proof at the moment. I cannot show you what we believe they are doing and⁠—”

      “Then fucking tell me. So far, there’s just been a lot of you going around and saying that this group is horrific. That they’re Evil with a capital ‘E.’ And now you expect this guy to kill because of it. But why? What have they–”

      “I have spent most of my life in this city, and I have rarely gone more than a week without getting intensive briefings on the goings on here. Would you accept that I know, within reason, what one can expect to see in regards to crime, death, and the like for the city of Glaton?”

      “Sure. Let’s roll with that.”

      “Thank you. We have had issues in the city, most of which I doubt will have risen to the level you might have noticed over in Coggeshall. But crime has risen faster than anything else. While I attributed some of this to the lack of Legion support, I do think it is as simple as that anymore. Also, we have seen massive influxes of refugees coming from the besieged cities, but once within Glaton, they just disappear. There should be people looking for work, but at the moment, business owners are searching for workers. Where have all these refugees gone?”

      “The cult?”

      “Yes.”

      Clyde nodded. “I’ve had a chance to see what the cult’s up to, and I’ve seen how they treat their members.”

      “Impolite? Short-tempered?” I asked.

      “More like they’re just meat shields.”

      “Oh.”

      “Zero concern for the lives of their members. And zero concern about killing others. Like me or Nadya.”

      “I talked to the princess about that–”

      “About what?”

      “The Nadya thing.”

      “You confronted her about it?”

      “I’m not sure I’d go that hard — I just asked her. And she said, to me at least, that she owes you an apology. That you saved her from making a huge mistake.”

      “Not exactly the vibe I got.”

      “As well,” Valamir stated, “I believe she still has a contract out on your head.”

      “I suppose death is sort of an apology of sorts.”

      “There is much we do not know about this cult, but what we have seen scares me. That alone should tell you something, because I am not a man easily scared.”

      “Dude, I barely know you. Any of you. And you’re asking me to go along with killing a bunch of people because you’re scared of what they might do.”

      “And what they have done,” Clyde added.

      “Nuh-uh,” I countered, “what you think they’ve done. I get, your highness, that you’ve been keeping an eye on all the stats and trends of the city for years and you’re seeing something new. I’ll accept that as truth. But that’s not evidence. I mean, you’re talking about a death sentence, and I’m not, I mean — you damn well know I’m not averse to bloodshed. But I want there to be reason. I’m not a murderer. I’m not an executioner. I’m… I don’t know.”

      “A protector,” Clyde said.

      “Right.”

      “Admirable,” Valamir said. “But that is not what is needed.”

      “Then you do this without me.”

      “And me,” Matthew added.

      “I doubt this works without you,” Valamir said. “Either of you.”

      “Can we maybe do this not in the water?” Clyde asked. “I’m getting all pruney.”

      “We lose the protection the water gives us if we leave,” Valamir replied sharply, “and I would have this disagreement and confusion resolved prior to us leaving.”

      “I don’t see how that’s happening, bub,” I said. “You’re asking too much of us.”

      “You have had few issues with what has been asked of you so far–”

      “Yeah, I know. The blood I’ve spilled at your request would fill more than just your bath house, prince. The killing of soldiers is one thing. Slaughtering monsters? Totally game. But this ain’t that. You’re asking me to trust you that these people are monsters⁠—”

      “They are,” Clyde snapped. “I’ve seen the thing that’s running the group. It’s not human–”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s a monster.”

      “It’s a monster like the ones from our old world.”

      I paused and stared at the elf, seeing the human kid that was on the other side of those eyes.

      “They know?”

      “We do,” Valamir said.

      Matthew nodded.

      I shook my head, straightened my mustache a bit around my lip, and tugged on my beard.

      “I am not asking you to execute innocents–” Valamir started.

      “Right, you save that for me,” Matthew interrupted.

      “You are not being asked to kill anyone. You are being asked to find the cult members.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then point them out to others.”

      “Who are going to do what?”

      “Ideally? Find a way to bring them back to reality and to have them rejoin society. I am not the man you think I am — I have no desire to use the sword as a means of solving all the problems I see in the world. But I will also not stand idly by as a group of deranged fools destroys the country I pledged my life to defend. Who kill the people I am supposed to protect. People you are supposed to protect.”

      “The people I’m supposed to protect are on the other side of the damn country, Valamir. Where I can’t help them. Or protect them.”

      “Then leave,” Clyde snapped. “You don’t want to be here, we’ll do it without you.”

      “Let’s not go down the passive-aggressive dickbag path, little elfboy–”

      Clyde had his hand up, I think prepping a spell of some kind. I barely moved my body above the water, but I reached out and hooked my leg around his, yanking him off balance before shoving him under the water.

      He popped up instantly, sputtering.

      Matthew had a hand on Clyde’s chest.

      “This is not what we are doing here, Clyde,” he said softly, firmly. “We are allies, and there are going to be disagreements.”

      Clyde glared at me, seething in my direction. Water dripped off his nose, his hair plastered to his face. Slowly, he pushed the hair out of his eyes, and shook the water off his hand.

      “Maybe the experience you’re having being recruited by the princess is a little different from what I’ve seen,” Clyde said.

      “Then tell me. Because–”

      “I am telling you. You’re interrupting.”

      I held up my hands and gestured for him to go on.

      “The meeting I went to was for people who are angry at the world. People who think the world isn’t fair — and before you say anything, I know it isn’t fair. You and I are perfect examples of that. But these people are mad. They see this great city filled with riches, and they see the rich people having a great life where they aren’t trembling in fear about being on the streets at night. Because being on the streets at night here can actually mean you’re the food for something before the light comes up–”

      “I know how dangerous it can be–”

      “And the cult is telling these people that they can change all that. Not for the better, but to take away riches from the wealthy. That they can destroy the imperial palace and knock all the towers down so everything is equal so everyone can start over again from the same point. And the language they use, the imagery they like to show off, it’s violent. It’s all talking about death, destruction. About vengeance and retribution. So maybe the princess is spinning you a tale of doing good. Of making hard choices to make the world a better place for those who follow. But if that’s the case, why are they prepping the bulk of their membership for war?”

      He paused and shook his head.

      “Except it’s not war, is it?” Clyde continued. “It’s slaughter. It’s destruction. I don’t know how they’ll turn it on for you, how they imagine they’ll get you to go with them, but they’re not doing anything for the foot soldiers. For their mob. They can’t. They can only get the bad seeds and direct that anger where they need it most. That’s why I know they’re evil. That’s why I know they need to be stopped, and that’s why I know it won’t be pointless murder. It’s us destroying evil.”

      “I hate to do this, because that’s a good speech. A few months ago, I’d be running down the streets swinging my axe after it in your name,” I said, “but I’m trying to be a better person, and I have to say that the rhetoric you’re using right there is violent. And talking about revenge–”

      “There’s no revenge, Montana. I’m not asking you to go and kill Princess Regina because she tried to kill the woman I love. Or because she tried to kill me. I’m telling you the princess is not going to stop once she’s killed me. Or Nadya. Or ever. She’s got something planned, and it involves death and destruction. And if the cult needs the throne to bring their vision of the world to fruition, it’s going to be a big evil. The killing is not going to stop.”

      I didn’t have anything to say. There was nothing I could say that would refute anything Clyde said. Because it was… well, there was a lot of truth there. Or, rather, the logic connected. It made sense.

      “If,” Matthew said, really dragging out that first syllable, “his highness swears his intent is to save as many of these deluded fools who claim allegiance to this cult, then I will join him in his quest to eliminate the cult. But know it is the cult I seek to eliminate, not the people.”

      “Agreed,” I said.

      “You, my good duke,” Valamir said sharply, “are more focused on the other issue with the cult, that of stopping what it is they are doing as opposed to dismantling the cult itself. Ideally, there will be little in the way of the death or killing for you–”

      “I mean, too late on that account. Clyde and already had to do a bit of blood wading this morning.”

      “Yes, well. That is, I suppose, regrettable–”

      “Nah. They started it.”

      “You’re a strange man,” Clyde said.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “If it please all the nobles here,” Matthew said, “I would rather get to work on this project than continue chatting in the water.”

      “The captain of the one of my companies, Aristeo, waits outside,” Valamir said. “There is a carriage to transport you where you wish to go. I would imagine Clyde has a few starting points.”

      “I do,” Clyde said. “But I also think Matthew already knows at least half of them.”

      “The targets the kobolds watch?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I can start with that. And I will need a place to set up shop that is far from our families. I will not have them–”

      “There are many buildings I own that can be at your disposal. Tell me a neighborhood, and I will facilitate a command facility for you. Whatever you need, you will have it.”

      “A legion or two to go house to house and root out the cultists?”

      “Whatever you need that does not require mobilizing the entirety of the Imperial Bureaucracy.”

      “We’ll let you know,” Clyde said, patting Matthew on the shoulder.

      “What about the recruiter?” I asked.

      “The lady you met in the park–”

      “Yeah, Leora.”

      “What about her?”

      “Did you track her?”

      “Track? I followed her, yeah. She’s not a local, obviously. She’s staying at a place near the Kronth embassy in the Imperial District.”

      “She did speak Kronth.”

      “I know. I heard.”

      “You heard?”

      “I did. Had some listening devices placed around the park–”

      “You can do that–”

      “Can we do this later?” Matthew snapped, already wading towards the edge of the pool. “Any longer in here and I’m going to begin my transformation into a Vuligelhm.”

      “Agreed, there is much that needs doing,” Valamir said. “If Clyde has pertinent information on this woman, he can get it to you. How he gathered the information is not as material as other issues. I am doing what I can to get eyes in the Kronthian embassy, as there certainly seem to be a number of fingers pointing at Kronth being the origin of this problem.”

      “I definitely think it came from Kronth,” Clyde said. “But I also think that it had a path long before that.”

      “I mean, sure,” I said. “Leora seems very old, and knew a ton of languages from places I’ve never heard of. Which, you know, doesn’t mean that much because I’d say I’ve neglected geology the most since I came here.”

      “Geography.”

      “Shit, my bad. Geology is rocks. But the princess is still betrothed to the ruler of Kronth, and⁠—”

      “Clyde,” Matthew said, “I am heading for the door.”

      “Jeez, I’m coming,” Clyde said, and he simply vanished from the bath. He reappeared across the room near his towel, scooped it up and then somehow teleported across the room, beating Matthew to the door.

      “How’d you do that?” I asked.

      “Trade secret,” Clyde said, holding the door open for his friend.

      I looked back at the bath, then over at the towels, then out the door.

      “I thought teleportation was basically impossible,” I said. “Right?”

      “I know so little about magic,” Valamir said, “it might as well be geology for you.”

      “Geography.”

      “Either.”

      “Did his highness just make a joke?”

      “I would never,” he replied, casually leaving the bath. “But on a last serious note, I do have your cooperation on this, yes?”

      “Yeah, we’re still allies. For now. And as long as you can show me that we’re not the bad guys here, that we’re not just out to murder anyone you paint as being on the wrong side of things…”

      “I have rarely been so confident about a group being evil as I am about this cult.”

      “Which we still don’t even have a name for.”

      “I would imagine they will reveal all to you when you are initiated, no?”

      “I mean, I guess. Isn’t Clyde also going through the selection process?”

      “He has more than just himself going through, as his face is known to a number of the cultists. But you are in the position to learn more of the truth. And therefore, will likely be the one who can do the most damage.”

      “For the greater good, though, right?”

      “Right.”
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      For a brief moment, as I stood in the sunshine of the day, I felt a sense of satisfaction. Of relief. I had nothing to do.

      Well, not exactly. It was more accurate to say I could make a decision, by myself, as to what I wanted to do.

      I was the master of my own domain.

      Mostly.

      Of all the things I could do in Glaton, I didn’t really want to do any of them. It was incredibly tempting to take a stroll across the bridge and see about things in the forest on the other side of the river. Sure, it was known as the forest of death or something, but at least there wouldn’t be a ton of people there. A bit of nature.

      Instead, I went home.

      Or to Valamir’s house.

      I planned to get a change of clothes, grab a carriage, and see about finding a spot near the water where I could drop a line in and, you know, fish.

      But because it was Vuldranni, and just my lot in life, that did not happen.

      As soon as my carriage came through Valamir’s gate — because I couldn’t just get dropped off outside and mosey my way into the house — someone was there waiting for me. A young man wearing the livery of the Imperial family, specifically, the crest I’d come to know as belonging to the princess.

      I sighed and got out of the carriage.

      “Your grace,” one of Valamir’s valet’s said, rushing up to me. “A messenger is here for you.”

      “I can see that,” I replied, looking at the messenger who was looking at me. “Has he been here long?”

      “Not that long.”

      “Do you need to see me right away?” I called over the valet.

      “I was told to return with either you or a response, your grace,” the messenger said.

      “Am I being summoned?”

      “Your grace, I beg pardon. Her royal highness has extended to you an invitation to tea, if you would.”

      “Tea?”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Now?”

      “Her highness did not specify as to the immediacy of the tea, but I do believe she intended for you to visit with all due haste.”

      “That’s a bit vague, isn’t it?”

      “I wouldn’t know, your grace.”

      “What if I didn’t show up here?”

      “I was instructed to wait for you.”

      “And then go back with me?”

      “Or bring your refusal to come to her highness directly.”

      “Is that how she phrased it?”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “My refusal, huh? How often do people refuse tea with her highness?”

      “I have not worked with her long, your grace, but you would be the first one.”

      “Ah. So, probably not the best idea.”

      “It is not my place to make judgements on that.”

      “Of course.”

      “Am I to come alone?”

      “She did not specify one way or the other, your grace.”

      “I don’t suppose you know what she’s wearing?”

      “No, your grace.”

      “Can I ask a minor judgement call?”

      “You can ask, your grace, but I might beg pardon if I cannot answer.”

      “Would you think it weird if I showed up looking like this?” I asked, spreading my arms out so he could see my somewhat ratty clothes. “I had a rough night and couldn’t get home before the Senate meeting. I was thinking, maybe it would be a good idea for me to change before doing anything particularly, um, I was going to say extra curricular, but I guess social is better.”

      “I am sure her highness would be willing to accept you no matter how you dressed.”

      “But?”

      “But I have never seen anyone meet with her highness without looking as if they have worked very hard to be at their best.”

      “Random messenger dude, you have a fantastic ability to make things difficult to understand and yet still simple. I’m going to change. I’m sorry to make you wait longer.”

      “It is my pleasure to wait.”

      “I think we both know that’s not true, messenger man. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      I went inside.
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      Walking down the hall to my oversized room, I heard the unmistakable sound of combat. I reached into my bag of holding and brought out my sword.

      I didn’t pause; I did not pass go; I did not collect two hundred dollars. I went straight through the door, sending the busted piece of wood exploding inward and then out through the window. Which also broke, raining shards of glass, chunks of wood, and an impressive spray of splinters onto the grounds below where some poor bastard screamed in surprise, followed quickly by a “I just raked that area, you stupid goblins!”

      All activity in my room had stopped at my entrance, forming something of a strange tableau of six goblins engaged in close combat in a series of positions around the room, while one kitsune girl sat in a chair with a notepad on her lap.

      A moderate blizzard of feathers drifted around, some being pulled out of the room by the new air flow from the open window and door. My blankets were in tatters, and someone had set one of the curtains on fire, as well as put it out some time in the very recent past. Also, it looked as if at least two of the goblins had broke  down some of the furniture in the room in order to arm themselves.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I asked.

      “Training,” Amber replied. “Appleworm, you are too aggressive, which that means you leave your team open to attack.”

      Appleworm frowned and looked where he was. Then he pointed at the goblins I figured to be on his team and whacked one of them with his table leg.

      “Lazy,” Appleworm snapped in a guttural Common.

      “Maybe,” Amber said, “but you have to learn to work together, or you’ll die. And if you die pointlessly, what happens?”

      “No Coggeshalla,” the goblins said as a group, sounding sad.

      “Are you fucking kid–” I managed to get out before a group of Valamir’s guards burst around me, swords and shields out, ready for a fight.

      They paused and looked around.

      Then they looked at me.

      I smiled.

      “My bad,” I said. “Kinda did the same thing as y’all. Also we might need a new door here.”

      “Yes, your grace,” one of the guards said, slowly putting away his weapon to give me a more formal greeting.

      “Also a window,” Amber said, reading something on her notepad and not bothering to look up. She did manage to point over her shoulder with the back of her pencil.

      “Yeah, that’d probably be good to fix before, um, it rains.”

      The guard glanced at the sunny day happening under the unblemished blue sky.

      “Of course, your grace,” he said, and the four guards withdrew. I’m sure, if they’d been able to shut the door, they’d be having a conversation about the weird-fucking duke ruining their lord’s home.

      “Why are there more of them?” I asked. “And they speak common now?”

      “Start over,” Amber said to the goblins while patting an open seat next to her.

      I sat.

      The goblins split into two teams and then went to either end of the room.

      “Go,” Amber said.

      The goblins charged, and proceeded to beat the tar out of each other.

      While they were engaged in combat, Amber leaned over to talk to me, but kept her eyes on her pupils.

