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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I entered my new world falling, and not knowing which world it was.

      But the fall was short — maybe six feet — with a soft landing. I almost disappeared into deep snow.

      I thought about my health levels, and then I saw my three little bars. Well, my red health bar and my blue mana bar. The spot where there had been a green stamina bar was just a little slash now.

      “Vuldranni,” I said, breathing a deep sigh of relief.

      I jumped up out of the deep snow to see only white all around me. I was in the middle of a blizzard. On the other side of the Empire from my home.

      “Fuck.”

      I pulled up my character sheet to see what happened after my death, if anything.
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        * * *

      

      Montana - Lvl 26 Burgmann

      Traits

      Race: Royal Fallen

      Height: 6’5”

      Weight: 410 lbs

      Eye Color: Hazel

      Hair Color: Blonde

      Renown: 375 - Some appreciate what you have done for them.
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        * * *

      

      Statistics

      HP: 510

      STAM: n/a

      MP: 748

      Active Effects: Frightful Presence
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 36

      Dexterity: 39

      Constitution: 70

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 32

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 37
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        * * *

      

      Unassigned points:
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        * * *

      

      Skills

      Riding - improvised (Lvl 1)

      Falling (Lvl 3)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 5)

      Investigate (Lvl 1)

      Harvesting (Lvl 5)

      Swords (Lvl 25)

      Unarmed Combat (Lvl 11)

      Axes (Lvl 22)

      Large Weapon Throwing (Lvl 28)

      Jump (Lvl 6)

      Stealth (Lvl 3)

      Improvised Weaponry (Lvl 5)

      Swimming (Lvl 17)

      Spears (Lvl 41)

      Warhammers (Lvl 25)

      Light Armor (Lvl 5)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 8)

      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 1)

      Birding (Lvl 1)

      Archery (Lvl 20)

      Tracking (Lvl 24)

      Fletching (Lvl 10)

      Shield (Lvl 40)

      Internal Monster Butchering (Lvl 1)

      Politicking (Lvl 1)
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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

      Armored Hide

      Battle Frenzy

      Multiple Minds
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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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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

      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: Duelist, 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.

      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
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        * * *

      

      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
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        * * *

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Heal Other (lvl 3)

      Humus (lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification (Lvl 3)

      Tame - Greater (Lvl 1)

      ManaBomb (Lvl 1)

      

      Everything looked good, and it didn’t seem like I’d lost anything from death. It had been some time since I’d gained a level, and that meant, in my head at least, I was close. The snow stung as it hit my face, at least the little bit of it that was exposed. I felt for my beard, and smiled. It was full and glorious once again. All the burning and acid and cuts had been healed when I respawned. So, you know, bonus.

      Like my earliest respawning, I got my basic kit. It was buried in the snow around my feet. Another bonus: I had on another white-fur suit that fit my current frame. I had clothes that fit! That in itself was almost worth dying. Almost. Dying sucked. It was still painful, still filled my brain with the horrible memories of death, and I knew there’d be plenty of nightmares in the nights to come. 

      “Fuck,” I said again. But the wind was blowing fast enough that it felt like the cold air just whipped my words away.

      I knelt down, grabbed all the various bits and bobs of gear, and put them in my poorly-made knapsack. Well, it was just a regular knapsack, but that meant I couldn’t just stuff whatever in it. I had to actually be concerned with inventory space again. 

      “FUCK!”

      I needed to get off the peak. The wind was only getting worse, and even with my strength, I could see my health bumping up and down as I froze, then regenerated, then froze, then regenerated. It was time to make a little snow cave somewhere and wait things out.

      As I looked around for my best route, I realized something magical. I could go back and find the God-Sword and Shield I’d lost the first time I respawned. I smiled again. It was almost enough to make me look forward to the next day.

      I headed down the mountain just a bit to get out of the wind as best I could. Then I got to work digging my own little snow cave. Yay Boy Scouts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I laid down as best I could in the small space, and watched the snow race by. Laying around doing nothing was the worst. It made me annoyed, because it meant there was time to think. And thinking was the worst.

      And since I was thinking about not thinking, I inevitably started actually thinking. Initially about home. For the first time, home wasn’t Detroit. It was Coggeshall. I thought about the valley, and the people I’d left there. Skeld. Ragnar. It was a harsh reminder of how alone I was. It was the first time I was alone in, well, months. There were always people around me, people coming to talk to me, people asking me what to do. And now, nothing. Just me.

      I missed those people.

      Well, I think I missed being important. Of course I knew I was still important, but not immediately. And that thinking pushed me into thoughts of home home. Of Detroit. Thinking of the Club. And the girl. Mainly the girl. That was the common problem with thinking. Stupid girl. Stupid me.

      I laid there in the snow, unable to stop stop thinking about the girl until I absolutely forced her out of my mind by going over of all the rote, boring stuff I needed to get done. I thought about roads and taxes. Of industry and... I started to nod off. 

      I was either running out of oxygen, or my brain seriously wanted to remain ignorant of things like that. 

      A quick poke of my pick axe through the roof gave me another breathing hole. A rush of cold air against my face, and I woke up right away. I didn’t want to take the chance of having to respawn again just because I’d made a crap snow-cave. That’d just be embarrassing. Not that I’d have to tell anyone, but still.

      I wanted to get my valley explored prior to winter settling in. Given how wet the place seemed, with all the lakes and rivers and the like, it seemed like we’d be looking at heavy snowfall throughout Coggeshall. And once that snow came in, there was no way we’d be able to mosey out and about. That had to be mission one once I got back. Which brought about the problem of getting back. How was I supposed to get back? 

      I could sprint. All the way across the Empire. It might not take that long. If I had an average, or above average running time, then I could possibly be in the neighborhood of twenty miles per hour on flat ground. But with no real knowledge of the distance I needed to cover, there were too many variables to make any reasonable guess. Plus I’d have to get across the WarWaters again. And also it didn’t seem like I could ever get more than a hundred yards without a quest coming up, a problem to solve or an asshole to kill. So more likely it would take an age and a half to get across the Empire. But what choice did I have?

      I shook my head and I closed my eyes. I was going to have to run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The storm blew itself out while I took a little snooze. And I didn’t die.

      I pushed out of the snow cave and stood proudly in the sun, nearly blinded by the combination of light and snow.

      I hiked back up to the peak to take a peek around. Mountains. Snow. Ice. Rocks. There was a lot of beauty to take in, but none of it was exactly ringing the bells I needed rung. I stood about where I’d spawned in, and I tried to remember where I would have put the big shield down, and which direction I’d gone sledding. I was pretty sure I knew the track I needed to take. Well, eighty percent.

      I started down, pulling the pickaxe from my rope-belt to keep it handy. If I started sliding, it was going to be my safety net. My safety hammer?

      The snow was deep, especially where the wind had blown it into drifts. Some were easily as big as me, which made me worry about falling in a hole somewhere so deep that I got buried.

      It made me ponder starving to death. As in, could I starve to death? Or would I just shrink and shrink, having damage done to me by my starvation, but all the while have my regeneration keep kicking me back up to healthy? That was nightmare fuel all on its own. I needed to make sure I didn’t get trapped somewhere.

      I figured I was on the right track when I got to a smallish cliff, since I remembered getting some pretty big air on the way the first time. I decided to just jump down it, since it was only about fifteen feet. 

      I fell right into at least ten feet of snow. It was terrifying; I just disappeared. All the light vanished, except a tiny hole above me, a small sliver of light blue. Hello, claustrophobia. Luckily the snow was still fresh, so it compressed nicely. It wasn’t an overwhelming challenge to dig a horizontal tunnel back to daylight.

      I followed a general path down until I got to a larger cliff, one too big for me to jump. I took my time climbing down, my hands pretty much numb by the time I got to the bottom. But I was at the bottom and I hadn’t died, so that was certainly nice. In following the downward path of the landscape, I came to a large bowl. I would have remembered going around something like that. I went a little farther through the snowy terrain, but it was clear this was not the path I’d taken on the shield.

      I looked back up at the peak and sighed. Time to start trudging back up. 

      I canvassed the mountainside over and over again. Down and up and down and up. It always started with confidence, feeling sure I was following the correct path. But the feeling would quickly dissipate as I made my way back down the mountain, inevitably coming to a point I knew I’d never been to before. I wound up at impassable walls, massive rock fields, and even a glacier I knew I hadn’t ridden a shield across. The mountain was just too damn big, and I couldn’t find the right crevasse to climb down. 

      I sat there in the cold, staring out across the snowfields. Then I looked up at the peak again. I could go up and hike down once again, hoping to find the amazing sword I’d left behind. But why would I do that? Did I need the sword? Would it really make me significantly better at  fighting? Could it make Coggeshall safer? 

      Yeah. Probably.

      It was a god-tier weapon. That meant I could kill gods with it, right? I mean, maybe. I doubted that was a possibility, but it could certainly cut the heads off goblins. And damn were there goblins to kill.

      But I could just as easily kill goblins with a regular sword. Or hell, a chunk of rock would do the trick. Or you could use their own grisly limbs. I’d done it all.

      Combing a mountainside to find a crevasse I’d only seen while racing by, totally out of control, was more difficult than I anticipated. Maybe if I had gone right down the mountain the day I died, maybe then I’d had had a chance. But there was no telling if the thing that ate me would have just eaten me again.

      The sun was still rising in the sky. It wasn’t quite noontime yet, and I still had one packet of rations in my bag. There were better things for me to be doing with my time, like marching back across the Empire to get back to my people and, well, do whatever it was Nikolai would yell at me for not having done yet.

      I brushed the snow off my pants and started down the mountain. Stomping through the snow as if I didn’t have a care in the world. Of course, I did have a care — I had plenty of cares in fact. But I’d had so little time off between cares lately, so I decided to take advantage of it.

      Down I went. The bit of sunshine the morning gave me disappeared as clouds came in, letting me know another storm was on the horizon. To make things worse, I came to another dead end. Well, not really an end so much as a giant fucking ice-covered cliff. It seemed like the mountain just decided it had had enough, and so, sheer cliff. More than sheer, I realized as I carefully looked over the edge, it was actually going back a bit convex. So when I climbed down — if I climbed down — I wouldn’t even be able to use my feet. I’d be stuck hanging free with my arms.

      No choice but to try it!

      It was going fine until I did something stupid. (Also the title of my forthcoming autobiography.) 

      I came to a very slick section where there weren’t any easy handholds. It was just layers of ice. Thinking that I had a tool to make this easier, I pulled the pickaxe from my belt, and I used it as an ice pick, slamming the pointy bit into the ice until it held. Then I hung off the handle and reached out, trying to get to the handhold I could see on the other side of the ice patch. 

      It’s possible I’ve gained some weight since I came to Vuldranni. In fact, thanks to having a character sheet, I knew that I most certainly had gained weight as my strength stat went up. I felt like I was pushing the limits of what even looked realistic. I had a substantial amount of muscle on my frame, and I was somewhere north of 6’6”. This meant that the little pick, the basic tool given out as noob gear, was really being asked a lot.

      I became suddenly aware of the seemingly endless void below when I felt a slight give. My eyes shot up to the axe, but the pick was in solid. The head hadn’t moved. It must have been my damned imagination.

      It wasn’t. The wooden wedge that held the iron pick to the wooden handle was compressing. The handle slipped free on the second give.

      I felt like I hung there in the air for a moment, like if I had had a sign tucked in my belt that said “Yipes!” I would have had time to pull it out and present it to the audience before physics resumed, and I gave into the irresistible pull of gravity.

      I fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re not that worried about dying, falling is fun. I’d never been skydiving before, but I had the sense this was similar. I’d fallen from an immense height, and the cliff pulled away from me, which meant I was basically free-falling. The mist down below, or low fog, came up quickly. It made my inevitable sudden stop not quite as frightening, because I couldn’t really feel it. So I did my best to get into the skydive position I’d seen in so many movies, and just enjoyed the sense of flight.

      The mist came up so fast, and going through it felt like a cold slap to the face. I took a shocked sort of a breath as I went from seeing almost everything to seeing almost nothing. 

      Remember how I said falling was kind of fun? This part wasn’t. Falling through mist, falling when you can’t see, is pretty awful. Shadows rushed up from below, and in the span of a heartbeat, I was crashing through the thick branches of trees. Which hurt a fair bit, but also slowed me down. So that’s a plus. Minus, these were really tall trees, so they had a bunch of branches at the top, and then a whole lot of trunk with no branches. So it I got smacked around a bit, where I slowed down, but I still had enough momentum to tumble through the last of the branches before getting back to open space and falling another hundred-plus feet. Finally I smacked into the dirt, but immediately started sliding.

      Because, you know, mountain.

      The trees were on a slope, and I bounced right down. I probably would have broken a lot of bones if it weren’t for the whole unbreakable bones thing, but as it were, I was basically going through what I could only describe as a macro-dermabrasion. 

      After who knows how long, I slid to a stop in a spot of thick mud, my feet uphill, my head down. I looked up at the mountain. 

      “Ow,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve leveled up the skill Falling. Maybe learn the skill landing soon…
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck you, game,” I said in response. What a prick of a world.

      There was a metallic chime, almost like a bell ringing out, followed by a bit of a whooshing noise. I saw something rushing toward me. Having just gone through some reasonable head trauma, I couldn’t move, and the thing hit me right in the face with a solid and disconcerting ‘THUNK’. 

      The world disappeared into blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      My face hurt when I came to.

      Which meant I hadn’t been out too long. 

      Naturally, a notification waited for me:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve discovered an ability: USING YOUR HEAD. You’ve found that your head seems to be great at absorbing blows and stopping your movement. Your callous disregard for head trauma has served to be a boon, and now you are more likely to shake off what would a debilitating brain injury to others. Negative effects from brain trauma are significantly diminished.
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        * * *

      

      Well, shit. I suppose that was a good thing. Bit of a backhanded compliment, but whatever, I’d take it.

      The land around me was flat and muddy. And looking up through the soaring pines around me, I saw the wispy mists floating at the base of the cliffs. Far above that, the peak loomed. My peak loomed. It had been a long trip bouncing along the ground. And a ridiculous one. 

      Slowly, I got up.

      I picked up the axe head and examined all the nicks and dings it’d acquired. It had been  pristine just a few days ago, but now it looked like junk. I sighed. I had the distinct feeling Mister Paul was laughing at me right this very moment. I found the wooden handle sticking straight up out of the mud nearby. The pick went into my mostly-intact knapsack, and the handle went into my belt. I pulled the hatchet out of the bag, and gave it a bit of twirl, feeling the heft and trying to get a feeling for it. For now, it was my only real weapon.
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        * * *

      

      Hatchett

      Item Type: Trash

      Item Class: One-handed Melee

      Material: Ash, Steel

      Damage: 10-20 (Slashing)

      Durability: 20/20

      Weight: 4 lbs

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: a somewhat sharpened chunk of iron attached to a wooden haft and mainly suited for light chopping of kindling.
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        * * *

      

      I was ready for battle. Or at least, you know, beating people. Battle wouldn’t exactly be my strong suit any time soon. Not until I got some armor.

      I looked at the mountain, saw where the sun was, and guessed which direction to head to get to Arenberg. I was already basically in the neighborhood look in on some of the friendly faces there? Maybe some of my old pals from Rumib Pass would have settled in Arenberg. Maybe I’d get an update on the whole stalemate-war situation with Mahrduhm.

      I had a plan. It felt nice.

      I marched through the trees with purpose, watching little birds flit about.  The area was drier than I remembered the area outside Arenberg being. But it had been summer then, and it was fall now. There were certainly changes in humidity during the year. But then again, these trees were all huge conifers, and I remembered the forest having all leafy trees. Oaks and elms, that sort of a thing. 

      I stopped. Everything seemed a little off. Then I realized it was completely silent. All the small critters of the forest had stopped making noise.

      “Now what form of hideous dangerous beast is this?” came a gruff voice.

      I turned around to see a group of men and women, all wearing black armor and carrying nasty-looking weapons.

      “Uh,” I said, “hello.”

      “The beast speaks,” said the man in the front. He had a ragged face full of scars, and a heavy layer of stubble that was in danger of turning into a beard soon. His eyes were mean, full of malice. While staring at me, he unhooked a weapon from his belt, a hunk of spiky metal on the end of a wooden club. “Seems to me, there was talk of something lookin’ a bit like you massacring a group of the Queen’s finest. That you?”

      “Doesn’t sound like something I would do,” I lied. 

      “Not a whole lot of mountain men wearing suits of snowbold fur with long blond beards around here.”

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong,” I said, watching warily as the other members of the patrol spread out more and more. “Up there in the mountains, I’m a dime a dozen.”

      “A dime?”

      “Something super common.”

      “I  think you’re lying,” Gruff said, giving his club a little swing. He smiled, and I saw a few teeth missing. The ones which were there? Well, they’d seen better days. “Thing is, you don’t seem like you could take down a man like the Skull Captain. You look more like the kind who’d shit his britches in the face of an actual soldier.”

      I made a show of checking my pants. 

      “No shit,” I said. “Guess you’re not an actual soldier.”

      “At last you’re right,” he said. “We ain’t soldiers. We’re killers.”

      “Seems like a matter of semantics.”

      “Oh, but there’s a difference.”

      “Less skill?”

      “Maybe, but more kill.”

      “Ooh, nice rhyme.”

      “The more you talk, the more I think I’ll enjoy gutting you and bringing your head to get my reward.”

      “There’s a reward for my head?” I asked.

      Gruff nodded, his creepy smile unchanged.

      “Then I have an alternative deal for you, a special sort of thing.”

      “Oh? You think to pay us to betray our queen?”

      “Never. What if I give you my hood, and shave off my beard, and you put your own head inside. Give that to the—“

      “What are you going on about?” Gruff asked, his smile fading as his brain struggled to keep up.

      “Just thinking that maybe some of these soldiers you’ve cowed into being your killers might want a piece of the action.”

      The gruff man stopped, then started laughing. “You think these folk are cowed? You think they don’t want to be here? Butcher, you want to be here?”

      “Definitely,” a woman called out. She was off to my right, an oversized cleaver on what looked like a battle axe haft. Apparently that’s where she got her name. “Wouldn’t miss this.”

      “Best company in the kingdom,” another guy called out.

      “Queendom,” a woman to my left said, and various soldiers — sorry, killers — laughed at that.

      There were ten of them, plus the leader, and they were encircling me. It wasn’t the best place to have a fight, with lodgepole pines sticking up straight into the sky, and lots of pointy broken branch spots to get hurt on while trying to move around quickly. I had a mild advantage with the soft forest floor — layers of needles provided loose footing I didn’t need to worry about with Art of Movement.

      I pulled out my hatchet and handle, and I tried to keep all my opponents in my view.

      “Itching for a fight,” Gruff said, “are you?”

      “Seems only fair, considering all the trouble you’re going to,” I said.

      “I reckon this’ll be fun,” he said. “Kill ‘em.”

      And, sure enough, the fun started.

      Eleven versus one.

      The way the killers moved made it clear they had familiarity with their weapons, and with violence in general. It was a pain in the ass that I couldn’t use my identify spell anymore. I mean, I guess I could, but was it really a good idea to risk exploding? That’d definitely be a fantastic surprise to my opponents. Prepare to kill the dude! Wait he exploded? Success!

      I actually chuckled at the image, which made some of my opponents back up a step or two, ruining their little circle. 

      I watched some of my new friends take extra care in placing their feet, making sure they had decent traction in the slippery needles before putting full weight down. But just as I watched them, they watched me. Everyone was sizing each other up, figuring out where the first attack would come from.

      You’ve probably figured out by now that normally, that’d be me. I prefer going on the attack, even in situations when I am totally outnumbered. But as I was trying to figure out who I would go for first, some motherfucker jumped the proverbial gun.

      A big guy with a long two-handed sword leapt forward, bringing his weapon high above his head. 

      I had just enough time to move to the side, knocking the big blade a tad off course with the hatchet handle. But that move put me right in the path of an asshole behind me who stabbed straight out with the pointy bit on the top of his warhammer. And that fucking pointy bit went right into my side. 

      These motherfuckers were working together.

      I let my momentum spin me around to keep the point from going in too deep, and brought the hatchet down on the thruster’s arm. He cried out in anguish as the hatchet buried itself in his arm.

      But then the damn handle snapped.

      I looked at the remains in my hand, my opponent almost as stunned as I was. With no other option, I threw the wood at his face. He closed his eyes reflexively, and I snatched his warhammer by the haft, ripping it free from his weakened grasp.

      Just as I felt a little satisfaction from that, a horrible pain spread through my stomach. I looked down just in time to see a blade poke out for a moment. But then it disappeared, and quickly got replaced by a spurt of blood.

      The other killers all moved back, getting out of range. Smart move.

      It had to have looked like a mortal blow, since swords to the gut usually are.

      “Pity,” Gruff said. “Thought you’d be tougher. Makes me rethink all those legends of the Skull Captain.”