      “The sixth one showed up in the middle of the night,” Amber said. “No idea where he came from, or how. Just, now there are more goblins. The others haven’t said where the new one came from either — they’ve just accepted the new addition. And I wouldn’t say they speak common. They understand a fair amount and have a few words they can say. Appleworm is the best at it. He’s spending a lot of time around Philippe when he can, and I think it’s rubbing off on him.”

      “And this is your training regimen?”

      “It is with six of them. Corinne got tired of us being in the gardens–”

      “Corinne?”

      “The head gardener. She’s not keen on goblins in general, and started to blame anything odd that happened on us. And while she was probably right most of the time, I know for sure we were not the ones who set the tree on fire.”

      “A tree got set on fire?”

      “Yup.”

      “Which one?”

      “Oh, a little one on the far side of the orangerarium. I think it’s something to do with the way the sun was going through a prism there. But I also think the bigger issue there is that the tree’d been dead so long it was dry enough to go up in flames. What are you doing back here?”

      “Getting changed.”

      “Another party?”

      “I’m sure there is one. Are you coming tonight?”

      “I would really rather not.”

      “You want to have tea with the princess?”

      “The princess of what?”

      “The Empire.”

      “No.”

      “I have to go–”

      “Doesn’t mean I need to go.”

      “I know, but you could.”

      “I could also not. Really easily.”

      “It might be fun.”

      “It will not. And before you mention something about free food, I already have free food here. And I don’t have to dress up and get leered at here.”

      “Goblins don’t leer at you?”

      “They did once.”

      “And then?”

      “And they learned why it wasn’t a good idea.”

      “I approve.”

      “I’m so glad. I’m still not going to tea. Ask Eliza.”

      “I don’t want to go with her.”

      She snapped her face over to look at me. “You want to go with me?”

      “I’d prefer it, yeah.”

      She stared at me for a second, and I could almost see her mind trying to work through something.

      “It wouldn’t be a good idea for me to go,” she finally said. “I know you’re just being nice by inviting me, and⁠—”

      “I’m not just being nice,” I said.

      “—I think you probably need to focus on the princess here. If I went, it would just make things more complicated.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “My presence tends to do that. Especially when other women are involved.”

      “I don’t think that’d happen in this case, but,” I said, and put my hand out to keep her from interrupting me, “I get that you aren’t particularly comfortable with the idea of going. So maybe it would be better for you to stay here with the goblins, make sure they don’t burn the house down.”

      “I agree. And thank you.”

      She put her hand on my leg and gave it a squeeze.

      I smiled at her, but inside, I felt a little weird. Had she thought my invitation was nothing but a date?

      “I do need to, um, find something to wear to the palace–”

      “Madame Thorne left you a few extra outfits. She assumed you’ll just going to go through an outfit a night.”

      “Where did she leave them?”

      “It wasn’t as if they were left so much as were delivered this morning.”

      “Awesome. Where?”

      “Your drawing room.”

      “I have a drawing room?”

      “Yes, there,” she said, pointing to a door on the other end of the room.

      “Okay, um, I guess I’m heading there. And then going to the fucking palace.”

      “I’m sure Regina will appreciate you visiting her at her fucking palace.”
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      By the time I made it back to Valamir’s entry, the messenger had gotten a carriage ready to take me over to the palace. He didn’t ride in the back with me, despite my invitation. Instead he rode shotgun with the driver. Which meant I had to be alone in the back, staring out at the passing city. Something I seemed to do a lot.

      “Your appearance is more befitting your station, your grace,” the princess said as a way of greeting, after keeping me waiting for half an hour in her tea room.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Your highness,” I added quickly, realizing the others in the room were less than keen on me being so informal with the princess of the Empire.

      Her tea room was more akin to a solarium, I suppose. The small table could seat maybe four people, something in the realm of a cafe table, except more posh. Given the hue, I felt like it was probably made out of silver. A young man who was impeccably dressed in the princess’s colors served the tea. He had a small cart with a teapot and various cakes and other treats.

      The room felt even smaller thanks to the eight guards standing at each of the points of the octagonal, somewhat circular structure. There were also quite a few plants in there, and a gardener had come in and tidied them all up prior to the princess’ arrival.

      Maelith had checked on me to make sure I had everything I needed while I waited for the princess. Apparently it was a busy afternoon so she was doing a lot of work and had many, many meetings to get to. Maelith assured me that the princess considered our visit of the utmost importance, hence why she was trying to get some other meetings out of the way first — to make sure she could give me her undivided attention.

      “So, you wanted to have tea. Was it just for the pleasure of my company, your highness?” I asked.

      “I am always pleased to spend time with you, your grace,” she said. “But I would talk about our usual pair of subjects.”

      “Ah, the Imperial election,” I said.

      “Yes, that is always at the forefront of my mind. And I would ask if you have considered voting for me.”

      “I have,” I said. “And I’m still thinking it over.”

      “I have for you a small gift.”

      “I don’t want a gift,” I said. “That’s not, it’s not what I, I...” Regina held her hand up to forestall me, and Maelith stepped forward and handed her a thin file folder.

      She opened it up and looked over it, as if she was making sure it was the file she wanted, and then passed it to me.

      “What is contained within is information I believe you would be interested in,” she said, “but I give it not as a means of discovering, of gaining anything from you. I am giving it to you because I believe it is the right thing to do. I’m giving it to you so you understand that I am not trying to become an Emperor through the use of bribery and trickery. I want to make everything better, Montana of Coggeshall, and you do too. We can do this together. And I have to say, it would be difficult for me to have you join my group without knowing I have your vote. But at the very least, you should have this information, and you should do with it what you feel is right.”

      “That’s a lot to unpack right there,” I said.

      “There’s a fair amount, I agree,” she replied. “Would you like a moment to look over what is there?”

      “Why don’t you just give me a quick summary?” I asked. I had to stop myself before saying cliff notes.

      “You were attacked. Or rather, your holding was attacked, was it not?”

      “It was,”

      “And at that time, it was purported to be an army delivered to your doorstep by Valamir Glaton. Is that correct?”

      “Yeah, well, that’s what I was told. That it was your uncle.”

      “You successfully fought them off, but you were always under the impression it was Valamir who sent them.”

      “I was, until he said he didn’t.”

      “My uncle did not send them. My uncle and I may disagree on many ideas regarding the governance of our Empire, and while he does many, many things that I do not appreciate, he is not a liar. He is, at base, an honorable man. He did not send them. This collection is evidence of who did. It is up to you to decide what to do with that information. I cannot tell you how to spend this capital. But know that there will be those watching. My group has many questions about you, Montana of Coggeshall. On the one hand⁠—”

      “Are we moving into the second topic now?”

      “Yes,” she said with an almost genuine smile. “This is our second perpetual topic, is it not? My group, your desire to join, and our desire to have you.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “I have… an entrance exam, I suppose.”

      Maelith cleared her throat. The princess gave her social secretary a sharp look. And Maelith gave her liege a look right back. “Should we be telling him so—” But before Maelith could finish, the princess interrupted.

      “The test is important, Maelith, and he should know that it is a test. I know that Montana of Coggeshall is the type of person who will do what he will, regardless of whether he knows people are watching. But I would have him know, because our intention is not to catch him in the midst of something and to use that information to blackmail him or force him to do something else. Our intention is to know who he is. And I think we already know that, but there are some who don’t. Your grace, there are some who think that you stay with Valamir Glaton because you are allies with him. That you seek to undermine everything my group wishes to happen. Plainly put, there are some who think you would undo us. And I have said no. I believe what you have told me, what you have told Maelith, and what you have told Leora. I think you would do well with us and that we could succeed if you would come along in our journey. But others need to know you better. And so I give you this information as both a gift, and as the start of a test. What you do and how you do it will determine both your fate and ours. For is that not what we all seek? Is that not what is forced upon us by our stations? We are at the height of power, are we not, Duke of Coggeshall? Our decisions, our actions have ramifications far beyond that of the common person. And we must be able to make decisions and take actions knowing that. Do you not agree?”

      “I definitely do.”

      “Then I give this to you and leave you with it. I bid you good day, and I will ask no more about how you might vote. For I feel you know what you must do.”

      With that, she left. The guards followed, but Maelith remained.

      “Your grace, her highness, understands if you do not plan to attend the ball this evening. However, I might point out that your actions will only be possible at this ball. And that should you wait too long, you will miss your opportunity.”

      “I don’t really know what that means,” I said. “You guys are being a bit confusing about it all.”

      “I regret that. But there is not any more I can say. Sometimes you just need to figure things out on your own, your grace. Perhaps, though, if you would, I could be your escort this evening.”

      “Oh, that’s really tempting,” I said. “But I don’t know how long it’s going to take me to read through all this and make the, I guess, big decisions I’m going to have to make to make decisions that will have ramifications all the while being tested on what I choose to do. So I don’t want you to get all gussied up and me be unable to escort you.”

      “Then I will see you at the ball, your grace. And I will save all my dances for you.”

      She gave me what I think was supposed to be a seductive smile. Or something. I appreciated the effort, even though it came off so predatory. And then she left.

      I got up without reading the file and left as well. The space felt weird, like, well, it felt like I was being watched. Probably because I knew I was being watched. And if I was being watched, I wasn’t going to make it easy for anybody to figure out what the fuck I was doing, especially when I didn’t know myself.
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      Wanting at least the semblance of privacy, I walked several blocks until I found some green space. It was a smallish park with many trees providing shade over thick beds of flowers. Narrow trails wove through the place, all somewhat obscured by black wrought iron fencing.

      I read over the file, and felt an internal rage begin to overwhelm me.

      There were a fair number of pages in the folder, despite how thin it had seemed, and they all pointed the finger in a single direction:

      Katja Baeder.

      It all looked pretty damning. Her team had been incredibly efficient and cutthroat, both to bring an army to my doorstep and to force me to blame Valamir.

      And since the whole process had been such an undertaking, there was quite a bit of help from another source: Mahrduhm.

      Which seemed like an impressive amount of treasonous bullshit. If it was all true, it certainly gave a reason for Katja Baeder’s willingness to go to extreme lengths in order to get to the throne. That was the only way she could come out the other side clean. Or alive.

      It all felt unbelievably over my head. I had no idea what I should be doing with the information. Obviously, Baeder was firmly an enemy of Coggeshall, and also an enemy of the Empire. She had tried to kill my people, so I felt like she deserved to die, and I should be free to kill her. But after my whole talk about not being an executioner, how could I up and murder the woman?

      I needed someone to talk to, someone to help me go through all the documentation and give me guidance on what to do. But since I was being watched, who could I go to that wouldn’t give me up? Or who wouldn’t out me as being part of the anti-cult side of things?

      Even just going back to Valamir’s could be perceived in such a way as to ruin my chances of being invited into the cult.

      I stared up at the blue sky, wishing a few clouds would at least drift by and help take my mind off things. But there was nothing — just deep, dark blue.

      I wished for quite a few things in quick succession, a sign that I was out of my depths. I wanted to talk to Nikolai. Or Ragnar. Or Skeld. Out of my hirð, Nikolai would have been the best one to go to with this. But what would he have said?

      You’re a fool, Montana, is probably how he’d start things. You shouldn’t be in the middle of this. Get away from all these politics — you’re terrible at them. Don’t join the cult. Don’t try to take it down. Make a deal that will leave Coggeshall as alone as possible, and then return to Coggeshall and make Coggeshall powerful on its own.

      He probably wouldn’t have listened to me, or given me anything more than that, because he’d say he was too busy doing all the work of running my dukedom whilst I was gallivanting about going to balls in the capital.

      Did my fake Nikolai have a point, though?

      Because for all the man’s faults, he was always laser-focused on making Coggeshall as safe and secure as possible. He thought of the dukedom before anything else, even over the Empire. And maybe there was wisdom to that.

      If I put Coggeshall before the Empire, would it be better for me to get some promise from the princess, vote for her, and run back to Coggeshall? Or, maybe the more accurate question, was Coggeshall far enough from the capital that it would survive whatever the princess and her cohort intended to do?

      I wanted to break something, as was my natural inclination to overcome frustration. If only there was some furniture about. I had to find someone to talk to, someone who could help me work things out. As I stood there staring at the sky, I realized there was really only one creature I could turn to. Someone with no known allegiances, and who might actually be smart enough to offer real advice.
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      “Beautiful out here, isn’t it?” Nimble asked.

      “It is,” I replied.

      We were in another park within walking distance of the ball I’d be attending later that evening. I wasn’t sure how long I’d spend working my thoughts out with Nimble, and I didn’t want to have to rush to get to the ball I now knew I needed to attend.

      “Do I get to eat someone?” Nimble asked.

      “What?”

      “Is it you? Do I finally get to eat your brain?”

      “No.”

      “Oh,” the little worm looked disappointed, curling up into a tight ball on my lap.

      “No more brain eating, Nimble.”

      “It’s who I am!”

      “I wanted to talk to you about a problem I’m facing.”

      “Is it that someone is keeping you from living your life?”

      “You want to go back to the caves?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’m sure I can make that happen. Get the kobolds to take you home and–”

      “Don’t give me to the kobolds!”

      “Why not?”

      “They don’t like my kind.”

      “Maybe that’s because your kind eats their kind’s brains.”

      “To be honest, I’ve never really given it much thought.”

      I sighed. “Also, haven’t you been well-fed this whole time?” I asked.

      “I suppose, but what I’m getting is hardly what I mean by brains.”

      “What has Valamir been getting for you to eat?”

      “Brains,” Nimble said, seemingly ashamed he had to admit the truth of the matter.

      “Exactly. Now, can we focus back on me?”

      “Narcissist.”

      “Sure, let’s go with that.”

      “What’s your problem, then?”

      “I don’t even know why I’m bothering to ask you.”

      “Because you know I am brilliant since I’ve eaten enough brains to make me a genius.”

      “I’m regretting this decision. I should just figure out a way to speak with Valamir.”

      “That does sound like good advice. But you have me here, and I am outside and could use a good dose of crawling around.”

      “Sure. Where do you want to go?”

      “What’s that thing there?” he asked, using his head to point toward a tree, his bright orange tuft of hair wobbling.

      “A tree.”

      “Yes, I know it is a tree. Or at least, I was reasonably sure it was a tree, but what kind of tree?”

      I sighed and looked at it more carefully. “Maple,” I said. “You can tell by the leaf shape. What kind of maple, I don’t know. It’s not super tall, so I doubt it’s a sugar maple. But my best guess is maple.”

      “I would like to be on one of the lower, wider branches of the maple tree, please.”

      I walked over to the tree, put him on the branch, and then leaned against the neighboring tree, making sure I kept an eye on Nimble and that there was no easy way for him to get across and onto my shoulder.

      “Ooh,” he said, scooching up and down the limb, looking at everything he could from all angles. “This is quite a lovely tree.”

      “So glad. I need to figure out what to do about a woman.”

      “I’m hermaphroditic and yet also asexual. So, I dunno...”

      “This… can I go deeper into the situation?”

      “I suppose, but I will admit I don’t keep too many of the thoughts about relationships. Clogs my own thoughts.”

      “You can choose what thoughts to keep from the brains you eat?”

      “Of course. Can’t keep them all, and the vast majority of memories are useless.”

      “There is so much I don’t know about you. And–”

      “I’m quite the open book–”

      “Do you know anything about loyalty?”

      “Not really.”

      “Politics?”

      “Nothing.”

      “And you have a completely different moral code than any creature I’ve known.”

      “Because I’m a different creature.”

      “True.”

      “Odd that you think I would have the same morals as you just because, huh?”

      “I guess it is.”

      He smiled and seemed to do a little dance, bopping along to music only he could hear.

      The worm had a point. Maybe even a good one. It was unfair to think he might have the same view on the world and whatnot as myself. Or as any humanoid. He was a brain eating-worm who gained at least some of his worldview from the brains he ate, which had, as far as I could tell, largely been kobolds until the Mahrduhm invasion. He had nothing to do with politics or even relationships, seeming to live on his own without relying on any other of his kind.

      I’d wanted a someone to act as a sounding board, but he was such a blank slate that now I was doubting there’d be any real value in what he had to say.

      “If someone tried to kill you–” I started, but the worm was gone.

      I blinked a few times and looked at either shoulder.

      Nothing.

      I went over to the maple, but nothing there either.

      I flipped my attention to my tremorsense and scoped out the area. Squirrels in the tree behind me, sitting in a hole about three quarters up. Something digging underground, but with legs though. Nothing wormlike. Not that I’d really be able to feel a worm wriggling their way across a maple, even with tremorsense.

      He’d just disappeared.

      I searched the maple again, and still couldn’t find him.

      Nor could I find him on any of the other trees in the immediate area.

      “You know,” I said out loud, “you’re not my prisoner. You can leave at any time. Just felt like, you know, a good bye might be nice.”

      Nothing.

      “I’m leaving now,” I said. “I’d watch out for owls — they’re like bats, and they hunt things like you. Very quiet. Might be, I’ll see you again.”

      Still nothing.

      And even though I said I was leaving, I stood there for a good five minutes, just looking around, waiting to see if Nimble would emerge.

      He didn’t.