      I smiled, but then burped up a mouthful of blood. So I spat it out, and smiled again. It was time to use the scary skill. These were all men trying to kill me, and my nearest ally was on the other side of the mountains. I could, in a sense, afford to just kill everything. 

      “Battle-frenzy,” I said softly.

      “What was that?” Gruff asked, like he was actually curious.

      A furious warmth spooled up out of my midsection, radiating out to the farthest points of my body. The bleeding debuff seemed to halt, so it was barely a factor. Everywhere I looked, I could now see elements clearly highlighted. Inherently, I knew they were weak points. Spots I could hit and do more damage than normal. Not just joints on people, but rotten spots on trees. Breakpoints on stones. Anything and everything weak, I could sense. Laughter started coming up, unbidden.

      I spit out another mouthful of blood, this time aiming at an opponent’s face. The gob flew through the air and splashed on the man’s face. He screamed in outrage.

      To match it, I roared. And mid-roar, I hauled off and threw the warhammer at Butcher. I wanted her cleaver.

      I put as much English onto the throw as I could. The warhammer whipped through the air with a painfully high-pitched whistle. 

      Butcher started to get her cleaver up and in position to parry the throw, but she wasn’t fast enough. The hammer sailed right over the big blade, smashing her face into a red mist. I followed the throw, snatched the cleaver out of her dying hands and sliced to the left in one motion.

      The man to the left of me got his axe up, but I saw the weak point in its handle immediately.  With a slight change in direction, I got the cleaver right through the axe handle, and cut deep into the man’s midsection. Not all the way through, but enough that I had to get my foot up to kick the pre-corpse off the blade, and jumped back and out of the circle.

      “Eight,” I said, looking at the killers trying to come to terms with what had just happened.

      I struck to the right, the cleaver clanging off a big bastard of a sword, hard enough to drive the sword back into the wielder. Then to the left, where a woman got her warhammer up in time to parry my block, though it caused her to stumble back. I threw the cleaver as hard as I could at the young man charging me with his zweihander, the blade held high.

      He had no chance. The cleaver went right under his blade and sliced his face right down the middle.

      The charger’s hand went limp, but his sword continued on. I grabbed it out of the air, using its momentum to bring it around my back in a stabbing motion. I caught the asshole trying to sneak up on me, slicing right through his armor like it wasn’t there. Then I brought the zweihander up and took a few steps back, checking how things were.

      Gruff was still in the back, but it was pretty clear him leaning against the tree was just an act. There was some tension there. 

      Six killers remained standing, but one had a pretty good gash in his face from his own sword. He was having trouble seeing, what with blood flowing into both eyes at a pretty prodigious rate. Damn scalp wounds. His helmet absorbed enough of the blow that his skull didn’t break, so you know, he had that going for him.

      Normally, I might have made some quip at this point, say that we had gotten off on the wrong foot, that we could reset and just be friends. But there was no possibility of that right now. Every fiber in my being screamed out that I needed to kill these people. That I needed to kill all people.

      The others finally attacked as one. I got driven back by the onslaught, parrying, blocking, and dodging as best I could. My feet scrambled for purchase in the needles, but I never lost my footing. 

      The clanging of metal rang out through the forest in a staccato beat, and I was thankful for the hard lessons I’d gotten at the hands of all my tutors. I was holding my own, but everything turned into a bit of a blur.

      Fights are exhausting, and the full-tilt attack took a toll on them. The pudgiest of the group already stopped.  The killers were getting tired, and sloppy.

      Sure I had cuts all over my body, some worse than others. But I just laughed, still moving at full steam, and I took the killers out with little trouble. 

      Gruff finally stood up straight. No longer looking quite as satisfied with himself.  I was slightly embarrassed that I had to hold my guts in, but I’d done that before. Hell, it barely stung. 

      “I am almost impressed,” Gruff said, swinging his spiked club a little, limbering up.

      I didn’t say anything. No reply was coming. I had nothing clever to say.

      He moved ridiculously fast, covering the twenty feet between us like it had been, I mean, like a foot. His club moved through the air before I could even think about getting my sword up, and it crashed into the side of my head and knocked me silly.

      I dropped to my knees. My vision went a bit dark before flaring back to light. But I closed my eyes all the same, just for a second.

      Gruff was leaning over.

      “It’s only good once a fight, really,” he whispered, “but it is one of my favorite abilities.”

      I feigned falling over, then stabbed upward has hard as I could.

      The sword went straight through him until his belly hit the hand guard. I lifted him straight into the air, standing up and bringing him with me.

      I smiled at him. “Here’s my favorite ability,” I said. Then I jammed the sword into a tree, trapping Gruff in place.

      He tried to say something, but I think the pain got to him. He blinked quietly a few times, and then just passed out.

      I stalked around the area, and made sure any of my opponents still living were turned to corpses. And after a second circuit, I was sure I was the only one alive, save the trees. 

      Since I couldn’t find anything else to kill, red pulsed in my vision signaling the end of the frenzy. I dropped to my knees, the pain overwhelming me.
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      Once again, I had a clear indicator of how much time had passed before I woke up: It was still daylight out, and nothing was feasting on the corpses around me. So not that long.

      I needed to move quickly. Running into a Mahrduhm patrol obviously meant I was in a Mahrduhm-controlled area. There would most definitely be more soldiers out looking for trouble. And while I did have a bit of weaponry now, I still didn’t have any armor.

      I did a quick inventory of the available armaments, and came to see one of the real downsides of well, being me. My strength had gotten to the point that normal weapons just didn’t have the durability to handle what I did to them. And this was a prime example. The swords were universally bent. Any wooden hafts were broken. Chips had been knocked out of the axeheads. There was only one worthwhile weapon remaining — the spiky mace Gruff had tried to bash my head in with. I guess he did bash my head in, it just hadn’t ended me. I grabbed the mace, gave it a little flourish, and then hung it from my belt. 

      Then I went through the corpses, looting. The eleven coin purses were mostly empty; their combined contents barely even filled up one. I found a few chains, a few rings, and some miscellaneous jewelry that I stuffed in a second pouch. Then I collected fourteen daggers from the various ‘killers’ and put all of them into my knapsack. Then I got to my feet, and started out. I had places to be.

      I purposefully moved deeper into the forest, going the opposite way, as far as I could discern, from where the Mahrduhmese soldiers had come. Which meant two things: I was now heading away from Rumib Pass, and I was hiking uphill. My best-case scenario now seemed to be climbing back up the damn mountain and trying to get down the other side into the Empire. Or, maybe I could just wade right into the thick of the Mahrduhm army and kill enough of the soldiers that they wind up killing me, and I’d respawn back up at the peak.

      I smiled at that thought. And yet, it seemed really fucking violent for no reason. Mahrduhm hadn’t done that much to me. Sure, they tried to kill me twice, but it’s not like the Empire had a much better record. Still, the only reason to go and knock heads around would be to engage in violence for the fun of it. And I didn’t want to be that guy anymore.

      Up the mountainside I went. I thought I was being sneaky, but as I got to a small clearing filled to the brim with ferns, I heard a big thump. Something landed in the open area, crushing a boatload of greenery.

      I pulled my mace out immediately, holding it in front of me like it would actually do anything against a giant monster that had appeared seemingly out of nowhere.

      The thing was green, with bulbous eyes and a wide mouth. A frog the size of a damn van. Well, maybe a minivan. Big. I definitely paused for a moment, wondering what the hell I was looking at, thinking that perhaps I’d stumbled onto some massive monster I needed to vanquish. But one, where the hell did the giant frog come from, and two, why would it be in the relatively dry mountains? Sure, the clearing was full of lush green ferns, which made me think there was a spring somewhere in the clearing. But it couldn’t be enough to warrant a population of minivan-sized frogs.

      “Fritz?” I asked, hopeful, but also ready to rumble if need be.

      “Am. Fritz,” came back the reply in an almost frog-like ribbit cadence.

      “Well shit,” I said, lowering the mace and smiling. “Nice to see you again.”

      I think he tried to smile. But then he opened his mouth and vomited out a large egg-shaped rock, with a piece of what looked like paper on top. And naturally, it was all covered with a thick layer of glossy, viscous-looking saliva. 

      “Dude,” I said. “The fuck is that?”

      “Read. Note. Id. Iot.” 

      “When did you get to be a dick?”

      “Learned. From. Watch. Ing. You.”

      “Great.” I had a sassy giant frog as a companion. There was a probably Muppet joke in there somewhere, but it wasn’t coming to me at the time.

      The egg-shaped rock was about two and a half feet tall. It was a light brown almost tawny color with a few dark speckles here and there. Which made me think that it might actually be an egg. It certainly looked like a giant egg. I walked into the fern clearing, my feet squelching in damp soil. It would have been mud except for, you know, all the ferns. 

      I knelt in front of the egg-shaped stone (or maybe just egg), and I paused. The slimy covering was a bit much to handle.

      “This is gross,” I said, pointing at the saliva.

      Fritz met my gaze with his big bulbous eyes, and rolled them all the way around. As far as eye-rolls go, it was maybe the most impressive I’d seen.

      “Is it going to hurt me?” 

      He shrugged.

      Slowly, I reached my hand out and into the nastiness that was Fritz the Frog’s saliva. It was warm. And gooey. And disgusting. I grabbed the paper and pulled it toward me.

      If the saliva had been cheese, it would have been the most amazing pizza ad in history. Instead, it was just a clear strand of gloss hanging in the air, connecting the note back to the egg.

      I swallowed my rising puke, thanked Typhon the saliva didn’t have much of an odor, and I read the note.

      

      Montana,

      I appreciate the care you have shown Fritz. I expected less from you. A present, then. This is a creature I am considering unleashing upon your world. It will bond with you upon emerging from its shell. Keep it warm. Keep it safe. Good luck.

      -- Typhon

      

      “Is he serious?” I asked.

      Fritz just looked at me, then hop-walked away to munch on some ferns. 

      “Thanks, Typhon,” I said to the sky. “I guess.”

      I looked at the egg. It was huge. I tried to pick it up, but the saliva coating was so thick and slippery that I couldn’t get my hands around it. So I grabbed big handfuls of ferns and rubbed the saliva off as best I could. When I finally got it clean enough to pick up, I realized it was heavy. Not difficult to lift, but more a clear sense of density to the thing.

      Fritz was drinking water, making an awful racket. I wanted to tell him to shut up, but it didn’t seem like that would be possible for the dude.

      Instead, I got to work making a baby-monster-björn. I took off my upper furs, put the egg inside where my torso would normally go, and tied all the various fur bits at the bottom together. Then I turned the coat over, and tied the arms around my bare chest.

      “You ready to bounce out of here?” I asked.

      Fritz looked up and over at me, spraying water and ferns all over the clearing.

      “Go?” he asked.

      “Yeah. We have a long walk. Or, you know, hop.”

      He shook, almost like a dog, and massive bat-like wings spread out from his back. Big. The dude easily had a forty or fifty foot wingspan. 

      “Well look at that,” I said, a smile spreading over my face. 

      He gave a massive flap, lifting off the ground. The ferns shuddered under the wind. It was like standing beneath a helicopter. Then he came back down with a thud.

      “Fly?” He asked.

      “Fuck yeah,” I said. “We’ll be home in no time.”
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      There are lots of ways to travel if you are looking for comfort and style. ‘Giant frog’ is not one of them. For one, frogs are built for jumping, which does not translate to aerodynamic sleekness. Also their skin is slick yet tough, which makes gripping onto them kinda challenging. Finally, Fritz had become a bit of a dick.

      All those things combined to make riding Fritz something akin to the most horrific roller coaster ever imagined. 

      I climbed up and tried to find a relatively comfortable spot behind his neck. But it turns out frogs don’t really have necks. It’s more like a giant head coming out of a squat body. With a little maneuvering, I figured out that I could hook my legs under his wings and behind his forelegs, but that was really the only thing holding me in place. His wings were massive, and sitting right between them meant I was going to get hit by them on occasion. It’s hard to tell if that was purely a Fritz thing, or more a matter of physiology.

      Regardless, at take-off, Fritz hopped with all his froggy might, and we shot into the air. It took all my considerable leg-strength to prevent from tipping over backwards. Then, he brought his wings up, smacking me on either side of the body, and down. We shot up again. It was a rough flight.

      At least the view was incredible. We climbed quickly into the brisk air, and I got a good look at the mountains around us. 

      “Can we stay on the Mahrduhm side and go west for a bit?” I shouted into the wind.

      Fritz gave a slight nod, and angled more northward.

      Directly below were pine forests. They looked dry, except for some pockets of green that made me think there might be springs there. A ways in front of us, I saw a deep chasm cut by a swift river. Likely meltwater from the mountains. After the river ducked out of the rock, it was surrounded by a swath of green, leading to a small town deeper in the valley. At least, I thought it was a town. There were buildings there, and I could see smoke swirling out of chimneys. But you know, it could have been anything really. 

      I looked over my shoulder and saw the Mahrduhmese army.  It was a sobering sight. They looked like a black stain on the land, the trees clear cut and the landscape mostly destroyed all around them. Lots of small campfires dotted their path, with smoke snaking up everywhere.

      We moved west at a decent clip. After my initial survey of the landscape, I pulled myself down against Fritz’ clammy frog skin and did my best to get out of the way of the wings, just laying there. I rested, putting my faith in Fritz the frog to keep me safe.

      It was hard at first, because I wasn’t accustomed to trusting anyone, even Fritz. But after a few deep breaths, I realized it was basically impossible for me to alter the current situation. Maybe if we came up against some other airborne creature, I could fight. But, otherwise, all I could do was look around and absorb the trip.

      Once we got some serious height, Fritz didn’t have to flap quite so often. He could just stretch his wings out and glide on the currents. I had to imagine it was a strange sight. Or, you know, I did until I realized that giant flying frogs could be completely commonplace in Vuldranni. Compared to things like abominaballs or snarrets, or the countless other bizarre creatures I had yet to encounter, Fritz was kind of boring.

      Up at our current elevation, it wasn’t particularly warm, and I regretted having given my coat to the egg. But really, what choice did I have in that matter?

      The mountain range seemed to extend westward forever. North-south, however, it wasn’t as thick. The terrain beneath us, what I believed to be Mahrduhm, spread out into a valley. Hills seemed to undulate everywhere across it, but nothing too big. Just gentle perturbations, as if water had frozen mid-ripple. There were trees, but they were scattered. Tall brown grass covered everything, save the occasional pool of water, which would have a profusion of green vegetation around it. 

      Maybe three hours passed before Fritz angled down, and we dropped in a tight spiral, losing altitude fast. 

      “You okay, bub?” I asked, yelling into the wind.

      “Tired.” He croaked back. 

      I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring pat.

      Landing was awkward. Basically, it seemed like he aimed for a small body of water, and then didn’t quite crash in it. 

      I didn’t fall off, but I did get soaked. We’d landed in something between a pond and a lake. There were no visible inputs or outputs to the little lake, so it was like a giant spring. There were lots of trees around the water, nothing overly tall, and plenty of hills that basically cut off all vision of the outside area. The grass around was a verdant green, and plenty of little animals were chirping about. 

      As soon as I was off the big ol’ frog, he started gulping water. Maybe even eating the fish or other animals unfortunate enough to be caught in his giant mouthfuls. 

      I got the egg off my back and did a quick check. No cracks, no movement. I ripped down some cattails, made an impromptu nest, and set it safely in place.

      I dug out my really basic fishing rod. Then I set it on the bank and headed over to the first log I saw. I ripped off some of the rotting wood, and uncovered my prey.

      Big, fat, juicy looking grubs.

      I snatched one that was about the size of my thumb. It wriggled around in my hand — I was a little impressed at the strength it had. But then it bit me. Hard. The damn thing cut right through my skin and took a solid chunk out of my thumb.

      “Mother pus bucket,” I howled, throwing the insect to the ground and stomping on it.

      It popped under my foot in a spray of guts. 
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Dockem Grub (lvl 1 insect)

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

      

      I looked at my thumb and winced at the gruesome mess of it. Now I remembered the noob-gear fish hook, and slid that through another grub. The thing still wriggled, but it couldn’t bite for shit. I walked around the lake a ways, getting over to a spot where the water seemed calmer, and I tossed my line into the water. Then I sat down on the soft grass, and closed my eyes to the sun.

      Now, obviously I know it’s preferable to actually watch the bobber, but that’s only if you actually want to catch fish. Sometimes, it’s more about engaging in the act of fishing with the intent of not doing anything else. I just wanted to be busy without being busy. I wanted to—

      Something tugged at the grub, and reflexively, I yanked back on the rod, setting the hook.

      I opened one eye, and looked down the fishing line. It was zigging back and forth. Something was on the line. I started to reel in carefully. What with my new found strength, I wasn’t used to gauging the force I could put on the line before it broke, so I took it slow. Also, in the back of my mind was the possibility I could pull up some horrific monster from the deep that’d try to eat me as soon as it broke the surface.

       Instead, I pulled out a fish. A perfectly normal fish that I guessed was a trout of some variety. It was a good size, with a nice sheen to it. I bopped it on the head with my mace and gave it a good once-over. It smelled good. Nothing untoward about it.

      I went over to the water, washed it off, cleaned it out, checked the guts for worms — none —, and then carried the fish back toward Fritz and the egg. Fritz was asleep, and big enough that I couldn’t really see over him.

      I set the fish down near him. Then I went over and did the boring job of finding moderately-sized rocks to put in a ring. Then I scrounged around for wood. There were plenty of small trees around the lake, but, interestingly, nothing grew above the level of the hills. I gathered all the dead stuff I could find, and got a good pile near our de facto camp. Finally, fire.

      It was nice to sit by a fire. The sun was setting in the west, and an incredible panoply of colors danced across the sky. I listened to the pops and crackles that sent sparks up into the air. The fish, which I’d splayed out on a green branch, sizzled as it cooked.

      My trout was delicious.

      The egg seemed fine. Happy. I brought it a little closer to the fire. Being that I had little else to do, I worked on my basket weaving, making a legitimate nest out of reeds to hold the egg upright.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you learned the skill Weaving. Now you can weave baskets and other things. Maybe even underwater!
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        * * *

      

      It was still ensconced in my coat, which would give the egg as much insulation against the cool night as possible. That, plus keeping a fire going all night, was my plan. Hence all the wood.

      It turns out frogs can snore. Or, at least whatever frog Fritz was could snore. It wasn’t horribly loud, just, you know, there. I sat by the fire while the night enveloped us and picked the fish clean, tossing the bones back into the water. Not the best or cleanest possible policy, but I wanted to leave as little smell on the camp as possible. The presence of a fire already worried me. The light and the smoke could easily attract curious types.

      When the sky was fully dark, I tossed on a few more logs, checked the egg  (still warm and a bit sticky), checked on Fritz (still snoring and a bit clammy), and then grabbed my pilfered mace and gave it a little twirl. I climbed up the nearest hill until I reached the top. It wasn’t much of a climb, forty feet at a maximum. Once up there, though, I got an idea of why nothing was growing above the surrounding hilltops. A ferocious wind whipped across the land, tearing at me. It bent the waist-high grass over nearly horizontal. 

      I stood there in the wind, looking out at the landscape spread out in front of me, and I tried to make sense of it. It felt like I was standing on the surface of a golf ball. Just little hills as far as I could see, all covered in the high grasses that danced in the heavy wind. And nowhere was there even the hint of light. It was a nigh-on perfect darkness for the little stretch of time between sunset and moons rise. Stars were everywhere above me, and I let myself get lost in stargazing for a moment before settling down to the business of being on watch.

      Having little clothing made the wind really fucking annoying, I felt like it was going to freeze my torso off. So instead of taking watch at the top of the hill, I moved a little ways down and to the left, found a gnarled old tree that had a perfect sitting spot, and sat there, doing my best to ignore the scratch of the trunk on my back. Then I waited, and I watched. 

      When the fire got low, I’d go down and throw some more wood on. Then I’d do a little warming up, and head back up to my tree. It was dull work, but necessary, and I settled in to the routine for the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Somewhere after the moons crested and started on their way back down, I saw motion. A figure came over a hilltop and slipped in between the trees. Humanoid, about my height, but furry. The thing looked down at the fire, and watched for maybe five minutes. Then it went back the way it’d come.

      I wasn’t sure what to think. Was it a scout? Had the thing decided we were non-threatening and would leave us alone? Or, worse, was it going to tell its buddies they had something to hunt? There was basically nothing to indicate which way the guy was leaning, and I didn’t dare move, just in case it was about to come back. I still had the advantage of surprise, and I didn’t want to lose it.

      So instead, I just readied myself to leap out of the tree if I needed. I extended out my tremorsense to get a better idea of who might be coming, if anyone.

      It was not the best idea.

      The wind caused the grass to dance around like mad, and must’ve also gotten some rocks or something bouncing, because I was getting vibration hits everywhere up above the hilltops. And plenty of small somethings were moving around the lake. Some in the lake. It was too much to filter out, so I dropped it, relying instead on sight.