      Maybe an owl had already snagged him.
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      I finally got something of a plan together, and all it required was a trip to a stationery store and a sit down at a nearby cafe. I wrote a bunch of stuff out, and then stuffed the file into my bag of tricks, and met Eliza on the corner of Ashbourne Terrace and Kingsgone Drive.

      Before I could mention that I’d lost Nimble, she smiled at me, looking resplendent in another blue gown.

      “Hello,” she said. “I am quite glad you agreed to escort me to the ball tonight.”

      “How could I not?” I replied.

      “You seem to have managed quite well the past few?”

      “That’s hardly fair.”

      “When have I been fair?”

      “You’re usually fair–”

      “Perhaps the city is rubbing off on me.”

      “Probably. You need to get some more time in Coggeshall. Go back to where people are honest and things are simple.”

      “Oh, so Coggeshall is simple?”

      “Simpler?”

      “Maybe.”

      “How private do you think this carriage is?”

      “What exactly are you intending, Duke of Coggeshall?”

      “Talking about–”

      “Oh. Not that private.”

      I gave her a look.

      “Nor for anything else,” she said.

      “What are you intending?”

      “I am intending on going to a ball this evening, your grace. Perhaps eating a trifle too much and dancing with all the eligible bachelors in the Empire.”

      “All of them? That’s a pretty big number.”

      “Perhaps, but I am full of energy and know that as soon as we return to the simplicity of Coggeshall, there will be no more balls and no more dancing.”

      “We could start having dances.”

      “I suppose. But there is a noted lack of worthwhile bachelors in Coggeshall.”

      “You mean, because I’m here?”

      She blushed and looked out the window.

      “Not what I meant,” she said.

      “Of course it isn’t,” I replied. “No, I have some information about, um, something. And I need to get someone else’s opinion on it because I’m not sure what I should do with that information.”

      “That kind of information sound dangerous.”

      “It could be.”

      “And it’s the kind that you cannot speak about?”

      “Oh, I can speak about it. It just might be better if not too many people knew about it.”

      “Can you tell me what it is?”

      I passed her the notes I made.

      She raised an eyebrow as she took them.

      “Are these–” she started.

      “Not actual documents,” I interrupted. “Just a summary.”

      She nodded, and gave her full attention to reading. I glanced out the window and realized we were stopped. Waiting in line again.

      It wasn’t that a long note, so it only took her a moment to read it. And if my handwriting wasn’t so shit, it’d’ve been even faster.

      “That’s…” she didn’t finish her sentence, just shook her head.

      “A lot,” I replied.

      “Are you sure it’s true?”

      “Reasonably. Conflict of interest in terms of who gave it to me, so it’s not like there isn’t a reason to lie. And yet…”

      “And yet?”

      “Seems to be a lot of proof.”

      “Unless it’s all forged.”

      “True. But I’m not sure this would… I mean, what’s the end goal in that case?”

      “Same as now. Have you do the dirty work.”

      “Which is?”

      “Take out a potential candidate for Emperor?”

      “But I don’t think I’m going to do that.”

      “I agree. But I don’t think most people know that you’re not that type of person.”

      “They think I’m just a bloodthirsty killer?”

      “That does seem to be the general perception amongst your peers.”

      “My peers suck.”

      “I’m your peer.”

      “Present company excluded.”

      “Oh, much better.”

      “You know I don’t think of you like them.”

      “Well, I appreciate it. I suppose.”

      “What do you think I should do?”

      “Whatever you do… I mean… I don’t know. If you don’t do anything, you risk never being able to do something.”

      “You mean if she wins⁠—”

      “Yes, exactly. If she wins–”

      “She erases everything.”

      “Right. Including you. Because this… if she knows you know what really happened, she’ll destroy everything to keep anyone else from knowing. Because she won’t want anyone to know of her connections to, well, that other place.”

      “Even after she gets the throne?”

      “Katja doesn’t have the same sort of base — she has no real family house. So she could get voted out.”

      “Seems like a long shot.”

      “Working with an enemy to undermine the Empire seems like it would do a lot to unite nobles against her. Especially if all the families realize they get another chance at the throne.”

      “Don’t they ever get tired of all this nonsense?”

      “Of course not. To them, it is the greatest game.”

      “And to you?”

      “It’s… I’m intrigued by the process. But I also appreciate that I have a good seat to watch the drama without being overly involved.”

      “So no voting for you?”

      “I mean, I suppose you could, but I doubt you’d swing enough votes to get me elected. And this pleasant banter does not help you decide what to do.”

      “Any chance you’d just tell me what to do?”

      “First off, when has that ever worked with you? Second, this is too big for me to decide.”

      “Ah, but you’re an advisor, so–”

      “So I would advise you to think hard about this.”

      “And what would your advice be on an action?”

      Eliza sighed, and folded her hands on her lap.

      We moved through the gate, going toward the entrance.

      “Saved by the bellhop,” I said as we came to a stop and a footman opened the door.

      “What?” she asked, confused.

      “Never mind,” I said. “Do you think that you could get that note to our mutual friend without anyone noticing?”

      “No. But I will try.”

      “You think he’s of sufficient rank to give me advice?”

      “Yes, but he is also of sufficient will to do what he wants with this information, not necessarily what you want.”

      I pulled her arm into mine and escorted her along the carpeted runner leading into another monstrous mansion.

      “This is not what I’m good at,” I leaned in to whisper.

      “If there is a test of sorts happening here,” she whispered back, “then what do you think would be the result if Valamir gets involved?”

      “They’ll think I’ll run to him at the first sign of trouble.”

      She smiled and nodded at an older woman who waved at us.

      “Probably,” she said softly.

      “So I should figure this out myself?”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “I never thought I’d say this, but I almost miss Ragnar.”

      “Worried you can’t throw me?”

      “Not in the slightest,” I said. For giggles, I put my arm around her waist and lifted her up so she couldn’t each the ground. And I let her glide like that all the way into the buffet.
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      While Eliza was busy lining up bachelors for her dance card, I sat at a corner table and ate, allowing thoughts to percolate in my head. 

      This wasn’t a good use of my time —  this was a distraction. It didn’t make sense for Baeder to have done what Regina accused her of. Why would she? There was no gain. 

      Unless, perhaps, she wasn’t the one who wanted to do it. If part of her deal with Mahrduhm was fucking with me, then it could make some sense. But why?

      The first question that needed answering was simple: was the princess telling the truth? If the documents were legit, then Baeder was behind the attack. If not… then why blame Baeder? Just for me to remove Baeder from throne contention? That made little sense because Baeder wasn’t doing well enough to bother with. So wouldn’t it be a better idea to send me after, say, Edgelord? Or try to turn me against Nadya?

      Unless that wasn’t the case. Because what if this was truth, and it was more about what I did than getting the throne? If the cult believed I wanted in, they’d also believe I would vote for the princess. And if I shifted all my votes, that’d put her above that magic majority mark. 

      So this wasn’t about the vote. Not directly. And if it wasn’t about getting rid of a candidate, it had to really be what the princess said: seeing what I did. 

      Which meant the real question was, what did the cult want to see me do? How would they approve of me handling this issue? What did cults want? 

      I didn’t exactly have a ton of experience with cults, obviously, but I did ride with a motorcycle club for nearly half my life. And we spent quite a bit of time looking for and at new members. While I wasn’t directly in the membership pipeline of the club, we weren’t so big that I didn’t get involved sometimes. As Sergeant at Arms, I had to spend quite a bit of my time and energy both bailing prospects out of problems, and kicking prospects out of the club. We looked at a lot of different things, but the first was always fit. Would a prospect fit in with the rest of the club? But being that the bulk of the cult was secret, and I didn’t know who the fuck was in the cult, I couldn’t exactly learn more about my fit.

      The second thing we looked at was what we thought the prospect could do for the club. I knew what I could do for the cult, and I had a sense they knew it as well. They were basing it on the public perception of me. Which meant that I needed to do what they thought I would do, not what I might actually do.

      But a cult wasn’t a club. In a cult there was always someone at the top running things with a firm hand. Not to say that the club didn’t have a president and someone controlling it, but there was a visibility to the process. The cult wouldn’t want someone to come in and shake things up. They’d want someone who would be dependable and moldable, right? 

      While ruminating on the problem, I didn’t notice a whole lot of what was going on around me, so when Eliza sat down next to me, setting a plate of meat in front of me, I jumped a little.

      But my seat held.

      “Shit,” I said.

      “Deep in thought, I see?” Eliza said.

      “I, um, yeah. And thank you.”

      “Of course. Did you come up with anything?”

      “Is it safe to talk here?”

      She held up her hand and pointed to her thumb, which now sported a new ring.

      “I borrowed something from Valamir. He said it will keep whatever is said between us silent.”

      “Nice of him. Did you tell him what we had to talk about?”

      “I told him it’d be clear soon enough, and that was enough for him. Did you come up with a course of action that doesn’t involve going to Valamir and invalidating that test of yours that you don’t seem to want to tell me about in any detail where I could actually help?”

      “I think you may have just put together one of Glaton’s longest questions of all time.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Not exactly a compliment?”

      “I take it as one anyway.”

      “Great.”

      I took a big bite of the meat, which was tasty and also good for stalling.

      “I have a bit of an idea of what to do,” I finally said. “I think it’s paramount that I actually confront Katja Baeder, which means I probably need to find her.”

      “Find her?”

      “Yeah, is she here?”

      “This is her house.”

      “It’s what?”

      “This is her ball.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      “I am not. I thought you knew.”

      “Obviously not.”

      “Yes. Well, yes.”

      “Then I guess I’m confronting her in her home.”

      “And then what?”

      “I see what she says?”

      “She’ll deny it.”

      “Probably. But isn’t that telling?”

      “Doesn’t confronting her give her time to weasel something together?”

      “Weasel something together?”

      “I was trying to say weasel out of it and then I thought it might be better to say that she could pull something together and my mouth was already–”

      “Got it. And yeah, maybe. But what am I supposed to do? Defenestrate the treasonous shit?”

      “That might work, though.”

      “A bit like cold-blooded murder, though.”

      “If she was really behind that attack, then she deserves it. Coggeshall lost a lot of lives there. It cost us in blood. Why shouldn’t she pay for what she did?”

      “Because despite my bodycount, I’m not the executioner.”

      “I think you can make an exception for her.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “I think you should.”

      “You don’t usually advocate for murder.”

      “If she’s done what you think she has, she’ll be willing to do much worse to get what she wants. And it’s entirely possible she’s done other things that are just as vile that we haven’t even figured out. What if she was behind what happened at Tolbiacum?”

      “Let’s not add crimes to her tally that we don’t know are hers.”

      “I’m not, but something happened there. Someone did it, and–”

      “And it might have been her. It makes sense, just–”

      “Don’t add to it.”

      “Exactly. This is enough to, I don’t know, confront her and deal with the fallout.”

      Valamir walked by our table. Not like right by our table, but near enough that we made eye contact for a second. Nadya strode at his side, and they had very serious looks on their faces. 

      “Nadya’s here with Valamir?” I asked.

      Eliza nodded as she sipped a bubbly something.

      “Isn’t she dating that elf?”

      “I’ve heard something along those lines, yes.”

      “Why isn’t he here?”

      “You’d have to ask her. Or Valamir. I’m sure they know.”

      “Huh.”

      “The princess is here too, if you want to have a dance with her again.”

      She pointed over my shoulder, and I saw the princess in a group of her people, having a discussion.

      “So everyone’s here?”

      “Most everyone. I imagine there is a lot of vote-trading going on tonight, if what Valamir says is true. He thinks there will be some big shake ups in the Senate tomorrow.”

      “Does that factor into the timing of what I got?”

      “Probably. If this group is at all intelligent and paying attention to things, they’d have given it to you at a good time for them.”

      I popped a strawberry in my mouth and enjoyed the intense explosion of flavor. I needed to find Katja and get things over with. I wasn’t going to figure anything out without confronting her. I’d just go round and round otherwise.

      Perhaps the god of luck was looking down on things, because just as I was looking around the buffet and into the ballroom in hopes of finding Lady Baeder, one of her footmen arrived at our table and gave a small bow to me.

      “Your grace,” he said, “her Ladyship, the Countess Baeder, seeks to have a moment of your time. If you would.”

      “I would,” I said, standing. “If you’ll excuse me, Lady Northwoods.”

      “But of course, your grace,” Eliza said. “I will be with Lady Glaton in the annex, if it please you.”

      “I, um, where’s the annex?”

      “I will see that you find Lady Northwoods at the conclusion of your visit with Lady Baeder,” the footman said helpfully — and I think a little hopefully — not quite touching me in his attempt to get me to move, but very much pressuring me to get my ass in gear.

      “Great,” I said. “Let’s go.”
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      The house had a deceptively large interior, which is saying something considering how big the place looked from the outside. Lots of wide hallways with plush carpeting, and impressive lighting that didn’t seem to cast a single shadow. The crown molding looked so intricate I couldn’t imagine how it was carved, let alone hung. An enormous amount of time and resources had been spent on this building. It felt odd somehow, because I’d been told that Tollendahl was the wealthiest of the land. This place made his house look like shit.

      Up on the fourth floor, right off the stairs, we came to a large wooden door.

      The footman knocked twice, then opened the door, revealing a study. A small room, all things considered, with dark green carpet, a few large overstuffed armchairs, a fireplace with small fire going, and a lot of bookshelves. There was a small bar with eight crystal decanters filled with different hues of amber liquid, as well as a wide variety of tiny crystal glasses. Seated in one of the large chairs, Katja Baeder had one of the glasses in her hand, and was mid-sip as the door opened.

      “His grace, the duke of Coggeshall,” the footman said as he stepped inside, holding the door for me.

      I stepped into the room and gave a slight bow to Lady Baeder, assuming that was the proper thing to do in the moment.

      “Your grace,” she said, holding her hand out to me, “you grace me with your presence.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Would you care to sit? Have a drink?”

      “Sure,” I said, still trying to get a read on the situation.

      I sat down, and the footman handed me a small crystal glass of liquor that smelled incredibly strong. I gave it a sip. It just tasted like fire.

      “You may leave now,” Katja said, and I almost got to my feet before I realized she was dismissing her servant.

      She waited for the door to shut, and then quaffed her drink and set the glass on the table to her right.

      “We do not know each other well,” she began, “but I believe you to be a man without much in the way of guile. Someone who believes in honesty and straightforwardness.”

      “I mean, sure,” I replied, although the way she phrased it didn’t sit well with me. Bit of a backhanded compliment there.

      “Thus, I will get straight to the point.”

      “I appreciate skipping the small talk, for sure.”

      “As do I. We have not been allies so far. We have, in fact, been somewhat at odds with each other, although I find that I might have been mistaken in the alliances I sought. I am not too vain to admit that I can be wrong.”

      “Always good to do that, I guess.”

      “I want your votes, Duke of Coggeshall. More to the point, I need your votes. So I ask you plainly, what do you want for them?”

      “For my twenty votes? You want all of them?”

      “Would you split them?”

      “Depends on what I could get.”

      “If they are for sale, I will have them. All of them. Simply tell me what you want, and if it is within my power, which is much greater than you likely realize, you will have it.”

      “What if I want something very simple?”

      “Then you will have that.”

      “Like, if I want the truth.”

      “I tell no lies here. Ask what it is you clearly want to know.”

      “Why did you attack my home?”

      She tilted her head a little, and blinked at me.

      “Pardon?” she asked.

      “Why,” I said a little slower this time, “did you attack my home?”

      “I did no such thing.”

      “You also sought to blame Valamir Glaton for the attack. And were actually pretty successful in that.”

      She stood up and went over to the bar, pouring herself another beverage. Though in a different glass. She drank that one down, and then poured another.

      “My advisors would likely tell me to continue this charade,” she said. “That there is nothing to be gained from telling you the truth in the matter. But I’ll have you know you were targeted because you are a problem.”

      “I’m a problem?”

      “Of course you are. You think anyone in the Senate was prepared to have twenty more votes added? Especially to a nonce and a charlatan?”

      “A nonce?”

      “You were not born a Glaton citizen! You have a past that is somehow hidden from anyone who looks into it, even though there is no way to do that. You appeared out of thin air and waltzed into nobility, somehow becoming a major player in a game you neither know how to play nor have real stakes in. And the place you chose to make your home was chosen for a much greater purpose than what you have chosen to put there.”

      “I think you need to slow down and explain a bit more–”

      “I will explain nothing to you! You deserve nothing unless you agree to give your votes to me.”

      “And then I get the explanation?”

      “And then you join the right side of history. Of being part of something greater than you are. It is a matter of saving the very world itself! When presented with that, then I am willing to do what it takes to make that happen.”

      “Oh come on, you’re out to save the world too? What the actual fuck are you talking about?”

      “Yes. I am talking about saving the world. And I am talking about you being opposed to that. Whether that is the path you have chosen or a position you fell into, I don’t know. But I offer you the means to step to the other side. Not just out of the way, but where you might help. Where you might lend you great talents and power to saving the people of this world from an evil you cannot fathom.”

      “You’re saving the world from evil?”

      “Yes.”

      “And I’m in the way of that.”

      “Again, yes.”