      Sure enough, about twenty or so minutes later — a completely random guess because I had no way to tell time — another figure crawled over the hilltop and made their way down to a few trees where they posted up. A second figure came shortly after, followed by three more. Five total, all standing in the same set of trees. I could see them chatting with each other, but they were too far away for me to hear even a whisper. 

      It was pretty clear they were interested in Fritz, but I couldn’t tell why. They might be hunting him. They might just be curious. Or, they might be worried about a giant frog moving into their territory. I doubt I’d like it if a van-sized frog showed up at my local lake. 

      I could just throw down and kill the interlopers, but they hadn’t done anything aggressive yet. I sighed. I didn’t want to kill them because they dared to invade the tiny valley I was sleeping in and looked at my frog (oddly not a euphemism). I was getting soft.

      So instead, I hopped out of my tree, and casually strolled over to them.

      I got reasonably close before anyone in the group saw me.

      The thing called out in surprise. All five spread out, holding out rudimentary bows in their furry hands. Now that I was close up and looking at drawn arrows, I got a better look at them.

      They had somewhat canine heads with big round ears. They were bigger humanoids, not quite my size, but larger than an average human. They wore skins, and had painted themselves with something that must have been symbolic to them. One of them barked out something. I wasn’t sure if it was directed at me or the other creatures, if it was a word in an unknown language or just a noise.

      Regardless, I stopped walking. I put the mace in my belt and held my hands out to the side.

      “Evening,” I said in Mahrduhmese, just in case these guys spoke the local tongue.

      The creatures looked to each other, and the one in the middle lowered his bow so the arrow wasn’t pointed at my face. The others did not lower theirs.

      “This your hunt?” he asked.

      “The big frog is my, uh, companion,” I replied, hoping that word was the right one to use in the case.

      “Companion?”

      “My ride. Steed.”

      “Horse?”

      “I mean, he’s a frog, but—“

      “Big for frog.”

      “Yeah. He is, but I try not to hold that against him.”

      “You are traveler?”

      “Yeah. Just stopping here for the night.”

      One of the other creatures grumbled something, I think trying to be quiet, but failing. I caught just enough of it for Mister Paul’s lovely skill to proc.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Gray Viveridian.
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        * * *

      

      “Would it be easier to speak in this tongue?” I asked, in Gray Viveridian.

      The creatures all looked at me. 

      “Yes,” the center one said, nodding.

      “Would you like to come sit by the fire?” I asked.

      The center creature looked at the others. I couldn’t discern what communication went between them, but something clearly did, because the center one and one other nodded. Then they took a step forward while the other three quickly darted off back up the hill.

      I tried to ignore the feeling of impending doom as I turned my back on the two strangers and led them down the hill to my little fire. I threw a bit more wood on, and the flames crackled higher, bathing the area in a warm amber light. 

      The two creatures sat down cross-legged, and I got a better look at them in the light. There was definitely something canid about them — I’d go so far as to call them dogmen. Not to their face, just in case, but it was an apt descriptor. But there was something more wild about them. Feral. Savage. Their clothes were primitive, lacking things like, you know, fabric or buttons. It was all pelts. It didn’t look like their leather had been tanned so much as the fur had just been whacked off and then put to use. Their bows were similarly primitive. Looking at the branches I was burning, the bows matched. These guys were just using the various materials they found around themselves.

      “So,” I said, “welcome.”

      I dug out the newcomer rations I’d received as part of my back-to-life present, and passed them over.

      They accepted the gifts graciously, then sniffed over them.

      “Poison?” one asked the other in a whisper.

      “You remember he speaks the tongue, yes?” the other one replied.

      The first speaker looked over at me, sheepish.

      “Not poisoned,” I said. “But I regret that I don’t have much to offer you.”

      “It is custom to give gifts to those who share your fire?” the one who had previously been in the center asked. 

      “Yep,” I said. I wasn’t necessarily lying, I was just making my own custom up. “We three eat together. It’s a feast of friendship.”

      They smiled. I dug out my last bit of ration, and we all ate. It wasn’t great, hardtack biscuits that made audible snaps when you bit into them, but they were certainly filling. 

      “My name is Montana Coggeshall,” I said.

      “Grosh,” Grosh said. Grosh was the guy I’d spoken to first. “He is Gnorph.”

      “Grosh, Gnorph, good to meet you.”

      Gnorph nodded at me, and took another painful-sounding bite of his hardtack.

      “I’m not familiar with the area,” I said. “Anything of note here?”

      “What would be of note?” Grosh asked.

      “Maybe ruins?” Gnorph asked.

      “Sure, ruins sound good,” I said. “Where are these ruins?”

      Gnorph pointed, and Grosh smacked Gnorph on the back of the head. Gnorph promptly changed the direction he was pointing to the opposite one.

      “Gnorph is not good with directions,” Grosh said. 

      “What kind of ruins are they?” I asked.

      “Haunted,” Gnorph said. “Full of ghosts.”

      “Treasure?”

      Gnorph nodded, Grosh shrugged.

      “It is not known,” Grosh said. “None who goes in comes out.”

      “That’s interesting,” I said. “Big ruins?”

      Grosh nodded. “It is the remains of a city from the ancients. Two days walk to the north, you will see the walls. The things inside the walls do not leave, but it is very bad inside. Many of our tribe have died there. The young think treasure inside will bring them luck, but it only brings death.”

      “Gnonarth the Great came out,” Gnorph said. “He brought out the sword which made him the greatest hero of our tribe.”

      “Gnonarth the Great stole the sword from a caravan,” Grosh countered. “He is a liar and a coward.”

      “You say that because you are jealous,” Gnorph said. “The matron chose him as hero over you.”

      “He can have the job. I have no desire to be the hero.”

      “Everyone wants to be the hero.”

      “I am happy to be a hunter. Less fighting.”

      “Fighting is the greatest honor for any—“

      “Fighting is the activity of youth and fools. I am neither any longer. I prefer to return home. See my mate, my cubs.”

      “Bah, you are old and boring,” Gnorph said.

      “Lots to be said for old and boring,” I interjected.

      “You are a fighter,” Grosh said.

      “Are you a hero?” Gnorph asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “What’s a hero?”

      “A hero leads the defense of the tribe,” Grosh said. “The first into battle, the last to return home.”

      “Yeah, I guess that defines me. But it’s not a job I’d take if I didn’t have to. I do it so others aren’t put in harm’s way.”

      Grosh pointed at me, but looked to Gnorph: “This one has the right reason of it. Hero is not the position of honor. It is not the place where one lies about stuffing his face with our kills so he gets fat. Gnonarth is a lazy coward. He is only able to be the hero because Gnarg has blessed our region with peace these seasons. Soon, the trials will return, and we will reap the pains of making Gnonarth our hero.”

      “Pardon me for saying, but Gnornarth sounds like a dick,” I said.

      Grosh laughed. He pulled something out of his pack. Dried meat. He passed a strip of it over to me, then one over to Gnorph.

      I chewed on it, and it was okay. Bit of spice to it. 

      Then Grosh stood up, and bowed his head a little to me. 

      “I will report to my matron that a friend is passing through our lands,” he said. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      I stood up, and bowed my head to him.  

      “You guys are welcome at my fire any time,” I said.

      He nodded at me, and gestured at Gnorph.

      Gnorph stuffed the rest of the meat into his mouth (again, not a euphemism), and stood. He bowed and said something, but it got lost through his full mouth.

      “Nice to meet you as well, Gnorph,” I said.

      He smiled a doggy smile. Then the two climbed out of my little lake valley, and ventured back into the night.

      I sat down by the fire, tossed a few more logs on, and rested there for a little while, just enjoying the warmth and the feeling that I had, perhaps, made some friends that night. At the very least, I didn’t kill people just because. I’d spoken with strangers and it turned out all right.

      Then, because I’m still a bit of a paranoid fuckhead, I went back to my tree, climbed back up, and resumed my watch.
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      We were back up in the air around dawn. When Fritz the frog woke up, he took another dunk in the lake, drank a bunch of water. I strapped my egg back on, and then we were off. We had another rough take-off where Fritz beat the shit out of me with his wings and I hung on to his gross clammy skin for dear life. But once again, when we got to height, it was amazing.

      When we were just below the clouds, I could see the ruins to the north. It was a huge city, a dark blight on the land. I tapped on Fritz’s head. He rotated one eye around to look at me in a way that wasn’t at all creepy or disgusting. Why couldn’t Typhon make cute monsters? I pointed over at the ruins, and Fritz angled that way. 

      As we got closer, I could see that the land flattened out in this direction. I suppose that made sense as to why the city had been built there. It was massive — even at our height, it seemed to stretch out forever. It was constructed mostly out of dark rock, and whomever had built the place had done so in a very regimented style. The city spread out on a nearly perfect grid, and quite a few of the buildings were still intact. Or at least they were intact enough to look whole from above.

      “Land outside,” I shouted at Fritz.

      He didn’t respond, but given that he tucked his wings in and cannonballed downward, I’m pretty sure he picked up what I was putting down. And soon enough, I got put down just outside one of the large gates. 

      At ground level, the black brick of the walls had a remarkably ominous feeling to it. Just waves of wrong flowing over me. There was a large door on the gate that hung off a single hinge. Somehow the wood was still intact, but it was very weathered and grey. The tall grass grew right up to the edges of the wall, but there weren’t any trees nearby.

      Slowly, and feeling mild apprehension, I walked up to the gate, and peered around the door. There was a stark transition between the dirt and grass of outside and the dark cobblestones of the road inside. rIt’s not like the ruins were an obvious dead-zone or anything like that —there was dirt inside, and grass was growing in a few places — but I could feel the weird vibe of the place. Also, I had the distinct feeling of being watched.

      “Feels. Bad.” Fritz croaked out.

      “I know,” I replied, not looking back at the frog, my attention fully on the street inside the ruins. “But I’m really fucking curious.”

      “Egg.” Fritz said.

      “Egg?”

      “Egg.”

      I looked over my shoulder at the giant egg, and wondered where to put it if I decided to go exploring the ruins. Nowhere leapt out at me. I could get Fritz to watch it, or I could bring it with me—

      “Late. Er.”

      “It’s a bit far from home, bub,” I said. “You really think we’re going to make it all the way back here?”

      “You. Boss. Or. Not?” He asked.

      Leave it to a fucking frog to ask the important questions. 

      “Yeah,” I snapped, walking back over to Fritz, and going through the rigamarole of climbing back onto him. “Don’t let me forget.”

      “Do. Not. For. Get.”

      “Oh perfect, thanks.”

      “No. Prob. Lem.”

      He leapt into the air in a violent hop, and then beat his wings fiercely to get us into the sky. Once at height, I looked back over my shoulder at the ruins, curiosity just eating me up inside. I wanted to go explore so badly. And yet, fucking Fritz was right — it wasn’t the time.

      It was something at odds with the idea of this as a game. If this were a true game, I’d definitely have gone off on the side-quest, explore the ruins and find magic items and treasure and whatever. Level up by killing some monsters. But here there was a clock that didn’t ever seem to stop. I had people who were depending on me to make their lives safe. As much as I wanted to pop off and have fun, I just couldn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      We settled into a routine pretty quickly. Fritz would get tired in the middle of the day, and we’d stop for a little break, then hop back up into the sky for another round of flying in the afternoon. It’d be shorter than the morning hop, but we still made good distance. Each night, we’d find some sort of water source, and then Fritz would drink and swim and I would fish or forage. The egg would sit there and be an egg. It had the best job on the trip, if you ask me. 

      The meals I had were actually getting pretty damn good, and I noticed that I got a new skill.

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Campfire Cooking. Cook over an open flame without burning food.

      

      That was nice. Plus there was a dramatic uptick in food quality as soon as I had the skill. I just seemed to know how to cook over an open flame or coals better. And, as I foraged more and more, I got a boost in that skill as well.

      

      Cool Beans! You’ve leveled up the skill Foraging. You have a greater chance of finding ripe and safe-to-eat food!

      

      And then I started finding more and more stuff. Mushrooms that I knew would be okay, and berries that would not. It was actually kind of a fun little aspect of life in Vuldranni. 

      I also liked getting to see the landscape of Mahrduhm, or at least what I assumed was Mahrduhm. It wasn’t as if I had a map, or anyone to explain the political boundaries of the place to me. As we traveled, the intense small hills gave way to larger rolling hills. Still covered with the long grass, but now with more trees. Also the grass wasn’t quite as dry, and I saw more rivers and lakes.

      Getting home was very much on my mind, for one major thing, I was worried about Skeld. I’d thrown him through the portal back into the sacrificial cave of the Corrupted Ones in the Valley of Spears. Sounds a bit gruesome, but I was pretty sure it was mainly because the tall trees piercing through the perpetual hot springs fog looked a bit like spears. And he’d been pretty fucked up. I wasn’t sure what state he’d actually been in, health wise, when he reemerged. And Bear Snowgust, brownie spellslinger, was pretty much an unknown, both in personality and skills. I had no idea if she’d be able to heal Skeld, either via magical or non-magical means. And Skeld was only the tip of that iceberg of worry. What was Nikolai doing? How was Nikolai doing? Had Ragnar gotten back to Coggeshall safely traversing along the Royal Road? Were the minotaurs any trouble? Were the wounded he took back healed? There were so many questions, and absolutely no answers. But one thing I knew, the longer I took to get home, the worse I’d probably find things.

      On the seventh day, we saw a small town. Fritz wasn’t super keen on going closer to civilization, but I was getting tired of my current clothing options, and as much as it pained me to admit it, Fritz wasn’t exactly a keen conversationalist. It had been a lonely week. Fritz landed in a copse of trees around a small spring, and announced he was going to take a nap. Clearly, he wasn’t going to come into town with me. Which, you know, fine by me. Not like bringing a monster frog to town was going to do me any favors. I left the egg behind, wrapped up in my coat, and set off on a short walk.

      The walls around the town were wooden, made of logs that had been sharpened at one end and then buried in the ground. They were about twenty feet high. A guard clad all in black like all the other Mahrduhmese army regulars dozed at the entrance, his helmet covering his eyes and his spear left forgotten on the ground. I walked by without bothering to wake the guy, and started exploring. 

      It was a small place that had the feeling of a frontier town, but one that seemed reasonably safe — sleepy guardsman and all. It made me hope Coggeshall would be like that soon. I wondered if life was safer on this side of the mountain. Fewer monsters, perhaps? It didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me, but what did I know? There was so much about this world that was just a fucking mystery to me.

      I walked down what was obviously the main street, with houses built around the back of the few businesses on said main street. A rather obvious general store, a bar, and something I had to assume was a brothel attached to that. At the far end were two temples, one on either side of the street, and then a government building of some kind, only identifiable because of the gallows in front.

      There were a few guards, all in black, naturally, lounging on the steps of the government building, and a few wagons in the streets. Horses were tied up here and there, and a small herd of sheep grazed on a patch of grass that surrounded a big well. The place had echoes of a township in the wild west. Except, you know, for the lack of guns.

      No one gave me a second look. There was no scandalous quieting as the beleaguered wild man walked through town. If anything, begrudging boredom was thrown my way. As if the townsfolk were so used to giant half-dressed weirdos showing up out of nowhere.

      A few men chatted in front of the tavern. Some men and women were in the midst of unloading wagons in front of what looked like an office building. A really big gent swaggered in my general direction, which made me think he was the sheriff. Or at least, the local law enforcement.

      “Morning,” he said. “You doing all right?”

      “Seems like it,” I said. “And a good morning to you.”

      “You seem to be missing your clothes.”

      “Considering how sunny it is out, I wouldn’t exactly say I’m missing them.”

      He smiled at me, chuckling at my stupid joke. “You got enough coin to get yourself covered up so you do not go back out and freeze?”

      “Yessir.”

      “You come up short, you come see me.”

      “Apologies, sir, I don’t know who you are.”

      “CcaerLlion Pritchard, lord of the realm. What realm it may be.”

      “Oh,” I said, giving a slight bow, “forgive me my lord—“

      “None of that all the way out here. The queen may stand on formality in the palace, but titles and bowing will not put food in your belly come winter, will it?”

      “I suppose you could eat the paper they’re printed on.”

      “Aye,” he said with a smile, “that you could. New to the lands?”

      “I am. But more passing through.”

      “Oh?”

      “An explorer. I want to, uh, see what’s west of here.”

      I noticed his hand reach for a pouch and pull something out. I think he thought he was being subtle, but it was pretty obvious. I pretended not to notice, just being polite. 

      “You with the army?” he asked, faking his smile.

      “No, my lord,” I said. “I’m no deserter.”

      He glanced at the thing he had in his hand, and then released the breath he’d been holding. 

      “I appreciate the call of the unknown,” he said. “Time was, when I was a younger man, I might have been tempted to join you out there.” He put his arm around my shoulder, with a little effort, and then paused. “You are a big one.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “And not in the army? How did you manage to escape notice?”

      “Big country out there. Plenty of space for a man to mosey about on his own.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, and started walking me through the town. “Only one store here yet. Prices are a bit mean, shopkeeper is a bit of a—“

      “Prick?”

      “Your words, not mine. But I will not disagree with you.” 

      The lord guided me to the lone store, and then gave my shoulder a squeeze.

      “Good gods,” he said, “like a rock. You ever think of joining, say, a retinue?”

      “Not yet,” I replied. 

      “If you do—“

      “First on the list.”

      “Just the sight alone will keep the bandits at bay. Good luck in there.”

      With a second shoulder squeeze and a shake of the head, the lord of the realm headed off into his town. I looked into the general store. It looked, well, like a general store. All made of wood, windows in the front with wooden shutters and no glass. There was a large counter, and a lanky man standing behind said counter. He had a pamphlet in front of him, and idly thumbed between the pages. 

      I walked through the door, and he closed the pamphlet and slid it off the counter. 

      An eyebrow raise was all I got from him when he looked over me. 

      “Few things you need, eh?” he asked.

      “Might be.”

      “You here to sell things?”

      “Not much I got on offer.”

      “I will take your pants.”

      “I might need to buy another pair first.”

      He nodded. “Got pants.”

      “Shirts?”

      “Ayuh. Got shirts too.”

      “That would fit me?”

      “Might do.”

      “I’ve got some coin as well.”

      “Oh?”

      I nodded.

      “Then you being in a store seems a good place to be.”

      “Sure.”

      We stood there awkwardly for a moment. Or, rather, I stood there awkwardly.

      “You familiar with stores?” he asked. “Usually you tell me what it is you need, I tell you the price, you buy it or not. Tough for me to just offer up what you might be thinking you’re wanting.”

      “How much will you give me for these pants?”

      “Snowbold pants are a mint. I can give you, say twelve gold. Be better if you had the coat, but, you do not.”

      “How about you give me, say twenty gold store credit for the pants.”

      “Eighteen in credit.”

      “Deal,” I said. “Now, what kind of pants you got for sale?”
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      The shopkeep wasn’t the most talkative sort. I was in the store for a good half hour, maybe longer, and he let nothing personal go about himself. Not even his name.

      Even so, I walked out of the shop feeling like I’d made out well enough. I traded the mace in for a bastard sword, a nice big jobbie that the shopkeep was willing to give me for almost nothing because no one in the town wanted to buy it. I got three shirts that actually fit me, as well as two pairs of pants. I also traded in my snowbold boots and gloves. He didn’t have any magic pouches or bags, so I settled on some larger non-magical storage options. I also picked up a shirt of iron chainmail. Not the best quality stuff, but at least it provide a modicum of protection. Then I got a few lengths of rope, some leather straps, and a big bag of dried meat. I didn’t ask what kind, and he didn’t offer it up.  I used up the last bit of credit I had to buy a map. It was a rather general map, but it showed quite a bit of Mahrduhm, and I felt that was a pretty good thing for me to have. Gathering intelligence on the enemy.

      Walking out the store into the sunshine, and I felt good about the world. About myself. I felt more human, despite not being human, because now I had a full set of normal looking clothing. No longer would people see me and think I was some furry mountain creature. Plus, if my bounty had made it out this far, no one would be looking for lil’ ol me. They’d still be looking for the big dude in the white fur. 
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        * * *

      

      CcaerLlion Pritchard was leaning against a column of the tavern on the other side of the road, chewing on a stick. He noticed me walking down the street, and gave me a wave.

      “You sold your pants,” he said. “Surprising.”

      “Needed other things more.”

      He walked over to me, and looked at the sword, the bags, and shook his head.

      “Tell me you got a full coin purse,” he said.

      “Spent most of my coin,” I said. “Where I’m going, there’s not much use for coin, to be honest.”

      “That bastard in there give you a copper less than a hundred gold for those pants, and I’ll—“

      “He gave me eighteen gold. In store credit.”

      “Son,” he said, his face hardening, “there’s little I hate more than a cheat.”

      He grabbed the front of my shirt and pulled me along with him. Which must have been a bit amusing to those on the outside, watching the older man towing the relative giant through the streets. CcaerLlion marched right through the door and presented me to the shopkeep.

      “Help you, Lord Pritchard?” the shopkeep asked, barely looking up from his pamphlet.

      “What’s your game here, Ynyr Pennoyer?” CcaerLlion barked. 