      “And I can be, not in the way of that, if I just give you my support and vote to make you Empeor.”

      “Yes.”

      “Fully knowing that you are the reason people I considered friends and loved ones are dead.”

      “I fear that might be the case.”

      “That’s a big ask.”

      “Perhaps. But if you were given the information I was, you would likely have done whatever was necessary, would you not? I have seen how much you fight to protect what you consider yours–”

      “I don’t fight for what’s mine. I protect those who ask for it.”

      “Is this world not yours? Would you not protect it if asked?”

      “Yeah, but what am I fighting against? Just some nebulous evil?”

      “I cannot tell you.”

      “Convenient.”

      “Is it? It is my burden to know the truth, and as Emperor, I must shoulder that and shield my people. I would not have rumors spread, lies go about and corrupt the populace so that they are unable to protect themselves.”

      I stared back and took a slow sip of liquor. This conversation was insane, and I needed a second to think.

      My first inclination was that she was in the cult. She used an awful lot of the same language. Maybe the cult gave me the information about her because they wanted to see if I’d do nothing to her, as a test of loyalty. But, if she was in the cult, her actions didn’t make any sense. In fact, if she and the princess pooled their votes together, Regina would likely be able to win without even needing my dumb ass.

      But the language, similar though it was, did have some key differences. It was not about making hard choices to change the world, it was making hard choices to save the world. Which then begged the question, was there a second cult? Which, obviously, yes. There were probably as many cults in Glaton as Coney Islands in Detroit.

      But the more I thought about it, the less I thought that Regina and Katja were on the same team. Maybe, in fact, they were on opposite teams.

      And if that was the case, what the fuck would the cult want me to do? Kill her? 

      While I had paused to think, she’d taken the moment to drink, downing another two glasses of the liquor in quick succession.

      “The thing I don’t understand,” I said carefully, choosing my words and working to keep my temper in check, “is why you committed treason to save the world. That seems like a bad idea.”

      “Treason?” she asked, slurring slightly. “How is it treason if the entire world is at stake? What is the importance of a single country without a world?”

      “I mean, it’s kind of a big deal, though. Makes it hard to trust you.”

      “Then is that your answer?”

      “I don’t think I gave you an answer.”

      “For a man who claims to hate small talk, you certainly have done a fantastic job saying nothing of worth in this entire conversation. It is clear you will not vote for me, and, thus, our conversation is over.”

      “Is it though?”

      “Yes,” she said, and she rang a bell.

      I had time before someone came in the room. I could get up from the chair, smash her face through the window and dispose of her quite easily.

      But there was something so pathetic about her in that moment— a drunk older woman who was clearly terrified out of her mind. Shaking and pounding booze because she probably thought that I was going to get up and kill her.

      I couldn’t do it.

      This wasn’t a fight, and I knew I’d hate myself later. Especially if she managed to do something worse than what she’d done so far. But I couldn’t murder her there.

      I did stand up, and I did glare at her.

      “We are not done,” I said to her. “You will pay for your crimes.”

      “I will save the world, Montana of wherever you come from. And the world will forget you ever existed. But know that I will tell the truth about everything that has happened, and when I do, no one will care about you.”

      The door opened, and a footman smiled at me.

      “Shall I escort you to the–”

      “Escort his grace to the upper parlor, if you would, Charley,” Baeder said, looking out the window.

      “Of course, your ladyship.”
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      The upper parlor was a miniature ballroom on the second floor. It had a beautiful parquet floor, some huge arched windows looking out over a magnificent garden built around a truly behemoth fountain, and even a surprisingly large ensemble of musicians along one wall, playing half-heartedly at best.

      But more interesting than the room itself were the occupants. Baeder had managed to gather all the important members of the Senate here, including all those running, as well as Valamir and some other older individuals I knew to be heads of the major noble houses.

      It was weird to see all these people together outside the Senate. Kind of like seeing your teacher at the mall. Everyone was in their little cliques, talking quietly. 

      I walked in a ways and just sort of stopped, because it was too weird. Why was I here? And why I had just left Katja? 

      But then Katja walked in behind me, and I felt a gentle hand on my back as a footman guided me to the center of the room, where we were all gathered together.

      Katja waved her hand. The band, now at our backs, stopped playing.

      “I wish I could say my friends,” Katja said, her voice surprisingly clear, all trace of slurring gone, “as I start this speech, but I fear we are currently at odds. And yet, when I look out amongst these faces, I see the only people who can understand what we are going through. We are bound together by the blood of our ancestors, the blood that has been spilled to bring forth this Empire. I think we lose sight of that at times, that we are meant to work together for the greater good of the Empire. So I bring you together here, tonight, where we might discuss things. Not the election,” she laughed a little, “but just the little things that only we few who are at the top, who must govern, might know and deal with.”

      Waiters moved through the group, handing out flutes of bubbly wine.

      “A toast,” Katja said, “To the future of the Empire! May it grow ever brighter.”

      Most everyone in hoisted up their glass and repeated the toast. I felt a little weird doing that, so just stared at the wine instead. 

      “To the Empire,” someone in the group said, and there was a second toast.

      I frowned, just feeling off. 

      And I glanced over my shoulder, wondering if the musicians were going to kick back into gear.

      But the musicians had gotten up from their seats and spread out around the room somewhat. Katja was over by the door, having a hushed conversation with a member of her staff. 

      Was she going to speak some more? Admit what she’d done?

      Not likely.

      “Can you take this?” I asked, holding my glass out to a passing waiter, a older man who was hurrying to the front of the room.

      He glanced at me, surprised, and then continued on at speed.

      “Rude,” I said.

      My confusion only grew when I realized that the waiters had surrounded us in the front and the musicians had done the same in the back.

      I looked over just in time to see Katja nod, and then the room thrummed to life with arcane energy.
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      Brilliant green bands of power seemed to rip from the aether into reality, forming a cage around the room, trapping everyone but Katja and her people on the inside. There were no bars on the floor, but I could see some on the ceiling, and a quick estimate made me think that we were in a cube.

      “What the fuck?” I whispered, mainly to myself.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Edgelord bellowed, seeing the bars.

      Katja smiled, her face taking on a rather vile, predatory grin.

      “I do apologize,” she said, coming somewhat close to her group of magicians. “You see, things were taking a little too long with the votes. You all seemed unable to get out of your own way.”

      “So this is your next bit of treason?” I asked.

      “Is it treason if it is done for the good of the Empire?” Katja replied.

      “Yes,” Valamir answered.

      “Want to come clean?” I asked.

      “I am hardly the dirtiest one in this room,” Katja said. “I have only done what needs doing so that Glaton might survive to hold our children safe.”

      “Seems a bit like you are killing my children,” the elder Edgemond barked.

      “There will be some casualties, of course. But perhaps your house has ruled long enough.”

      I felt eyes on me, and I saw the princess staring.

      “Or, perhaps the Glatons,” Katja continued. “While I must give that family credit for starting the Empire, what have they done in the past century but destroy all that made us great and put us in war after war? How many souls have they damned to the worst of hells because they cannot be satisfied with the land they have already taken?”

      The green bars seemed to be closing in on us. On the other side, I could see the people who had pretended to be waiters and musicians chanting softly under their breaths.

      Naturally, one of the younger members of the Edgemond family pulled his sword and charged at Katja Baeder.

      He first tried to cut through the green bars, but his sword passed right through. This made him snarl in excitement, and he lunged forward.

      His body had a slightly different reaction to the bars, as he didn’t exactly pass through the bars so much as pass around them. The arcane bars of energy sliced through all the organic bits of his body, and he came out a bloody, semi-cauterized mess of flesh on the other side.

      Notably, though, his sword was fine. Whole and unmarred on the floor.

      There were some gasps and shouts. Someone threw up.

      “The Senate will not stand for this,” someone in the cage said.

      “They will not care,” she said. “Those who dance below will not miss those who die here. You have served your purpose to the Empire, and the Empire will exist long after you expire.”

      “Do you think you could put me through one of those holes now before it’s too small for me?” came a whisper in my ear.

      I whipped my head to the side and saw that a ruffle on my shirt was now on my shoulder and talking to me.

      “What?” I hissed back.

      “I’d just prefer to not die here with you, if it’s all the same.”

      Just for a second, the ruffle changed color and I saw the orange plume and blue face of Nimble the ear worm. He smiled at me.

      “Nimble?”

      “Obviously. But we are running out of time, and–”

      “We’ll talk about this later,” I hissed, knowing I needed to focus on the immediate issue of not dying before figuring out what Nimble was up to. “I’m not about to die here, not to this stupid plan.”

      “... and if you would, I have a ball to attend,” Katja said, curtsying at the door, having continued talking while I was dealing with the return of Nimble. “You may begin.”

      She walked through the door, and left us with the magicians working on killing us.

      I could hear someone trying to speak to the magicians, offering them money to let us out. 

      But the magicians were unwilling to listen. Or maybe unable. Same difference really. They were focused on us, and they were focused on killing.

      And at that point, the bars disappeared, replaced by flames. Flames everywhere around us, trapping us within an inferno.

      “Great,” Nimble said. “Now what?”

      “Oh, fire I can deal with,” I said, pulling Nimble off my shirt before tossing him over to Valamir. “Valamir, hold my worm.”
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      I girded my metaphorical loins, and walked into my own immolation.

      Behind me, someone started screaming.

      But then I was in the fire, and I could only hear the roar of flames. 

      For a moment, a very short moment, I felt nothing.

      And then, pain. Pain was everywhere. A strange blend of the destruction of my body and the reconstruction of my body.

      One foot in front of the other, I grit my teeth and ignored everything, because nothing at that moment mattered. Just moving forward.

      Except I wanted to stop, because it hurt. And I was tired of the hurt. I was tired of the perpetual pain, of always fighting. I wanted things to just… stop.

      You seek power, a voice bellowed at me, echoing in my head. A deep voice, brutal and primal. Submit. Obey. And you will be all powerful beneath but me.

      I tried to ignore that as I fought to continue through the fire.

      But the voice wasn’t done.

      I offer you all you want, and more, it said.

      “You have nothing I want,” I bellowed, leaning forward and powering myself through the flames. 

      Oh, but I can offer her–

      I almost hesitated, but I had momentum behind me, and I wasn’t stopping. 

      I stumbled the last step. Coming out of the flames, my skin charred and cracked, smoke coming off my body, my eyes barely functioning, my lungs raw from breathing in the heat and trying to speak while in the middle of the inferno.

      But I’d made it to the other side. I dropped to my knees.
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      There was a moment while I knelt on the floor, gulping in massive lungfuls of gloriously cool air, that I wanted to just lay down. I wanted to give up, feeling that I’d done enough. The mere act of getting through the flames had been enough to validate whatever else was going to happen. That maybe it might be okay to let all the others burn. 

      And in that same breath, that cool breath that seemed to heal my lungs, I remembered that something had been talking to me inside the fire. Something promised me everything if I would submit to it. And it’d mentioned something, at the end, about a girl.

      That was the wrong thing to say, to me at least. Because there was no girl — not anymore. And even if there was, she wouldn’t want me to give up now. Or to hurt other people for her.

      Even though my skin was still cracked with semi-boiled blood leaking out of it, I stood up, clenching my teeth against the excruciating pain.

      I looked through rheumy, ruined eyes at the mages surrounding me. Their eyes were closed, they chanted softly, and power thrummed out of their extended arms, fueling the inferno.

      For a half-second longer, I let my body heal. Then I grabbed the neck of the nearest spell slinger.

      He made a yeurk noise, and his eyes went wide as my face came in close. 

      And then my forehead went into his skull, smashing it.

      I tossed his body as hard as I could at the next mage, tangling the two up.

      A quick step over to the left, and my right fist was moving, punching through the face of a third mage. 

      It devolved quickly, the pain and rage and frustration subsuming my sense of self until I was little more than a killing machine, slaughtering the mages. That was all the thought I managed to hold on to —  I wasn’t going to kill everything, just the mages. Just the people making the fire.

      After the sixth one died, the fire began to falter, and the mages started to realize something bad was happening.

      The tenth one managed to throw a spell on me, some sort of arcane bolt that smashed against my chest, splashing magical energy all around me, burning a hole in my shirt before singing the carpet.

      It didn’t save him, He died just like the rest, in a bloody mess.

      As I came to the last mage, I saw a young woman cowering in front of me, begging for her life.

      I towered over her. Blood — my own and others’ — soaked my clothes and dripped down on her.

      “Please,” she said softly. I realized she spoke in Mahrduhmese. “Please…”

      I reached down and there was a hand on my shoulder.

      I snapped around, fist up, ready to punch whomever had come to attack me.

      But it was Eliza.

      “Don’t,” Eliza said, her voice calm. “It’s over.”

      “She has more value to us alive,” I heard Valamir say, but I ignored him.

      “You’re oaky?” I asked.

      “Are you?” Eliza replied.

      I used the back of my hand to wipe the sweat out of my eyes, only to realize it was blood. I’d only made things worse, smearing the blood all around. 

      Lowering my hands, relaxing my shoulders, I nodded.

      “It’s over,” I said.
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      It’s safe to say that the ball was over too, and had transitioned into plain old pandemonium. Also, my one-man-show was over, replaced by all the most powerful people in the Empire bringing hell to bear on Katja Baeder and anything associated with her. There would be an interesting Senate session in the morning.

      Valamir had the bulk of his private army there in what seemed like minutes, calming most of the situation down. He managed to make sure the non-combatants made it out without injury. Somewhere before midnight, I was back in his mansion, laying in a bathtub with mostly clear water after having changed it a few times.

      A note reached me, not via kobold, but via footman.

      One word.

      Ruins? -C

      “Fuck,” I said, throwing the note into the toilet.

      “Shall I get you a towel?” the footman asked, gingerly reaching into the toilet to the take the paper note and deposit into the waste receptacle.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      He just gave me a smile, like he wanted to say, It’s okay. I expect nobles to be shit people.

      I was tired. It’d been a long day, and I didn’t want to go.

      And yet, maybe Clyde found something. Maybe Clyde realized we needed to take every chance we got to scour the ruins for whatever we could.

      I wanted to complain to someone. To have someone else tell me it was okay to rest, that I could take the night off. But with Valamir still out in the midst of the Baeder mess, and everyone else asleep, I didn’t have that. So I grabbed my gear, donned my armor, and headed down to visit the ruins.
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      “I spent the evening with Pomeroy,” Clyde said as I pulled the Underwatch tunic over my armor.

      “I’m sorry,” I replied.

      “Seems like I got off easy.”

      “It wasn’t my favorite ball of the season, that’s for sure.”

      “Have you been keeping score?”

      “Sure, one out of ten. Seven with rice. Did Pomeroy find anything?”

      “He’s convinced he’s got a pattern mapped out. If we go northeast, he thinks we’ll find the center of the city, which is where he figures any place of power will be located.”

      “Northeast.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Weren’t we going that way?”

      “We were going more north, north west.”

      “Got it. Any idea how far?”

      “Based on what we gave him, it’s going to be a bit of a hike.”

      “Great.”

      “But he’s pretty confident.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “So?”

      “So I’m confident enough to be here instead of up there, helping out.”

      “You were ordered to be here and not helping out, weren’t you?”

      “Yep. Much as I assume you were.”

      “I was told to take the night off.”

      “And this is making sure you do,” Bertrand said, coming to stand in the doorway. “I have been given explicit instructions from his royal highness–”

      “Just say Valamir,” I said. 

      Bertrand gave me half a smile, “Valamir wants you both to stay with the Underwatch until he signals the all-clear.”

      “Can I just take a nap here?” 

      “You could.”

      “I’m going out looking,” Clyde said.

      “Well shit,” I said with a sigh. “I guess I’m going too.”

      Bertrand smiled, “I shall happily escort you to the gates.”

      Which he did.

      What he did not do was go beyond them. He gave us a merry wave and sent us into the darkness.
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      I let Clyde take the lead. He moved fast, like a man on a mission, and seemed to be keeping track of much more than I was. This time, we decided not to walk down the middle of a main street. Instead, we slipped through a few smaller streets until we got to an incredibly narrow street that seemed to make Clyde happy. At that point, we kept to one side, walking in what would have been shade, had there been sun.

      A number of times, he stopped and put his hand on my chest to get me to stop, so he could point something out to me. Or so we could wait and let some other nasty creature pass on a side street. Which was odd, because there had been no life but us and the morlocks the time before. What was different tonight?

      To double down on the oddities, after the first few minutes, I couldn’t catch a hint of the morlocks. There’d been a few at the start, watching the gates, but either they recognized us and remembered the shellacking we doled out, or there was something else going on. Because as we got deeper into the city, it was clear nothing was tracking us. No one seemed to be waiting to ambush us. We were just out there, moseying along by ourselves.

      Clyde had a map he’d drawn, and he’d stop to consult it now and then. Whatever he was looking at on the map seemed to line up with what he saw in reality, because we continued on. Looking over my own map, the one that was being drawn in my head, I could tell that we were a long way from where we started, as well as quite a bit farther east from when we’d taken our original trip through the ruined city. 

      There were significant differences in the architecture over on this side. The blocks were larger, and while each was usually filled with smaller buildings, or rooms, there were also blocks that seemed to butt up against the foundations of a single massive structure. Some had the remains of staircases carved out of dark stone that led up from the streets to something that was no longer there. But it had to have been something important to be off street level. Like maybe a there had once been a temple, or some other structure of similar significance.

      “You want to talk about what happened to keep us down here?” Clyde asked.

      “Exploring the ruins, you mean?” I replied.

      “I mean, what happened at that ball I couldn’t go to?”

      “There was a bit of an incident.”

      “Which was?”

      “Baeder tried to kill everyone.”

      “Katja Baeder?”

      I nodded.

      “What do you mean by everyone?” Clyde asked. “Like everyone everyone?”

      “No, but all the people running for Emperor. And the ones who have votes.”

      “So Nadya?”

      “She was in the group, yeah.”

      Clyde stopped, and he stared at me.

      “Seriously?”

      “For real.”

      “Was she in actual danger?”

      “As much as anyone. But, I mean, I was there, so, um…”

      Clyde actually took a step back toward the exit before I got my hand on his shoulder.

      “There’s nothing you can do now,” I said. “She’s safe. Baeder just got the drop on everyone there.”

      He didn’t try to pull away from me — he just stood there.

      “Feels like a failure.”

      “Maybe, but you shouldn’t feel that way.”

      “Easy for you to say. You were there to save the day.”

      “And you were here, putting in the work to save the Empire.”

      “But why are we here now? Why does–”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m here because this shit needs to happen and Valamir wants to keep me from ripping Baeder apart with my bare hands and stuffing what’s left of her into random sewer grates I find around town. You, I don’t know. Probably along the same lines.”

      Clyde rubbed his forehead a few times. Then he shook his head. “I don’t like it,” he finally said. “Being stuck down here.”

      “Not much more we could be doing up there at the moment,” I said. “Being honest with myself, I know I’d be raging at the fact I couldn’t do a damn thing that matters. The bigwigs are going to be running the show up there, and we’d be up against what they wanted to do. So while I’d rather be sleeping, if I have to be awake, I’d rather have something to do. Which, in this case, is hiking through this weird shit hole with you.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You’re making me do the bulk of the chatting here, kid.”

      “Kid? How old are you?”

      “This world or the old?”

      “Let’s just walk and not talk, okay?”

      “Perfect.”
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      I noticed a stark difference to the ruins around us compared to what we’d seen the previous day. At one time, huge buildings stood witness to the life that had been in the area. But whatever devastation had been wrought came through this area this hardest. There was little more than knee high remains in most places. Some spots even lacked the rubble that seemed ever-present through the ruins. Around the Underwatch gates, there were still some empty doorways and broken windows. 

      At the edges of my vision, to the left and the right, I caught sight of shapes moving about. Disconcertingly large creatures, but they seemed genuinely disinterested in us. And the complete and utter lack of morlocks continued, with not even the faintest hint of one.

      As we continued along the road, I could see something rising above the ruins. At first, it looked as if it might be a part of the cavern floor, some geological oddity that the city had been built around. But as we got closer and the ‘thing’ got in range of my darkvision, I saw it had the regular edges of something manufactured or formed. Something that was immense in size and scale, a singular edifice towering over the ruined cityscape below. Almost as if someone had chosen to build a skyscraper in the middle of the Nevada Test Site, amongst the remains of the fake neighborhoods where the US tested all those lovely hydrogen bombs.

      “I don’t want to make any assumptions,” I said, “but…”

      Clyde stopped looking over to the left and, instead, followed where I pointed.

      “Bit hard to miss,” he replied. “The magic in this place is going nuts, and pointing toward that. And coming from it. Some sort of arcane loop and… I don’t actually know how to describe what I’m seeing in the words I got.”

      “You can see magic?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Neat trick,” I said, continuing on.

      “You want to go all the way there?’

      “Feels like we need to.”

      “But we know where it is.”

      “We’ve got a theory. Might as well see if it’s really the place.”

      “There’s a lot happening there — it might not be a good idea to get too close.”

      “You want to turn back?”

      “No, just…” He paused for a few seconds, looking around as if he was reading things in the air. “Are you at all worried about those things over there?”

      He pointed to the west, and I saw something moving. Something large enough that its body rose up and over some of the ruins..

      “Not especially,” I replied. “They’ve shown no interest in us. I think they’re probably things that hunt morlocks, or eat something that’s not us. They might come and peek at us, but it doesn’t seem like they’re territorial.”

      “So we just go on then?”

      I nodded, and started walking again. A moment later, Clyde was back by my side.

      Within a block or so of the last thing standing, I could almost feel the energy pulsing out of the structure. There was a physical sense to it, like it was just a little bit more effort to move through the air. 

      The structure itself wasn’t quite the monolith I thought. It looked more like a building up close, something with columns and stairs. It gave us our first look at the aesthetic sensibility of the ruined culture. The pre-morlocks.

      Clyde and I continued on quietly, trying to look everywhere at the same time. There was this intense feeling that something bad was about to happen. The vibes were all bad, and I felt gross being there. Going through the arcane miasma.

      The ground directly around the building was clear. Leveled by something. Not even the remains of foundations or cobblestone streets. It was smooth rock in most places, with a few spots of what almost looked like volcanic glass. 

      Clyde pointed at one such spot, eyebrows raised.

      I shrugged.

      It was a bit weird that neither of us thought to talk, but we remained quiet. 

      The circular building itself was made out of smooth white stone, something markedly different than anything we’d seen in the rest of the ruins. Or, for that matter, that I’d seen up in Glaton. Not like I was an expert on the building materials of this world, but still. 

      We started up the stairs. It felt like I should see ripples moving from my feet as I stepped on each tread. The whole world seemed so strange. Fluid almost. But when I touched stone it was firm under my hand. And as I paid attention to that firmness, the weird feelings seemed to dissipate. As if I just needed something to ground myself.

      We walked up the stairs, going higher and higher. Clyde tripped a bit, and I caught him before he could fall.

      “The treads are off,” I said.

      He nodded.

      “Morlocks are different sized,” I continued.

      He nodded again, and then, without saying anything, he started to walk.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw the distance we’d traveled. Looking up, I saw the cavern ceiling impossibly high above. I felt like there were wisps of something cloud-like there.

      Twenty more steps, and we came to an archway, something that was still intact, though the doors it once held were long gone. Stepping through, I saw that we were on the edge of what appeared to be an amphitheater. Staggered stone benches at regular intervals led down to a massive circular stage. The stage had a strange pattern all across it, with a thin spiderweb of black, glittery, glossy something intersecting the entire white stone surface, like an arcane version of that Japanese art of repairing broken pottery. Above us was nothing, until the cavern ceiling, although there was about twenty feet or so more of decorative wall around the whole top level, filled with an abundance of carvings, hieroglyphics, and hundreds of plinths that must have held statues once.

      I started down the steps, but Clyde went the other way, to walk around the top level.

      I watched as he moved along, but I still wanted a better look at the stage, to see if I could figure out what had happened.

      There was a surprising amount of dust on the stairs and the stone; it was weird to see it disturbed by my footprints as I walked along. As much as there had been a gentle perpetual breeze outside this open-air amphitheater, inside, nothing moved. Which was odd. There was no shortage of openings, with several means of ingress to allow whatever the morlocks had once been to come and do whatever it is they did in this place. Which, if I had to guess, probably revolved around something bonkers on the stage.

      Close up, the stage was just as weird. First, because it was clean — if there had been direct light on the thing, it would be glossy as fuck. It was as if someone, or something, came to polish it on the regular, getting rid of all the dust. Also, it seemed like it had been a single, solid piece of stone at one point. The vague striations I could see on the edge of the stones matched up perfectly. So something had caused it to break. But not just break — it looked like something had been extruded or forced out of the stone in such a way where the stone had been bent out of the way before being returned to position, just not quite perfectly. And up close, it looked a lot more like there had been molten rock in the repair points. Which seemed like it would have been impossible to handle. At least, without magic.

      At the each of the stage, I paused. I had been about to jump up and take a walk, but I held back. It felt like a bad idea, like merely touching the stone would cause some, well, not a trap, but would cause something to happen. What that might be, no idea. Would it be good? I seriously doubted it.

      There was not a hint of goodness about this place. Every last detail of the place seemed wrong.

      “Seen enough?” I heard Clyde call out.

      His voice echoed for a heartbeat in the space, and then stopped, suddenly mid-echo.  Like the great sound guy in the sky killed the master volume switch, or shut off all the reverb.

      I just nodded, and hurried back up the stairs. 

      We didn’t quite run away from the place, but we certainly moved at speed. Each of us trying to walk as quickly as possible without breaking into a run. The whole time, at least for me, feeling like something was watching us, getting ready to pounce.

      It was a quiet hike back, hours of walking back through the ruins, watching as the ‘city’ grew back up around us. Going from nothing to foundations to walls to some actual buildings still standing. And then, in the distance, the beacon that was the Underwatch gate. Absolutely brilliant and bright amongst the darkness of the cavern.
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      As soon as I got out of the ruins, I got hit with the reality of how long we’d been in there. Bertrand told me the time, which sent me running up the stairs to catch a carriage and race up to the Senate. I managed to get into the building, into my muumuu, and into my chair just in time to not get a demerit.

      More than a few of the other Senators stared at me as I sat there. For once, though, it didn’t feel like they were all glaring. Just looking at me with interest, and perhaps a little confusion. 

      Valamir held up a hand, and the chamberlain nodded. The high prince came over to me and leaned in to speak to me quietly.

      “I would ask that you vote with me,” he said. “There are a number of issues the Senate is going to be forced to resolve after the events of last night.”

      “We found the spot,” I whispered back.

      “In the–”

      “Yeah. If we can figure out a way to destroy it, we can have all the time we need to deal with the cult.”

      “Amazing. But we need to get through this morning first.”

      “Right. So, just vote how you do?”

      “If you would.”

      “Sure. All twenty?”

      “Yes.”

      “Done.”

      “Thank you.”

      Valamir walked back to his seat and sat back down.

      “This session of the Seven Hundred and Eighth Seating of the Senate is called to order,” the chamberlain said, smashing her gavel so hard that I was surprised nothing broke. “All business is suspended as there is a resolution brought forth.”

      Valamir stood up.

      Then Archduke Edgemond stood up.

      Then Archduke Lodbrook did the same.

      And Archduke Oldenberg.

      And Archduke Glaton.

      And finally, and kind of ruining it, the proxy for the Archduke of Ironside.

      “I seek to have the floor with my peers,” Valamir said.

      “The High Prince will have the floor,” the chamberlain said, and she sat down.

      Valamir walked to the front, standing near the podium, but not on the dais. The archdukes took places just behind him.

      “When the throne stands empty,” Valamir said, “it is often difficult to maintain the laws of the land, especially for those who have no one to which they are beholden. In the past, it has been seen as anything to gain the throne was valid, if you won. The actions of Katja Baeder⁠—”

      I noticed he omitted her title.

      “— were far beyond any that have been taken in any election of the Empire. Over six hundred years, nothing rises to what she attempted. I doubt even the Demon Queen herself would have done what Baeder attempted. Katja Baeder has committed grievous acts of treason, conspiring with our mortal enemy to turn our great nation into easy prey for the foul creatures of Mahrduhm. And as she sought to destroy all the great houses of the Empire, so she would have destroyed the Senate. Katja Baeder sits within the bowels of the Mamertime, locked in a windowless room, waiting for the moment when she will be forced to speak to all she has done.”

      There was a hush that fell over the room, as if no one had expected her to still be alive. Or, at least, that’s why I was surprised. I figured she would have been drawn and quartered at dawn. Or, you know, drawn and sixteenthed. Which begged the question, why was she still alive?

      “It is known that there are those within this room who have been in league with the treasonous villain,” Valamir said.

      Someone gasped, and I looked over to see a rather portly lady fanning herself. She was sweating profusely despite it being rather chilly in the Senate chambers. 

      “Yeesh,” I whispered to myself, “guilty…”

      “There is but one question outstanding,” Valamir continued. “Who was fooled into following Baeder by believing what she said, and who was following along knowing full well what would occur, promised by Baeder that they would be moving up the Imperial Hierarchy…?”

      The pause hung heavy in the air, everyone waiting to see what would happen.

      “Thus,” Valamir said, “I move to establish this a closed and private session.”

      The chamberlain scrambled to standing.

      “All in favor?” the chamberlain called out.

      I stood up and called out, “Aye.”

      As did all the archdukes and most everyone else.

      “This is now a closed session,” the chamberlain bellowed. “Clear the balcony. Seal the doors.”

      There was definitely more than a little grumbling from the public up in their seats, very clearly looking forward to an entertaining morning watching the political drama unfold before them.

      All the doors were shut, and for the first time I’d seen, guards stood in front of the doors, blocking us from leaving. Presumably, there were also guards standing on the outside keeping the plebes from coming in.

      “I make the motion for a temporary alteration to the rules of the Senate,” Valamir said, “whereby we allow arms upon the floor.”

      “I second,” Edgemond replied.

      “All in favor?” the chamberlain asked.

      “Aye,” I said.

      As did quite a few of the other Senators, although I noticed it wasn’t completely unanimous.

      “All who oppose?” the chamberlain said.

      Like six people said no.

      “The motion passes,” the chamberlain bellowed.

      A group of the Imperial Guard marched into the room. They surrounded all of us Senators several layers deep until we nobles were very much outnumbered.

      The leader of the guard stepped forward. “The following are under suspicion of treason,” the leader yelled, sounding every bit like a drill instructor who’d been brought into a posh place.

      Seven names were called out, four men and three women. As the names were read, guards marched out and surrounded the individuals.

      “As per the rules of the Senate,” the chamberlain said, “the accused are no longer permitted to remain in the Senate. Their votes have been struck for the remainder of this meeting. They will be removed at once.”

      It was amusing to watch the rich people who thought they were going to be moving up in the world now realize they were going down. Way down. Maybe even literally, as they might get lucky and be tossed into the oubliette.

      One former count tried to make a run for it.

      His lordship didn’t get very far.

      There were tears, caterwauling, begging and more. It was quite the show, and I was happy to not be involved, for once.

      Slowly, the guards escorted the new prisoners out of the dome, moving out a different door than we normally used, perhaps one that led to a place where prisoners could be securely transferred to the mamertime.

      But in all actuality, I wasn’t really paying attention to what was happening. I was thinking about what I’d seen down below. If that was the place that the cult was looking for, which it had to be. It was positively brimming with power and potential. But why did they want it? Did they know how wrong it was?

      The gavel smashing against the block brought me back, yanking my attention to the present.

      “The motion to vote is seconded,” the chamberlain said.

      And before I realized, voting slips were being handed out, this time with dark purple pastels.

      I shook my head and took my twenty slips of paper.

      Baeder’s name was not there. It seemed surprising to me that the bureaucracy had managed to move fast enough that the attempted coup was only the previous night, but the paperwork had already been updated.

      I voted all twenty for Nadya, and held the papers ready to be collected.

      All the ballots were collected, and then I saw the chamberlain’s assistant counting them all.

      There was a quick conference at the podium, and the chamberlain rapped her gavel. Gently this time, as if she was feeling good about things once again.

      “The votes have come in,” the chamberlain said. “There are one hundred and nine votes out of the total of one hundred twenty-one.”

      Then, she began to call out the votes, one by one.

      Nadya.

      Nadya.

      Nadya.

      Valamir.

      Montana.

      Regina.

      Regina.

      Regina.

      Regina.

      On and on it went, all one hundred and nine names called out. 

      No votes for Katja, obviously.

      Surprisingly, no votes for Edgemond.

      No votes for Dave, the neighbor.

      Valamir got five.

      I got two.

      Nadya got forty-one.

      But the princess got sixty votes.

      Or, should I say, the Empress got sixty votes.
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      No one moved a muscle. We all just sat there staring at each other. 

      “A new Emperor has been chosen,” the chamberlain said. “The throne is no longer empty; long live the Emperor.”

      She wrote a few things down.

      “This meeting of the Senate is closed with a successful election.”

      All the staff and other non-Senators headed out as fast as they could, leaving the rest of us to sit there in a shocked silence.

      Nadya Glaton was the first to stand. Valamir tried to say something to her, but she just walked by, head held high, and continued to the exit.

      Outside, I heard cheers take off, presumably as Nadya told her cousin about the outcome of the vote.

      Valamir looked over at me.

      I gave him a thumbs up.

      He gestured at me to follow him out of the dome, going not to where Nadya had gone, but rather into the locker room.

      I did so, relieved since I wanted to take the fucking muumuu off as soon as possible. And preferably have it burned now that the whole Senate fiasco was over. I had to figure out if I could lie to the princess and say I voted for her so I could get something for Coggeshall out of her ascension.

      Valamir stood in front of a locker, both hands on the wall, staring down at this feet.

      “You seem upset,” I said.

      “Your keen intuition is only seconded by your immense empathy.”

      “Fuck you very much too.”

      “We have witnessed the end of this Empire, if not worse.”

      “Isn’t there some sort of test as well?” I asked. “I seem to remember that. She could not pass, or something.”