      Ynyr, the shopkeep, looked up languidly. He glanced over at me, then over at the lord.

      “There a problem?”

      “You cheated this young man.”

      “I made a square deal with him.”

      “Eighteen gold for a pair of snowbold pants? You know that is not a fair deal.”

      “Maybe. But he did not.”

      “And I do not. I do not abide cheaters in this town.”

      “Not a cheater, my lord, and I do not appreciate your tone here.”

      “It is not a tone. My town will be an honest one.”

      “Then it will be a poor one.”

      “You operate at my pleasure. Or did you forget to read the contract you signed with me?”

      Ynyr stood all the way up and crossed his arms, his face impassive.

      “I read the contract,” Ynyr said. “And I know every word of it.”

      “So you know what rights I have.”

      “All of ‘em.”

      “And you agreed to abide by being an honest merchant.”

      “Not my fault he does not know the value of his goods.”

      “Might try telling him.”

      “Against the code of being a merchant.”

      “Against the code of being a liar.”

      “It was a fair deal,” Ynyr barked out. 

      “Nothing fair about it,” CcaerLlion yelled in return.

      “You keep yellin’ at me, and maybe I write a letter to my cousin, tell him there are opportunities in this town out west.”

      “Is that a threat? Are you—“

      “It is no threat. Just thinking about inviting my family out here. You likely heard of Maddog Callwallandar? Sure a man like Maddog’d be jumping for joy at finding a new place to hang his axe.”

      “Perhaps will mention to my dear friend the Dark Queen that I feel this part of the land needs her attention on it. Maybe see if the army, perhaps, needs a new quartermaster.”

      At the mention of the queen, Ynyr’s face went a bit pale. He took an involuntary step back. 

      “We both have friends we can pull into this town, but I feel it might be better we leave them be, eh?”

      “Might be a truth to that,” Ynyr admitted. 

      “Then maybe you ought make this deal right with this man here.”

      “I do not have that much coin on me. Maybe you have not noticed, but trade is not exactly booming in your town, my lord.”

      “I know you got a few bits of magic stuffed back there. Offer one of those.”

      Ynyr forced a smile on his face and nodded. “I suppose I might could do that.”

      He stood there a second longer, as if somehow the situation might change and he wouldn’t have to do what the lord just ordered him to. But, obviously, nothing changed. So the shopkeeper turned around and slowly walked to the rear of the store. He bent down, and pulled a key off a loop around his neck. He unlocked a safe in the floor, and pulled a small chest out, about the size of a large shoebox, and brought it over to the counter. When he set it down, there was an audible thump to it. 

      Slowly, almost painfully so, he put the first key back on his neck loop, and took a second key out of a pouch. He put the key in the lock on the chest, and waited another moment.

      CcaerLlion gave a nod, and Ynyr sighed loudly as he turned the key and the chest popped open.

      It wasn’t an overly large chest, so there weren’t a ton of items inside. A few rings, a small book, and a double-bladed bearded hatchet.

      “Magical items,” Ynyr said, gesturing to the open chest. “Does anything excite sir’s interest?”

      “No need for that,” CcaerLlion said. 

      “There is zero reason for me to be polite when I am being taken advantage of—“

      “You are not—“

      I reached into the chest, and grabbed the axe.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Tell him truthful,” CcaerLlion.

      “A Braddus Bearded Axe,” Ynyr said. “A throwing axe which returns to the thrower. As such.”

      He snatched the axe from my hand, then threw it out through the door into the street. It landed in the dirt with a puff of dust. Then, almost lazily, Ynyr extended his hand out and spread his fingers wide. The axe zipped back to his hand, smacking into his palm with a thwock. He put the axe back in his chest. 

      “Rings of healing, a basic book of spells. What would you like to take from me in order for the lord here to feel like things are fair?” Ynyr asked, glaring daggers at CcaerLlion.

      Up until that statement, I’d been willing to just let things go. I was about to tell Lord Prichard that I didn’t feel shortchanged. Frankly, I’d wanted to get back on the road, or flightpath, as it were. Though flightpath doesn’t have the sort of ring to it. But considering Ynyr just kept digging himself deeper into the being-an-asshole hole, I figured I might as well get something out of the deal.

      “Seems like I could use a throwing axe,” I said, reaching into the chest and grabbing the axe.

      Ynyr transferred his glare over to me.

      “And who might this newcomer to our town be?” Ynyr asked.

      “Montana,” I said. “Just an explorer.”

      “Oh? Staying in the Inn?”

      “Camping outside the walls?” CcaerLlion offered.

      “Ah,” Ynyr said, a predatory grin spreading. “Then take the axe. And leave my store.”

      I slid the axe into my belt, and gave a smile to both men.

      “A fantastic day to you both,” I said, and took off at a jaunty pace.

      And it was a fantastic day. A little odd, sure, but the weather was unreal. Just the most beautiful sunshine.

      I strolled out through the gate, steeping around the still-snoozing guard.

      Fritz wasn’t awake yet. The egg was still, you know, being an egg, and I had a new magical weapon. I did a little work with rope and leather, and I had a rudimentary saddle made. When Fritz woke up, we tried it out, and didn’t seem to bother the big guy much.

      He leapt into the sky, beat me about the head with his damn wings, which I’m now sure he was doing on purpose, and then we were off. Looking down, I saw a group of armed men heading from the city in the general direction of where Fritz had been snoozing. Most likely the asshole shopkeeper’s friends looking to get back a certain axe from me. Oh well.

      We were busy flying off into the sunset.
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      Technically it wasn’t late enough to fly off into the sunset. But that sounded a lot more romantic, didn’t it?

      Instead, we flew off into the western sky. Where it was looking a bit stormy. Clouds hung on the mountains, and it seemed like they were just about to rain hell down on anyone stupid enough to get close to them. So, because Fritz was navigating during this part of the journey, he turned to the north, heading deeper into hill country. Which was pretty much okay by me, since it was right into the sunshine. Glorious fall sunshine. The kind where it’s deliciously warm and you just can’t get enough of it. I laid down on Fritz the frog, the egg tied tight to my back, and closed my eyes. 

      Maybe I even fell asleep. Don’t tell Fritz. But, yeah, I did. I didn’t wake up until a solid thump told me we were, once again, on the ground. At a small pond in the midst of an otherwise flat field of grass. Wild though, not like a farm or anything. The lone tree above said pond was a towering oak with branches that soared out over the water. The thing had to be a hundred feet high, and two hundred feet wide. Maybe more. It was an old bastard, and I was surprised to see it considering where we were. 

      It took a minute to get Fritz free from his harness, especially since he was straining to get at the water. Once the last knot was untied, he almost flew into the water, taking in massive gulps. I was actually a little worried he was going to drain the pond. But it must’ve been deeper than I thought, because Fritz dove down and disappeared beneath the surface.

      I didn’t feel like trying to fish in what was basically Fritz’s bath water, so after a quick check on the egg — still an egg — I got out a dinner of dried rations from the shopkeep. I gave them a once-over, trying to detect poison with my nose. Or eyes. Both. But it just seemed like meat. And when I’d purchased the meat, the shopkeep had just thought I was a gullible rube. 

      Spoiler alert, it was not poisoned. It wasn’t particularly tasty either, but it didn’t kill me. I leaned back against the massive tree trunk, and watched Fritz waddle out of the water, shake, and then he plopped down on the ground. We’d made camp.

      When Fritz started snoring, I knew it was time to take a little walk around. 

      I stayed out of the tree to start, going around its massive trunk and looking out at the horizon. The mountains looked like thorns poking the sky to the south, and I could see brilliant flashes of lightning hitting the ground. It was quite the show, but I hoped the storm wasn’t going to keep heading in my direction.

      Otherwise, that was the only thing of note. Just a deep fucking waterhole and a ginormous oak tree. Everywhere else was the gentle hills and metric fuckton of waist high grass I’d become accustomed to. Looking out across the waving grass made me think about tigers. Specifically how well they were able to hide in tall grass. Especially tall brown grass. 

      I tried to tell myself it was just my imagination acting up, that there wouldn’t be tigers out here. But what the fuck was I basing that bit of misinformation on, exactly?

      Fuck. Tigers.

      I climbed the tree. 

      It was one of the easiest tree climbs I’ve ever had. The branches were big and numerous and sturdy. In what seemed like no time at all, my head poked out of the top of the tree, and I looked over the wide expanse of the plains. 

      I was in the only tree around. Literally the only tree I could see was the one I was in. Sure, I could see greenery back toward the mountains, and I knew academically that those were trees, but they all just blended together into one leafy unit. Every other direction, though, was just brown wavy grass that undulated like an ocean in the wind. It smelled like rain, and looking back toward the mountains one more time, I saw that nasty storm was heading our way. 

      “At least we’re not flying through it,” I said.

      I could see the dark clouds raging across the flatlands, a grand sheet of rain underneath. It was going to be one hell of a night, and I sorely wanted to watch the storm come on. But I knew the smart thing to do was use the giant oak to provide a modicum of cover. And that meant climbing back down the tree, gathering the egg, and finding a way to get it safely into the lower branches. Didn’t want to lose the thing in a surprise flash flood.

      Down I went, climbing quickly but carefully. I had no desire to fall. Midway down the tree, however, someone grabbed my arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I almost fell out of the tree, jumping back. I grabbed onto some branches, swinging there for a moment and trying to figure out what the fuck had just happened.

      A furry face stared at me from the trunk. Not inside the trunk, just perched on it, very well camouflaged. He had his finger to his lips. For a second, I thought about how odd it was that even in this different universe where nearly everything was different, the sign to shut the fuck up remained the same.

      I nodded.

      He pointed down.

      I looked down.

      Nothing was out of the ordinary, so I looked back up at the furry face and frowned.

      He held up a finger.

      I pulled myself up and sat down on the branch. I had nothing to do but wait for something mysterious to unfold, so I took a better look at the dude in front of me. I don’t know how I’d missed him on the trip up. Or, fuck it, on the trip down. He wasn’t exactly a small guy. He was nearly my size, except his head was huge, being that it was surrounded by a massive fuck-off mane. I was looking into the furry face of a lion. A lion who was staring right back at me, with intelligence in his eyes. He wore leather armor, and little else. He looked a bit, well, weak. Wan. As wan as a lion can look, because he was covered all over in a tawny soft-looking fur. His mane was darker, not quite black but certainly close to it. 

      Nothing was happening below. My curiosity in the cat was waning, so I started to move off of my branch, heading back down.

      I snuck a glance down, just because, and the tiny lake exploded outward.

      A massive creature launched itself from the water, big jaws open wide, and just gobbled down Fritz in a single bite.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked.