      “There is something that has been called a test,” he said. “Though it seen as rather more perfunctory. There is every chance she will get it done with later today.”

      “That fast? I thought it was some big thing?”

      “It used to be more than it is now. And it is not as if she is without a lifetime of preparation for this. I would be very surprised if there was something that kept her from passing. It is largely based upon your blood, and thus, your family. As a direct descendant of the Emperor, and of many many Emperors, it would be exceedingly odd for her to be denied.”

      “Okay, so now what?”

      “I have no idea. Wait to see how she destroys all that her family has spent its lifetimes building?”

      “Seems a bit fatalistic.”

      “Oddly, Montana, I am out of ideas. I am caught unawares because I do not understand how this has happened. I have never been so mistaken. Everyone I spoke with assured me they were voting for Nadya, and yet, if I do the math correctly, it is little more than yourself, myself, and few others.”

      He paused and then glared at me.

      “You did–”

      I held up my hands.

      “I voted for Nadya. Shit, Valamir, give me a hint of fucking credit.”

      “I am sorry — I am at a loss. Both at what happened and what to do.”

      “I mean, pretty simple, really. We know where she’s going to want her people to go. So we just beat her there.”

      “What do you mean, ‘beat her there?’”

      “She’s not going to want to wait. That cult isn’t going to be patiemt, and if she’s got the means to get them where they want to go, they’re going there.”

      “I suppose.”

      “So the first thing she’ll do is marshal all those cultists. Give ’em all permission to go down into the ruins, and blam-o. They’re in the place doing the thing.”

      “I know those are mostly the same words from the language I know, but I have little idea of what you are actually saying.”

      But while Valamir was making fun of me, my mind was running at hyperspeed. Because while this wasn’t really the intended outcome for the election, it might also be the best.

      “Dudedudedude,” I barked at him, “that ring thing. Do you have it on you?”

      “Ring thing?”

      “Where it can be, we can make it private?”

      He sighed, and held out his hand, twisting the ring.

      “Done,” he said.

      “They’re going to be all together,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “The cult. If they’re all together, we don’t have to find them. We can just grab them all at the same time.”

      “Yes, well, I suppose that’s quite true. Though, if we are just galavanting about in this dream-state of yours, perhaps we could just wish them away with a wave of our hands. Or that Regina had remained away long enough to not get embroiled in the election. Or that my brother–”

      “Oh, knock it off. We’re not out of the fight, and I’m not living in some fantasy or whatever the fuck you mean.”

      “Please do remember I am — thankfully — not inside your head with you. Start at the top.”

      “The princess and the cult–”

      “Not quite that far up.”

      “We know where they want to go,” I snapped. “I am in line to get into the group. Right?”

      “Yes, I understand those two concepts.”

      “The princess, er Empress, can now open up the ruins, and she’ll want to get everyone in there as soon as she can.”

      “Retreading what we know, my dear duke.”

      “Yeah, well, if you weren’t so focused on wallowing, maybe you’d have beaten me to this thought. If I go and tell the princess I know how to get to where she wants to go, that I can guide her–”

      “What is it you discovered?” he interrupted me to ask. “What exactly did you find in the ruins?”

      “A structure that’s a blend of temple and arena. That’s so brimming with power that you can feel it. Enough magic that Clive could see it.”

      “Clyde.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “And you believe this is what they seek?”

      “I mean, there’s nothing else down there besides ruins and sad excuses for monsters. And I doubt they want those.

      “And so your plan is?”

      “I assumed you’d have caught it by now.”

      “You bring them there to this temple-esque structure, and… what? I have an ambush ready to go?”

      “Exactly. Um, mostly exactly.”

      “Mostly exactly?”

      “Well, I don’t think you’re the one who should be leading it.”

      He stood up straight and looked at me, like he was finally catching on. I could see his eyes darting about as the wheels in his mind turned in the same direction as mine, the cogs catching and the ideas flowing.

      “Not the issue at hand, Coggeshall,” he said. “That is actually quite– I mean, this is certainly not the outcome I would have chosen for this election, but perhaps you are right, and we can swing this in our favor. But there are so many moving parts that need to align for it work, and–”

      “Sure, but that’s what you’re good at, Bub.”

      “Bub?”

      “Just get Clyde and whatever army you can muster, and get them into the ruins to set up.”

      “But,” he snapped, pushing me toward the door, “you must remember that you do not know the princess searches for something underground! And you must make sure you are still able to get into the cult prior to them heading into the ruins. Which means you must run to her now, congratulate her and make sure she believes you voted for her. Go.”

      “What about the ruins and the ambush?”

      “You have to just trust that I am able to make it happen,” he stopped pushing me and just stared at me. “However it plays out, Montana of Coggeshall, I trust you know they cannot be allowed to follow through with whatever they seek from that space.”

      “Got it. Hey, um, you still have my worm?”

      “Might we address your worm later? Go.”
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      Whether it was providence, or fate, or Mister Paul guiding me by the nose, as I came out of the locker room that wasn’t a locker room, I was immediately in the portion of the hallway that seemed to have been chosen as the celebration station for Regina, former princess and technically current Empress.

      She saw me immediately — I’m a bit hard to miss — and her eyes narrowed into a blend of suspicion and confusion.

      I spread my arms wide and made sure I had on the best smile I could muster.

      “We did it!” I shouted. 

      “You voted for me?” she asked.

      “What? Of course I did, your highness.”

      Her head snapped to her nearest flunky, a man I’d seen around her quite often, but someone I never met.

      “There are those amongst us who have not fulfilled their part of the deal,” she said firmly. “Give out nothing until we know who is loyal.”

      Then, she turned back to me, and smiled like she was looking at an old friend.

      “You asked for nothing,” she said, “but gave everything.”

      “I thought we were doing something great,” I replied. “Something difficult that’s going to make the world better.”

      “We are.”

      “Did I, um, can I ask about the test?”

      “The test is immaterial now. You have shown your worth and your loyalty time and again, despite what some have suggested. I must finish the business of ascending, and then there is the coronation. But if you are still set upon this path, of joining us on our mission, then we would have you.”

      “I’m in.”

      “Maelith,” Regina called out. “Escort Montana to the Harbinger.”

      “Of course, your highness,” Maelith said, appearing at my side as if out of thin air.

      “I would him initiated at once,” the princess whispered. “We must move quickly, for our enemies will know they have no more time to wait.”

      “Of course,” Maelith replied with a curtsy.

      “It will likely be a long night tonight,” the Empress née princess said to me. “But it will be the most important night of our lives. And, potentially, of this world.”
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      Maelith spent our walk and our carriage ride flirting aggressively, seemingly resolute in ignoring my non-engagement. As such it was more of an annoying trip than a long one, and we arrived at the Kronth Embassy in relatively short order. At that point, Maelith stopped talking, and her entire demeanor changed to serious. Like she’d flipped the switch into business mode.

      My escort whisked me past security and through the opulent mini-mansion with the sort of comfort brought about by extreme repetition.We went straight through a nondescript door at the end of a hallway. Then down a set of stairs, followed by a second set of stairs to more guards manning another nondescript door. They came to attention when they saw people approaching, but as soon as one recognized Maelith, he simply opened the door for her. 

      Only to reveal another hallway. This one had all the hallmarks of recent construction. Or, being that it was all underground, recent excavation. Heavy stone had been used to line the walls, with regular timber framing up to support the overhead until the stones had been laid to make arches. It was both impressive and crude.

      I smashed my forehead on a poorly placed rock, and I winced at the stunning pain.

      “Please watch your head,” Maelith said without stopping. “I fear our tunnels were not made for a man of your…” she paused and gave me a lascivious look, “stature. Quickly now. Being late is… frowned upon.”

      So we hurried along.

      And along.

      As we went, we passed by off-chutes, almost all of which were tunnels angled down, sometimes at startling degrees. Most of them sent back sounds of digging or mining back to us.

      “There’s a lot of work happening here,” I said.

      “Indeed.”

      “Why all the tunnels?”

      “There is a search for something sacred.”

      “Under Glaton?”

      “Yes. This city is special for many reasons, but chief amongst them is the auspicious location.” She stopped and patted my chest. “I must stop myself before I spill what is not mine to tell. All will be revealed in time, likely very soon if the will of the Empress are to be fulfilled.”

      “I’m just curious about⁠—”

      She smiled and turned so fast that her long hair whipped across my face. I had to do that awkward tongue-spitting thing to get her hair out of my mouth.

      After ten or twenty more minutes of speed-walking down the tunnel, we came to a space that held a large door in a heavy stone archway. The space itself was marginally more open than the tunnel, which really gave it the air of a waiting room. 

      Once again, though, Maelith wasn’t waiting. She pushed the door open, shoving someone  on the other side out of the way.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Barked a robed figure in an inhuman voice.
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      The room was a dome-shaped space, about twenty feet tall in the center. A group of crude glowstones had been loaded into a rope basket and hung down about five feet from the top, casting an uneven, eerie light around the space. Under that point was an altar, a heavy slab of stone holding a series of thick tomes, some bottles, a small amphibious creature in a bowl, and what looked like someone’s unfinished lunch.

      In front of the altar was the robed figure who’d yelled at us. A larger person with odd proportions, their face hidden by a huge hood on their almost impossibly black luxurious robes. 

      More human-looking individuals surrounded the altar, all wearing less impressive black robes. Everyone was now looking at Maelith and me.

      Maelith slipped between the robed humans and went straight to the figure in the middle. 

      “Harbinger,” she said softly, but her voice still echoed off the stone walls, “this is one who has been instrumental in bringing us success. Regina wishes him brought into the fold.”

      I felt the eyes of the ‘Harbinger’ on me, even though I couldn’t see a damn thing under its hood. I gave a friendly wave.

      “He is the duke?” The harbinger asked, voice harsh.

      “Yes.”

      “He is who did what was done last night?”

      “Yes, Harbinger.”

      I stood there as the Harbinger stared at me, and there was a palpable feeling to having their gaze on me. As if the Harbinger was somehow able to see through the surface of my person to whatever was underneath. Maybe even seeing to my character sheet. I wondered if there might be something there that would give me away.

      Almost on instinct, I pulled up my character sheet to take a peek.
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      Montana - Lvl 38 Burgmann

      Traits

      Race: Royal Fallen

      Height: 6’5”

      Weight: 416 lbs

      Eye Color: Hazel

      Hair Color: Blonde

      Renown: 525 - The Hero of Osterstadt … 1200 - The Stranger … 2100 - The Hero of the Empire
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        * * *

      

      Statistics

      HP: 1462

      STAM: n/a

      MP: 79,240

      Active Effects: Frightful Presence
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 106

      Agility: 60

      Dexterity: 60

      Constitution: 104

      Wisdom: 29

      Intelligence: 37

      Charisma: 37

      Luck: 42
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        * * *

      

      Skills

      Riding – improvised (Lvl 1)

      Falling (Lvl 4)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 5)

      Investigate (Lvl 1)

      Harvesting (Lvl 5)

      Swords (Lvl 61)

      Unarmed Combat (Lvl 18)

      Axes (Lvl 57)

      Large Weapon Throwing (Lvl 28)

      Jump (Lvl 6)

      Stealth (Lvl 6)

      Improvised Weaponry (Lvl 10)

      Swimming (Lvl 18)

      Spears (Lvl 62)

      Warhammers (Lvl 31)

      Light Armor (Lvl 8)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 18)

      Fishing (Lvl 9)

      Carving (Lvl 6)

      Crafting (Lvl 5)

      Wooden Weapon-Making (Lvl 1)

      Skinning (Lvl 11)

      Detect Traps (Lvl 45)

      Lumberjack (Lvl 21)

      Intimidation (Lvl 10)

      Surveillance (Lvl 2)

      Birding (Lvl 1)

      Archery (Lvl 26)

      Tracking (Lvl 24)

      Fletching (Lvl 10)

      Shield (Lvl 56)

      Internal Monster Butchering (Lvl 10)

      Digging (Lvl 8)

      Politicking (Lvl 1)

      Weaving (Lvl 1)

      Campfire Cooking (Lvl 1)

      Foraging (Lvl 5)

      Staring at the Ceiling (Lvl 1)

      Small Weapon Throwing (Lvl 9)

      Swinging (Lvl 1)

      Blushing (Lvl 1)

      Asking Stupid Question (Lvl 2)

      Advanced Furniture Deconstruction (Lvl 4)

      Climbing (Lvl 22)
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        * * *

      

      Abilities

      Darkvision

      The Sword of My Enemy is My Sword

      Iron Will

      Make An Entrance

      Stand Tall

      Regal Bearing

      Rallying Cry

      Art of Movement

      Labyrinthine Recall

      Detect Mimic

      Indomitable

      Swift Tracker

      Veritasium

      Detect Metals and Minerals

      Tremorsense

      Unbreakable Skeleton

      Imperial Favor

      House Scion

      That’s not Pain

      Battle Frenzy, Advanced

      Using Your Head

      Surge of Strength

      Mana Well

      Books of Blood

      True Sight

      Need A Weapon

      Durable

      Keep On Cutting

      Savage Attacker

      Into the Breach

      Hold the Line

      Flame Proof

      Gastronomicon
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        * * *

      

      Boons

      Powerful Build (Mister Paul) - You are bigger than you look. For all strength roles, you are counted as one size category larger than you actually are.

      Regeneration (Mister Paul) - Outside of combat, your body will repair rather quickly. Given enough time, it’s possible you will heal from nearly any wound.

      Gift of Gab (Mister Paul) - Should you encounter a language you do not understand, as long as you hear at least three words of it, you will understand it, and speak it, perfectly.

      Monstrous Companion (Typhon) - You have been gifted a companion from the god Typhon. Your companion is immortal, though if reduced to 0 HP, he will be forced to return in a different form, chosen at the whim of Typhon. You may absorb your companion for a temporary boost to your abilities, but the boost will only last until Typhon sends another companion your way.
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        * * *

      

      Indicium

      Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement -complete - You are granted permission to use family buildings as you see fit, granted control of family funds, granted permission to use the family name, granted permission to name an heir, granted permission to expand the family, granted permission to bestow aspects of the Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement. You gain ten levels in the skill Shield. You gain the ability Imperial Favor. You gain the ability House Scion.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Spear - Eona blesses you with +10 spear, +7 swimming, +5 fishing, +10% movement in water, +3 Agility

      Choice, Burghman - Martial skills advance double. You take less damage from all attacks as long as you are protecting at least one non-combatant. Gain bonus XP from protecting others.

      Indicium of Imperial Prerogative: Magic - You are permitted to perform magic within the Empire of Glaton

      Royal - You are identified as being of Royal Blood, and gain the abilities Stand Tall and Regal Bearing

      Dungeon of the Ancients Indicium - You gain the following skills and/or abilities: Art of Movement, Labyrinthine Recall, Detect Mimic 20 ft, Detect Traps +45 levels, Swift Tracker, Veritasium, and Detect Metals and Minerals

      Slayer: Death Bringer - As a living embodiment of death, know that you cause Frightful Presence. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened when they are aware of you. You do an extra 10% damage to any creature below half health. Each death you cause brings you 1% of your health in return.

      Slayer: Death Bearer - Congratulations on the slaughter. For each new entity you kill within the time limit, you receive an additional 5% XP. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened even when they are not aware of you, but you are within 20 yards of them.

      Slayer: Goblinbane, Scourge of Goblins - Congratulations on the slaughter. Goblins of all stripe fear you and whisper your name in the dark. You gain significantly more XP for killing goblins, you do bonus visceral damage to goblins, greater chance for dismemberment and brutality when killing goblins. Goblins are likely to flee rather than fight. It is possible goblins will worship you instead of fear you.

      Slayer: Vampire - You are able to withstand the charms of the vampire. You are immune to being turned. You do bonus damage to vampires. Vampires are vulnerable to your fear effects.

      Typhon’s Mark of the Beast - Typhon blesses you with +10 intimidation, tremorsense, labyrinthine recall, and +5 Strength.

      Zothys’ Blessing of the Protector - You gain 25 levels in shield and +3 Constitution.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Hunt - You receive +20 skill levels in Archery, +15 skill levels in tracking, +10 skill levels in fletching, +10% harder to detect while moving, +3 Dex

      Eona’s Blessing of the Blend - Within your holding, you and your followers will be able to blend breeds and races together that might not be viable in any other situation.

      Hero of the Empire - Gain 5 points in each attribute as long as you remain in good standing with the Empire. Gain bonus to reputation with content or better imperial citizens. Gain honorary Legion status - Pilus Prior. You gain free admission to the Arena. You may request one meeting with the Emperor per annum.

      Underwatch Honorary Member - As long as you are a member in good standing, you gain two percent bonus to total health. You gain access to the realm under the city of Glaton.

      

      Titles

      Imperial Duke of Coggeshall

      Prince of Eonneque

      Fürst of Vreijuirag

      Ducal heir of Old Lattimoore

      Count of Duhamel

      Count of Helgand

      Count of Dunnismeer

      Count of Whitelock

      Count of Michelgrove

      Count of Daroonga

      Count of Braewood

      Count of Kingshills

      Count of Wolveshire

      All lesser titles minimized.
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        * * *

      

      Languages

      Goblin

      Imperial Common

      Mahrduhmese

      Infernal

      Hobgoblin Battle Cant

      Night Goblin

      Ursusian

      Lutra

      Northern Kobold

      Carchedonian

      Undermountain Common

      Draconic

      Grey Veveridia

      Plains Centaurese

      Koäðemaarian

      Base Ogrish

      Ethusian

      Chasoneintails

      Classical Kronthian

      Gradonthan

      Bandertongue

      The Old Tongue

      Western High Common

      Old Farthic

      Zoonistic Pigdin Pidgin

      Krzysźntwařżek

      The Split Tongue

      Grystyllym Frystlyn

      Frandish
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      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Heal Other (Lvl 3)

      Humas (Lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification (Lvl 3)

      Tame - Greater (Lvl 1)

      ManaBomb (Lvl 1)
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      I didn’t see anything that would make me seem…

      “You are an interesting man,” the Harbinger said, approaching me. “You are a believer?”

      “I am.”

      “And you wish to join?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you know what it is we know?”

      “Not yet.”

      There was a pause.

      “The right answer,” the Harbinger said, now standing directly in front of me, incredibly close. Its voice sounded harsh and unpleasant, its inhumanity nearly overwhelming. “Fetch him robes. We will begin.”

      Allow me to preface this next bit with the simple explanation that my experiences with secret societies are rather limited. I have not been part of an overwhelming number of initiations or secretive ceremonies. That said, it really felt like the cult’s initiation was something that was designed by people who were interested in making a secret society feel like a perceived secret society. 

      I was given a robe which was far too small for me and wound up being much more along the lines of a hoodie on me. The hood was so tight on my head I was a little bit afraid I wasn’t going to be able to pull it off once the ritual initiation was done. 

      We stood around the harbinger and listened as he pontificated about change, greatness, secrecy, all the buzzwords. It was a whole lot of saying nothing, and kind of depressing in that way. As I listened to him ramble on, I started to feel like maybe this wasn’t the big evil we thought it was. That we had spent a lot of time and energy tearing ourselves apart to bring down what was a little more than a group of rich people cosplaying as secret, mysterious people who wore robes and met underground in their robes. 

      After a certain amount of saying what he needed to say, the Harbinger fell silent. He stood, arms akimbo, and acolytes came to him and pulled his robe off. It came in two pieces, one to the left and one to the right, revealing what the Harbinger truly was. Which was, and I believe this is the official, character sheet-approved term, fucking weird.

      He looked like a bug and a cockroach had been thrown into a blender and then poured into a humanoid-esque mold. His entire body was covered in this nasty translucent brown chitin, kind of like an exoskeleton, but I didn’t really see any points where it hard hard ridges. It was almost like a semi-flexible material. He had two legs, that I could, see, but three arms. And his hands ended in three triangle shaped fingers, each tipped with a curved claw or talon. He had a head that looked more like a grasshopper’s kind of a wedge shape with big compound eyes. Except each part of the compound seemed to be made up of a smaller eyeball. It was off-putting, and the longer I looked on him, the more I wanted to close my eyes and forget I’d seen him.

      “I come,” he said, “as the Harbinger. I come, bringing forth to this world what we seek, what you seek,” he said, his voice somehow growing larger now that he wasn’t pretending to be human any longer. As his true self, he’d swollen in size and grandeur. 

      “There is much that is left to be done, and the time has come. Do you wish to join us as we give birth to a new world in which we shall fertilize greatness by sowing the destruction of the current world here? Shall we go forth and invite the great traveler to come and cleanse the unclean, be-soiled horror that is Vuldranni, and make it so that it will be a fertile ground for greatness? Greatness!” 

      Everyone else was very much a yes. And I, because I was pretending, definitely crossed my fingers behind my back and said, “Yeah, I’m down. Let’s do it.” 

      The Harbinger nodded at us. He held out his weird arms and said, “I welcome you into the embrace. The traveler will come. We need but call and open the door.” Then he put his head down. 

      And that was kind of it, which was weird because it was all a little anticlimactic. There was no magical moment. No indicium granted. Not even like, an announcement to the group. I didn’t gain anything from being part of this. It was almost as if I was taking place in something that didn’t really have a part of this world attached to it. That it was world-adjacent. Because everything else in this world was part of the system. And yet, here was something that wasn’t. It felt weird. 

      I think everyone in my little group, my initiation class, if you will, all wanted something more. Because we all just stood there, waiting for a sign that there would be more coming. But it was clear that nothing more was coming, because the Harbinger turned his back to us and signaled to his underlings that they should bring him a new robe, which was not as impressive as the old one, which had clearly been designed to tear apart with a big reveal.

      I just stood there for a second. The harbinger went back to looking at the things on the altar, writing things down in a language that, from where I could see, was about as different from any other writing style I had seen. Not just on Vuldranni, but in the Old World as well. 

      “The Harbinger,” I said., he stood up and looked at me. 

      “Novice, you have something to say?” 

      “Oh, I didn’t realize there were levels in this.” 

      “They are not levels per se,” he replied. “But you are new, are you not?”

      “Sure. I just want to make sure I’m not, like, speaking out of turn.”

      “No, no. You are an honored member of this group. I doubt we would have been able to accomplish what we have without you.”

      “You said that we just need to open the door for the traveler. What did you mean by that?”

      “There is a door. The traveler must be invited to come, else it will not be able to.”

      “Is that door nearby?”

      “Yes. It is what we search for, even now. Our members are spread out all over the city. For the door is here, under us. We just know not where.”

      “I think I know,” I said.

      “You do?” He asked.

      “Yeah, I…” I paused, feeling a vague fuzzy sense of unease and hesitation. That there was something trying to work on me to keep me from talking, it had to be the Underwatch oath. But I overrode that thought in my head, telling myself to shut the fuck up, because even though it seemed like I was doing the wrong thing, I was doing the right thing, because this was all a plan that would help the Underwatch and would keep the secrets safe. So my body and my brain needed to get their shit together and stop fucking with me.

      “There are these ruins under the city,” I said.

      “You know of these ruins?” The Harbinger asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “And you know of this doorway?”

      “Well, I don’t know about a doorway. But I know that there’s this temple there.”

      He held up his claw-hand thing. “You know of this? You speak the truth here? For though I am a creature of mercy, I will not broker any falsehoods.”

      “No, no, I’m serious. I was just there. I could take you there right now if you want.”

      “You swear to this?”

      “I do. I’m part of the group now, aren’t I? Aren’t we doing whatever we can to help and bring forth the traveler so he can cleanse the world? And then⁠—”

      “Yes, yes.” He said, interrupting me. “Yes. We are. We had hoped, with our great member, Regina, gaining the throne, that she would be able to aid us in this. We had heard there was something of these ruins that the Emperor had access to and none other. But you having been there, and you having discovered already this temple, you would do this? You would guide us there this very night?”

      “Yeah. Why should we wait, right? Let’s do this.”

      “You are ready now?”

      “Yeah, I mean, look, I’m ready. Are you ready?”

      “This is quite--” He stopped, and really looked at me with his weird freaking bug eyes.

      “Yes. Yes,” he finally said, as if he had found something within me to make him believe I wasn’t lying. “My children,” he yelled out. “It has been found. We have the path to the doorway. Gather all the children, for we will go now. We will go now and we will bring forth the traveler and we will make this world anew.”

      And he ran out of the room.
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      After hours of walking, we made it. 

      Even having been there once before, it was still startling to see the temple coming up out of the bare area around it. I could hear people muttering in amazement, and where it had been largely quiet the whole long walk, now there was a palpable excitement. Everyone was eager to get to, and the mood amongst the almost two hundred ‘children’ became almost giddy.

      Only the Harbinger seemed unaffected by everything. It wasn’t like he was bored with things, it was more like he was tempered in his excitement. Like he was hopeful, but ready. Although, to be fair, it’s not like I knew the guy, or if he was a guy, because he was more like a big bug. Except, not, because, well, he didn’t fit this world in the way I could understand.

      As we took the steps up the temple, I started to feel a twinge of anxiety.

      There was no sign of the Underwatch. Nor of any other army that might have been sent down here to deal with this cult. I didn’t want to think that Valamir had bungled the gig, or that somehow Clyde had gotten lost. But I felt like there’d be something to indicate the passage of a group of people. We, the cult, certainly seemed more than capable of making a mess as we walked along.

      The cult quieted down, once more, taken in by the palpable power of the place.

      As we reached the top of the stairs, the Harbinger turned around, looking across the gathered folk.

      He held his hand out to the Empress, who stepped up next to him.

      “Witness,” he said, his voice strangely loud in an otherwise silent space, “at all points, we have faced doubt and challengers. We alone knew what the world was, and we alone knew how to fix this world. The doorway is near. We can feel it. We need but open the path so the grand might of the Traveler can come through. So much has come together so fast, allowing this perfect moment to happen. We wait no longer, you will be in pain no longer. We unleash the beast so it might feast, and its feast will prepare this world for the great next thing.”

      Seemed to go off a little at the end there, but given the looks the Harbinger was getting, no one else really noticed that he sounded like an idiot. I guess that was part of the whole cult thing. Cults probably didn’t work that well when people doubted what the leader said.

      The Harbinger turned, headed up the last few stairs, and walked through the archway into the temple itself.
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      I was the eighth person into the temple, which I didn’t really think was very important, but the other cultists were definitely jockeying for position, somehow putting together a pecking order. When I went in, I was prepared to see whatever ambush Valamir had set up.

      That was not what I saw.

      It was an empty amphitheater, just as Clyde and I had left it what seemed like ages ago, but had really been earlier that very morning. Nothing had changed. 

      The Harbinger went straight for the stage with the Empress following close behind. Most of the other cultists spread out in the seats, moving reverently, as if they’d come into the holiest of sites. Which, I suppose, it probably was to them.

      What struck me as odd, or maybe one thing that struck me as odd with this whole panoply of strange, was that it didn’t seem to me that any of these people had any hesitation regarding their own impending death. Or, maybe they thought that they weren’t going to die. The rest of the world would be destroyed around them, but then they could sally forth and take their pick of pristine untouched world.

      I didn’t know. They all sounded nuts when I really stopped to think about what the cult said and believed.

      The Harbinger, for all he’d managed to avoid seeming concerned or intrigued or feeling any emotion at all while we’d been walking, hesitated as he neared the raised area. He inspected one of the black streaks closely, careful not to make any contact with the stone itself. I felt like he could sense the power radiating out — how could he not?

      Regina, Empress of Glaton, stood right next to the cult leader. But while he seemed to have an increased emotional response, she was oddly cool. She sat delicately on the nearest stone bench, crossing one perfect leg over the other, just sort of taking the situation in.

      I made my way down the stairs and took a seat next to the Empress.

      She glanced my way, seeming at complete peace.

      I smiled at her, although I was feeling less than ideal inside. My heart was thumping in my chest, and I couldn’t help glancing around.

      She put her hand on my leg.

      “All will be well,” she said softly. “Our part has finished. All we need to is wait. The doorway will open, and the world shall know its folly. The grand slate will be wiped clean to begin anew.”

      “Yeah,” I said, kinda because I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Do you, um, know what, or, um, how the door opens?”

      “The Harbinger knows.”

      “Okay, but, um, you don’t?”

      “It is not important. I have done what I needed to — I have delivered the Harbinger here. As well as all the other members of the family. Thus, I only need wait. I feel such relief. In this last moments of ours, I feel… unburdened. That I might take a breath without worry of all other things.”

      Looking back, I saw that most every member of the cult was inside the amphitheater now. They were, for the most part, moving slow and staring at the altar.

      The Harbinger, meanwhile, had a book out, and was leafing through the pages. It was all written in that impossible script, and though I caught a few strange diagrams, I couldn’t make out a damn thing.

      A bell rang out. Nearly as one, all the members of the cult looked up to the sky, as if something might drop out of darkness above.

      Nothing did.

      The Harbinger looked back at the Empress and then at me, I think confusion or anger on his alien face. But honestly I had no idea what his facial expressions meant. The limited ones he could do with his insectoid features.

      “Do you know of that noise?” the Harbinger whispered, coming closer to Regina.

      “The bell?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s just a bell.”

      “But why?”

      “Is it not just a manifestation of the ritual to open the path for the traveler?”

      “No. The ritual has yet to begin.”

      “What is the ritual?” I asked.

      The Harbinger fixed me a pointed glare, irritation evident.

      “Your part in this is finished,” he barked. “Intrude no more and I will allow you to watch close. Otherwise, begone to the back rows and hope I do not order you removed entirely from this holy moment.”

      He went back to his book. I looked over at the princess, I mean, empress, giving her a what-the-fuck look.

      She just shrugged.

      Then a second bell rang out, which sounded a little different. Marginally different tonality. 

      This time, the Harbinger threw his book down and stood up straight. He clawed hands out, ready for something.

      But he was the only one who responded that way. Everyone else looked up again, enjoying the bells. Which might have been why they didn’t notice that all the exits had been blocked.

      Valamir’s private army, mixed with some Underwatch guys I recognized, had come into the amphitheater via every archway, blocking any attempt of the cultists to exit. More and more soldiers filed in, filling out the top rung, preparing to take all the cultists prisoner. Or, you know, in the case of the carcajou, just throw down and start killing people. They looked particularly ready for war.

      “Treachery!” the Harbinger shouted.

      The Empress looked right at me. I knew she knew.

      I held up my hands.

      “You,” she shouted.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “You betrayed me,” she said.

      “You swore an oath,” the Harbinger snarled.

      “Yes, well, I also crossed my fingers, so…”

      “So?”

      “Doesn’t that mean the same thing here?”

      The Empress stabbed me in the stomach.
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      As befits a tiny royal person, it was a tiny royal dagger. While it certainly hurt, I don’t think it hit anything vital.

      Out of instinct, I popped her one in the mouth.

      Which, unfortunately, snapped her head back. She went limp.

      The Harbinger bashed me across the face with one of his claws, putting a truly surprising amount of power behind it. I fell over backwards into the next row up.

      Screams went up as the cultists grabbed arms and mounted their counter attack.

      Some had weapons and wore armor, but most were just regular people who had almost zero in the way of combat training. All the same, they were prepared to die, which meant they weren’t ready to back down.

      As I picked myself up off the rock floor, I saw that the Harbinger had grabbed the Empress and was taking her toward the set of stairs that would lead them onto the stage.

      Someone jumped onto my back and was trying to choke me.

      I grabbed the offending arm and executed a proper judo toss, slamming Maelith into the floor in front of me, knocking the wind out of her. 

      “I’m just not that into you,” I snapped, and then raced after the Harbinger.

      But she wasn’t done, slapping my left foot as I picked it up so that I caught it on my right foot, tripping me.

      I went down hard, face-first toward another stone bench, but I managed to catch myself before smashing my nose.

      Someone else was on me, and I felt a stab into my side.

      I threw myself up, but I didn’t bring my feet down so much as around, so that I landed on my back. Or, rather, I landed on someone. Who got all four hundred plus pounds of me on top of them. 

      With a gross, wet crunching noise, their grip released on my neck, and I rolled over to my knees.

      A cultist I’d never met was somewhat squished on the ground, blood coming out of their mouth in a dribble.

      Maelith screamed, coming at me again, this time with a blade. She cocked up and prepping for one hell of a swing.

      I punched her in the face.

      Thanks to momentum, her legs kept moving, going up and out from under her. She landed head first with a hollow thunk, getting knocked the fuck out.

      I took a half-second to get a lay of the land, and also the state of the fray. I didn’t like what I saw. 

      The Harbinger and the Empress was almost to the stairs. The cult was pushing back the ambushers by sheer force of insanity, and mildly by numbers. The combination gave them something of an advantage over the professional soldiers who likely wanted to be able to one day spend the gold they were being paid to fight.

      Given the way he was holding Regina, the Harbinger needed her for whatever ritual he had planned. I was very concerned it wasn’t a complex ritual requiring time and concentration, considering that the Harbinger seemed willing to give it a go despite the fighting happening around him.

      I lunged after the Harbinger, grabbing Regina’s ankle as he took his first step onto the stage. I yanked the limp girl from his grasp.

      He spun around, whispering something alien. A pulse of power slammed against my abdomen, pushing me back a few steps.

      The bugmanthing looked confused, maybe thinking he’d have more of an affect on me.

      I winked at him.

      “Not today, Satan,” I said, still holding onto Regina.

      He shot another pulse at me, this one with more power behind it. I assumed I’d get another force-push thing, but I didn’t. Instead it hit me like the first time I got to experience a police-issued tazer.

      I let go of, well, everything, my muscles seizing up. I fell over.

      He snorted, yanked the girl back onto his back and hurried up the stairs.

      A grand explosion happened off to one side, sending cultists flying in the air before raining them back down into the stands.

      I got back up and hurried after the stupid Harbinger.

      He was a fast scuttler, making it across the wide stage much faster than me.

      Partially because the stone stage didn’t really feel like stone. It wasn’t smooth and glossy like I expected. It was a bit more like corn starch, or maybe well-floured marshmallow. My feet were kind of sinking in each step, but also sliding around a little. And the stuff wasn’t coming off on my boots; it remained part of the stone that wasn’t stone. So I couldn’t really seem to walk in a straight line.

      Someone landed on the other side of the altar. Clyde appeared out of mid-air to stand opposite the Harbinger. Would have been better if he’d stood between the Harbinger and the altar, but it’s not like I could talk, being stuck behind the bugmanthing.

      “You’re surrounded and your people are being slaughtered,” Clyde said. “Stop.”

      The Harbinger didn’t pay him any mind, and slapped the limp form of the Empress down on the altar.

      “Get her off the altar,” I called out.

      Clyde reached for her.

      The Harbinger brought his hand down, and an arcane blade appeared, slicing through the air.

      I think Clyde pulled his hand back fast enough, but it’s also possible he lost his hand.

      I lowered my shoulder and launched myself into the midsection of the Harbinger.

      Hitting him actually hurt. It was a bit like trying to tackle a telephone pole. Not that I’ve tried to do that more than once.

      Still, I had enough oomph that I drove him into the ground.

      He screamed.

      I bounced off him, feeling a pulse of energy from his core that sent me flying into the stands.

      While flying, I tried to orient myself, but I’d never mastered the aerial arts. So I just crashed into more stone stuff.

      Which hurt.

      Being unbreakable only goes so far. 

      I also had two blades in me, and I didn’t want to pull them out just to get blood everywhere.

      As soon as I hit, I saw the Harbinger was back on his feet, racing toward the altar where Cldye was trying to yank the princess off.

      The Harbinger unleashed a massive blast of power, sending Clyde flying back, just like I had.

      I hauled my butt up, leaping straight to the stage.

      The Harbinger whirled around, and I dropped to my knees, thinking I’d slide under the power pulse.

      Didn’t work.

      He drove me into the squishy stage, which brought my forward progression to a halt.

      “Fucking mages,” I growled, having to pull myself out of the weird goopy stone.

      “Children, I need you!” the Harbinger bellowed.

      Some cult members came barreling toward the stage.

      The Harbinger closed his eyes. I could feel him pulling energy from the space around him. He flung a glob of something glowing, and it shot across the space before splashing into a cult member.

      The young woman got a single shriek out before her body exploded, bringing forth another Harbinger. Well, another creature that was like the Harbinger. She’d become another bugmanthing, but not like, an exact copy of the Harbinger.

      The new bug seemed to know precisely what to do as it came on toward me, running faster than the other cultists and also seeming to unfold as it crossed the distance, becoming bigger and showing me that it had four legs and at least three arms, each of which ended in three digits tipped with dark claws.

      I rolled out of the way as bugthing two slammed her claws into the stage.

      Up to my feet, I spartan kicked the bugthing off the stage, feeling her hard carapace crack under my boot.

      The Harbinger let off a number of other glowing globs, and more bugthings, and what looked kind of like bugdogthings, came into our universe, all bent on attacking me. Or Clyde. And here I was, still without a weapon.

      I reached for my bag of tricks.

      It wasn’t there.

      I frowned, realizing I’d never taken it out of the locker after taking off my muumuu. 

      “Motherfuck–” I got out before the first set of claws whipped across my face, opening up my skin like paper.

      I grabbed the thing by where I thought its elbow should be, and then brought that joint down on my knee, cracking it back the wrong way before ripping it off the creature. Then I let the bugthing go over my shoulder, off the stage behind me.

      Quickly bringing the half an arm around, I used it to slap the next oncoming bugthing.

      Which surprised the guy, because it didn’t attempt to block the hit, and just took it on the face.

      Bugthing four stumbled off course slightly. I managed to hip check him off the stage, and he tumbled into the seats, tangling himself up with the other bugthings down there and buying me half a second.

      Which I used to charge towards the Empress. I threw the arm at the Hargbinger, hitting him in the back of the head. As he turned to the left, I went to the right, managing to get my hand on the Empress’s leg to start pulling her from the altar.

      The Harbinger went all the way around and brought down his claws into my arm, digging deep into the muscles before yanking his hand back, ripping furrows down my forearm. Blood shot out, covering my arm and pouring down onto the empress before spreading across the altar.

      My blood seemed to glimmer and glow, changing color as it was pulled within the stone of the altar, becoming a deep, impossible black. Remaining there for a moment before disappearing.

      The Harbinger snapped his eyes onto mine, and shouted something.

      I got garbled notifications on my view, and I mentally threw them to the side.

      “-- nalso carf cablüd!” he said.

      I’d picked up his language, but only sort of, because it was still difficult to understand, exactly, what he was saying. I could hear what he said, but the words weren’t coming through.

      He snarled and whipped his hand toward my face.

      I leaned back and while he missed, it wasn’t by much. It felt like the tips of his claws went through the blood coming out of my ruined face, spraying a fine mist of my O-positive out into the air.

      I could almost see the surface of the altar reaching up to yank that blood down.

      The altar wanted my blood. And the Harbinger was clearly planning on using the princess on the altar, so it probably meant her blood was special in the same way mine was, so maybe it was royal blood that the ritual needed to open the door? Regardless, it needed blood, that much was obvious.

      A gust of wind blew the blood away, sending it back into my face. 

      The Harbinger looked over where the wind came from, and Clyde was there, smiling.

      The elf whipped a bolt of fire out of his hand. The Harbinger just bent his head down, taking the fire on his carapace as if the heat didn’t bother him. 

      Meanwhile, I yanked on the Empress again, getting her off the table and onto my shoulder.

      I took one step before there was a bugdogthing coming at me with a wide-open jaw filled with layers of inward curving teeth. Getting my shoulder around, I managed to keep bugdog from getting teeth on me, but I could feel him sliding along my shitty, too-tight robe, causing it to rip apart.

      Taking my momentum, plus what the dogthing gave me, I spun myself around with a fist up, before bringing to down into the spot where the bugdogthing’s neck joined the creature’s back. I got a great hammer blow in, cracking the thing’s carapace in thre places while driving the damn thing to the ground. For good measure, I stomped on its head, which exploded in a foul shower of gore.

      Just as I felt something tugging the Empress from my shoulder. I pulled my arm around her tighter. 

      But the thing behind me pulled harder.

      I didn’t quite dare hold tighter — the poor girl was barely alive as it was. So to keep her from getting torn apart, I let go.

      And turned to see bugmanthing number whatever take Regina from me around the circular stage, clearly looking to keep distance from me while also delivering the girl back to the altar.

      I went foot over foot sideways, angling myself to intercept.

      Someone grabbed my ankle and yanked, causing me to stumble.

      But then another set of hands was around my other ankle, also yanking.

      I fell forward, and was caught by six hands wrapping tight around my arms. Between arms and legs, I was hoisted into the air, and couldn’t really move any longer.

      As the Empress was being delivered to the altar, the Harbinger and Clyde were tossing little bits of magic back and forth. It was truly impressive, as they were throwing spells while counteracting their opponent in equal measure.

      One of the cultists leapt up behind Clyde, dagger held high in the woman’s hand.

      “Behind you,” I shouted.

      Clyde whipped around and shot green acid into the woman’s face, which immediately started to melt through her, causing her to miss her stab and die in what probably would have been a loud and agonizing manner, had she still possessed the means to scream.

      But that also meant Clyde wasn’t paying attention when the Harbinger unleashed a particularly wicked blast of pure force. It hit Clyde, throwing him off his feet and shooting him in a blur across the space from the stage to the stone seats several rows up.

      The elf hit his back first, right on the edge of the rock. His bones shattered, spine hyperextending in a grotesque way. It produced a resonant crack that echoed through the theater, a foul blend of tearing ligaments and snapping bones, until his lower back was against the rise, while his head was flat against the run.

      No longer moving.
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      I flailed about, trying to wrest myself from the hands that held me, but I had four of the stupid bugthings, each with three arms, holding onto me and seemingly willing to do anything to keep their grip on me.

      Despite my strength, I had no leverage, no purchase. No matter how I flung my body around, I couldn’t bring myself freedom.

      And the Harbinger was being delivered the Empress’s body, ready to get to bloodletting.

      “Elfboy,” I shouted. “They need her blood. Get your ass up and do something.”

      He didn’t move.

      I managed to twist a wrist free, just in time for another to grab it.

      I did have one last card to play — I could still manabomb. 

      Mister Paul hadn’t said that he was out of juice, so there was a chance he’d be able to finagle a respawn.

      But, then again, I was a god, sort of. Maybe I could respawn some goblins.

      That hadn’t been listed among my dieific skills though. Just being able to bless someone. Believers and non-believers alike. 

      Only one thing I could do to help out in that moment: I blessed Clyde.

      The Harbinger had a wicked looking dagger held up high in his clawed hands, the blade a horrible blend of twists and turns, spikey bits and slicey bits. Very clearly designed to maximize bloodletting. And he was prepared to bring it down into the poor Empress to unleash all her vital fluids over the damn altar.

      “Don’t let him get her blood on the altar,” I shouted, hoping someone in the place could do something.

      The Harbinger whispered something, bringing the knife up higher.

      But just as the Harbinger hit the apex of his reach, an arrow punched through the Harbinger’s hand, nearly ripping it off and causing the knife to clang down pointlessly on the stone stage.

      The Harbinger roared his displeasure, and sent a huge blob of power and magic over toward the archer. An archer I thought might have a fluffy tail. The blob landed amongst the fighting cultists, whose bodies were then used as portals to bring through even more bugthings.

      Whereby those new things immediately jumped into the fight against the Underwatch, striking back much harder than the cultists had. The fight had been slowly turning against the cultists, with passion losing out over trained martialism. But the new fighters, being inhuman, able to shrug off some hits, and having three arms, seemed to get a newcomers’ edge.

      Whatever pretense the Harbinger had held onto for the ritual was gone. He drove two of his clawed hands deep into the Empress’s abdomen.

      The pain from that heinous act caused Regina to awaken, screaming.

      The Harbinger, unbothered, rent the girl apart.

      Blood poured from the massive open wound that had been her torso. As it flowed onto the altar, the altar seemed to soak up her vital fluids with rapacious greed, transforming the banal stone into a profound black. As it spread, larger and larger, it seemed less like I was looking at something that had turned glossy black and more like I was looking into the void of space. That I could see distant stars blinking in and out.

      “Don’t… let… them… win…” I heard someone weakly eke out.

      A massive fireball ripped itself free of Clyde, seeming to grow larger and larger until it hung over the stage, covering it completely. Flames licked out of it like a miniature sun. Then, as if someone popped the inferno of a balloon, liquid flames poured down directly on the altar, incinerating most everything it touched. It both stayed in place and remained alight.

      The Empress of Glaton’s skin blackened quickly. The horrendous fire melted away her screams, and she turned into white ash in front of my face.

      As the liquid fire flowed off the altar, it lit the legs of the assholes holding me. And the Harbinger. They didn’t seem to know how to deal with the whole being lit on fire thing, apparently thinking that their carapaces would save them. But then the one of the first to get hot had his leg pop. The heat caused its liquids inside to vaporize. They went boom.

      It was like someone dropped some popcorn, as those chitin-covered crap-addicts’ chitin-covered appendages experienced explosive expansion.

      They could no longer hold on to me.

      Which meant I went into the lake of fire as well.

      But I figured that was the way I was going, and even though the little bit of my hair I’d regrown since the last burnitiation was already disappearing, I had that heartbeat of fire protection. So as I landed, I leaped for the Harbinger, who had managed to put up some sort of magical shield to keep himself from immolation.

      His shield, however, didn’t cover body checks by overzealous idiots.

      I slammed into him, taking him out of his shield, through the liquid fire and into the stands beyond.

      He screamed as his body started to boil from the inside.

      I grit my teeth as my body started to char and burn from the outside.

      I got myself over him and started to wail on his carapace with my fists. Pounding over and over until his shell cracked and his chitin burst apart. The hammering of my hands caused his gooey insides to spray over everything, his hot ichor providing the worst kind of relief to my Montana en Flambé situation.

      Somewhere under my assault, he stopped moving. Dying as he called out in that language for something, someone, to come save him. 

      But nothing did.

      And he died.

      And that notification popped up in my vision:
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed the Harbinger (lvl 82 Cult Leader).

      You’ve earned 11500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Which really didn’t answer any questions I had about him.

      But, to be honest, I barely gave it a second thought, being that I was still caught up in the moment, busy pounding the stupid Harbinger into a paste.

      A hand touched my shoulder.

      “It’s over,” Amber whispered. “You can stop.”

      I did, my breath still coming in big gulps, my body destroyed. I stood upright mainly by sheer force of will. I looked around, and I saw that Amber was right. 

      And as the Harbinger died, as the other Harbinger look-a-likes finished being cooked by the lake of flames covering the stage, it seemed to take some of the fire (ha) out of the remaining cultists. Who were few and far between, because most had been wiling to give their lives for the cause, and it seemed the professional soldiers were willing to take them.

      It was over.

      And it was a massacre.
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      As my body was busy pulling itself together and Bertrand took control of the situation, I limped over to the ruined form of the elfboy, Clyde.

      I expected to see a corpse, to have to grieve a fallen warrior.

      Instead, I saw him looking at me, blinking once or twice. He didn’t look great, in fact, still looked a bit like his back was broken, but, you know, alive.

      “You look like shit,” I said.

      “Pot, kettle,” he replied.

      I collapsed next to him.

      “Do me a favor?” Clyde asked.

      “I’m not carrying you out of here like that. You have to have a shower first.”

      “Not what I’m asking,” he said, sounding like it was difficult to get each word out. “Healing potion, pouch on belt.”

      “I don’t have one with me.”

      “My belt, jerk.”

      I smiled, and found his belt, found his pouch, and pulled out what looked like a really high quality healing potion. I popped the cork out and then put it to his lips, pouring it slowly into his mouth.

      He drank the whole thing down.

      “Help straighten–” he started.

      I quickly but gently got him into a seated position, supporting his back and neck. As I did, I could see his body coming together, the bones popping into place. I winced, knowing how much it hurt.

      He took it like a champ.

      A minute, maybe two, and he was back to mostly repaired, although I could see that the ordeal took nearly everything out of him. He could barely keep his eyes open.

      “All better now?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but you still look like shit.”

      “Bah,” I said, leaning back on the stone and resting my head on the step, “that’s just my natural state of being.”

      For a moment, the two of us sat there in a comfortable silence, and I thought he fell asleep. Or, more like passed the fuck out.

      But then he said, “Weird how, at the end there, Regina said it was all a big mistake.”

      “What?” I asked, thinking back to at the end how mainly she’d just been screaming at the top of her lungs the base primal howl of ultimate pain and impending death.

      “How she begged for forgiveness and then said the one thing we could do was see her will through.”

      “Her will?”

      “That all her votes in the next election would go to Valamir, to put him on the throne.”

      I frowned.

      He looked over at me, a smile on his battle-weary face.

      “Oooh,” I said. “Yeah. It was weird how that definitely happened at the end there.”
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      Me too!

      

      It’s coming. The Good Guys is not over!

      

      I just don’t know exactly when it’s coming out. However, if you want to find out, pop over here: ericugland.com/latest and that’s gonna tell you what you want to know.

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

      Or click HERE to join my discord!
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      June 4, 2024

      

      HOLY SMOKES.

      This was TIGHT. Up against the dang deadline, my dudes. But, here it is. The longest of the Guys books yet because there was a ton of story to get through. And we did! I think. Hopefully it’s answered some questions, and given y’all a bit of a ride. I know it was a tough one for me because there was just so much to do.

      You might notice that there’s no preorder for the next book. The seres isn’t done by a long shot. None of the Guys series are. Lots more to come and I’m so excited to get rolling on the next arc now that the Emperor arc is kind of wrapped up. Sure, there’ll be a few things to put ribbons on in the next book, but it’s basically on to the next big thing. That said, I’ve had a preorder deadline constantly since Fall 2018, and I just need a bit of a break from the loom. I’m going to go the rest of this year just putting out books when they’re done, and see how that goes. I’m not exactly sure what the rest of the year will bring from a publishing perspective, but I’m hoping that by next year, I’ll be back to the old schedule of six books a year. And I’m planning on doing at least another Good Guys this year for sure, and probably a Bad Guys as well.

      Next for sure for sure book is going to be the first in a new series, Master of Puppets. It’s… um… it’s something a bit weird, but I hope fun. Here’s a link if you want to preorder it: BOOM!

      Meantime, I’d like to thank you all for reading my stories and telling your friends to read my stories. It’s making my dreams come true and I’m really having the best of times. If you want to get a hold of me, you can do so via email, or you can join my discord (click HERE!) where all the cool kids hang out (and they don’t even take our lunch money)! And if you want to talk about anything, hit me up. I love you all, I miss you all, even you Kent, and I hope you are having the greatest of days.

      Smooches, friends, I’m off to take a quick breather, and then write some more stories.

      

      Eric

      

      Smooches,

      Eric

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ERIC UGLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Roseland - Private Investigator Mysteries

      Series One

      Series Two

      Series Three

    

  

cover1.jpeg
GAMELIT LITRPG

TH R@ JE

ERIC UGLA

ND






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