      “Glaumdrang,” the lion said in Mahrduhmese. “Particularly nasty one at that.”

      The creature was already back in the water. Waves crashed and the surface was roiling. 

      “Fuck,” I said, “the egg.”

      “The what?”

      I dropped off the branch and basically just started falling. With attitude.

      “Wait—“ the Lion called out.

      I probably should have tried waiting.

      Instead, I face-planted through a few branches and slammed to the ground.

      Which hurt.

      A lot.

      But I shook off the pain, ignoring the blood streaming from my nose, and crawled over to the egg as fast as I could. There was water everywhere, but the egg seemed fine.

      “Sorry, Fritz,” I called out. Then I scooped the fur-covered egg up and tied it onto my back. 

      I could feel the creature readying for an attack. Like the air-pressure seemed to change.

      I bolted for the tree, but at the last second, juked to go around it. 

      There was a loud noise from behind, and a hearty thunk as the glaumdrang slammed into the tree.

      I sprinted around the base of the tree. As soon as I felt I’d gotten out of view of the monster chasing me, I hurried my butt into the tree, speed-climbing up until I felt like I was hidden in the branches. 

      The glaumdrang almost seemed like the madman’s cross between a crocodile and an otter. It had both fur and scales, big eyes, long conical teeth, six legs with big taloned paws on each one, and a huge flat tail. Oh, and it was big enough that it could eat a van-sized frog in a single bite. So. you know. Huge.

      The monster below continued to look for me, moving carefully around the tree. It swung its huge head back and forth, massive maw open wide. It wasn’t clear if the beast was sniffing for me or looking for me, or doing something else entirely, but I knew he was annoyed he’d missed me. He wanted his meal.

      Moving quietly, I climbed higher. I needed to think, and I wanted to do that in a place where I was out of reach of the creature if it should stand up on its legs. Which, in the case of this tree, was almost nowhere. I’d have to sit on the top. Which didn’t seem to be the most stable of hiding spots.

      But the lion stopped me.

      “What’s that?” he asked, looking at the egg on my back.

      “Egg,” I replied. 

      “Big egg.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “Any chance you have some water on you?”

      “Water? There’s a big lake down there.”

      “Safe water. The glaumdrang will have poisoned the lake. Which is why I did not say anything about your mount. I knew there was no saving him.”

      I untied my waterskin and held it out to lion. 

      He took it with a nod, and drank almost desperately from it.

      “Been up here a while?” I asked. 

      He nodded while he drank. 

      But he did give it back with some water still in it.

      “Finish it off, pal,” I said. “Better to be satiated for a little bit than keep being thirsty.”

      “I thank you,” he said, and he drained the last of the water. “I have been up here two weeks now.”

      “Two weeks? In this tree?”

      He nodded. “It has been slightly longer than I anticipated.”

      “I’d hope so. Otherwise you’re rather shit at preparing.”

      He smiled, and I got a good look at his mouth full of huge fangs. Definitely still very much a lion’s mouth. “I admit, this trip has opened my eyes to my weakness as a preparer. That egg—“

      “Not for consumption,” I said before he even had the chance to ask. I did, however, dig out some more dried meat, and passed it over to him. 

      He took it with another smile. 

      “You are truly a savior for me,” he said.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’re still stuck up here.”

      “That is true.”

      “You want to tell me why you’re here?”

      “Besides the glaumdrang down there?”

      “I mean—“

      “I came here to hunt the creature.”

      “Doing fantastic so far.”

      “I didn’t know what was here.”

      “But you knew something was here?”

      “Something has been causing caravans to disappear, and I believed it to be at this watering hole. Regretfully, I didn’t know exactly what I would be facing. When I made a guess, I guessed incorrectly.”

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I came prepared for Goblins, human raiders, and gallifants.”

      “Run that last one by me.”

      “A gallifant? It is a tentacled beast. Lives in water, but captures prey from land. Ambush hunter.”

      “I can see how it would make sense to think that.”

      “And yet, it was not. A glaumdrang. That was unexpected.”

      “You mentioned that. You have a plan now?”

      “No.”

      “Is the glaumdrang fast? Can we outrun it?”

      “It is fast enough. In short distances, it will easily take us down. Six legs.”

      “So we need to kill it.”

      “Ideally, but unless you’ve got something more than that sword you left at the bottom of the tree—“

      I looked down, and sure enough, there was the sword, laying in the grass near Fritz’s last sleeping spot.

      “—we are out of luck on that front as well.”

      “I have this,” I said, holding up the throwing axe.

      “Oh, I suppose we’re saved then.”

      “Better’n what you’ve got.”

      He pulled a small sack around his back to his front, then reached inside, and pulled out a really nice looking sword with a greenish tint to it.

      “I stand corrected.”

      “Don’t. The magic it holds is useless in our situation.”

      “What is it?”

      “Greenskin bane.”

      “Glaumdrang doesn’t count as green?”

      “Is this a joke you are making?”

      “No.”

      “Greenskin refers to a grouping of races. Goblins, orcs, and the like. Where are you from?”

      “Um, Osterstadt.”

      He blinked a few times, then turned his head to the side. 

      “Osterstadt? The Empire?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “How did you get here?”

      “That’s a long story.”

      “Does it seem like we are short on time?”

      “You did just drink the last of our water.”

      “And I ate dried meat. What was I thinking? I’m going to be so thirsty soon. But still there should be time for a long story.”

      “It’s not a good one. Too many unrealistic twists and turns.”

      “An imperial in Mahrduhm is unrealistic at the present time regardless.”

      “Are you going to turn me in?”

      “To whom?” he asked, spreading his arms wide. 

      “Someone asked if I was in the army the other day. It made me think that the army might be nearby.”

      “It is.”

      “That’s whom, then.”

      “The army and I are no longer friends.”

      “You were at one point?”

      “It is more correct to say that the previous government and I were close, and the current ruler is not a fan of, well, those who don’t look like her or share her rather austere views on the world.”

      “I’ve heard she’s a bit intense.”

      “She has very strong opinions.”

      “You might as well not sugarcoat it. You can say she’s a raging idiot if you want.”

      “She is no idiot. Raging is correct, but she is certainly one of the smartest people I have had the misfortune of knowing.”

      “Good thing I’m a real idiot. Won’t take over that title.”

      “You don’t strike me as particularly dumb.”

      “You haven’t been around me long enough.”

      “No matter if you are an idiot or not, I have no desire to report you to the army. Or anyone.”

      “Maybe you could report me to the glaumdrang.”

      “I doubt he would care. But it is where we should be devoting our attention.”

      “Right. Let’s kill it.” I gave the throwing axe a bit of a twirl, and then I threw it at the water. 

      It hit with a kersplunk.

      The lion just looked at me.

      “So you are an idiot.”

      “Ah, wait—“

      I held out my hand, fingers splayed.

      The axe came shooting out of the water, and the handle smacked into my palm.

      “Neat trick.”

      The glaumdrang, as if summoned by the axe, came storming out of the lake, thrashing around and looking for whatever had disturbed him.

      Naturally, I threw the axe again. Harder. It flew through the air and smashed into the monster down below. 

      I held my hand out and the axe flew back. I threw it again.

      And again.

      And again.

      I was scoring hits each time, but there was no real indication that my little throwing axe was doing more than annoying the giant otter-gator.

      However, it was bleeding quite a bit, and it didn’t seem quite smart enough to just go back into the water. It kept moving around the tree, looking for whatever was hurting it, but, like most New Yorkers, it just didn’t seem to think to look up. All I had to do was follow it around the tree.

      And, you know, throw the axe over and over again. It wasn’t really that hard. Kind of boring, felt a bit like cheating. Finally, though, the glaumdrang hopped back into the mini-lake, and disappeared under the surface, taking the axe with it.

      I hung off one of the branches, and held my hand out. The axe soared out of the water, and smacked into my palm. I wiped the blood off on my pants, and slid the axe back into my belt. 

      The lion was looking over at me appreciatively.

      “Amusing,” he said. “But it would seem somewhat pointless.”

      “Well Fuck you very much. Do you have anything better planned?”

      “Not at present.”

      “What’s in your bag?”

      “Quite a bit, but nothing designed for hunting drangs.”

      “Wait, drangs are a thing?”

      “Are you not seeing that beast below?”

      “I mean, it’s like, a category?”

      “There are no drangs in the Empire?”

      “I’ve never heard of them.”

      “You are lucky. They are a plague.”

      “And I assume there are different types?”

      “Yes. Many. And if we get out of this tree, perhaps I will tell you all I know of the drangs. But for the moment—“

      “Got it. So what’s in the bag?”

      He sighed, and started pulling things out.

      Which was a relative pain in the ass. It’s not like we had an easy way to lay the items out. We were sitting on branches near each other, so anything I wanted to look at, he had to pass over to me, which meant there was the chance of dropping it. Which we learned the hard way when I didn’t quite have a grasp on a glass orb. It bounced down the tree before hitting a rock near the surface of the water, where it broke into a million pieces and sent a purple haze out over the water. 

       “Don’t suppose that was important,” I said. 

      He frowned at me. “Certainly isn’t now.”

      Slowly, we went through all the stuff he had in his magic bag. It made me miss my unfillable knapsack. And it made me miss Skeld, and not just because he had my unfillable knapsack, though that was partly the reason. And I needed the bag. And Skeld. Which meant that after this giant mess, I’d need to go find Skeld, and make sure he got out of that cave okay. But if I had Skeld here, I knew I’d have had something ready to kill this overgrown otter-gator. Probably twice over. At the bare minimum (or lutra minimum?), I’d have been able to throw Skeld at it.

      But there wasn’t anything the lionman had that jumped out as a useful weapon. He had, in fact, come prepared for other foes. 

      “I’m starting to think we’re going to have to do something a little weird,” I said. “And probably stupid.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “How much rope do you have?”
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      Based on what I’d seen of the creature, we had a few things going for us. Yes, the glaumdrang seemed fast, strong, and reasonably smart. But it was also very aggressive and reasonably tenacious when it sensed its prey had gotten away. This made the creature susceptible to traps. Especially traps with live bait.

      “I am NOT doing it,” the lion said.

      “You don’t think you’re faster than me?”

      “That does not matter. I am not—“

      “You want to sit up in the tree and wait for some other person to come along?”

      “I think I should be the one who jumps down on the beast to slaughter it.”

      “Uh, I’m not sure that’s the best play. I’m pretty damn good at killing things.”

      “My company has been the backbone of monster investigation and eradication in Mahrduhm for the last thirty years. The number and variety of monsters we have taken on is immeasurable.”

      “Not that I don’t believe you, because I do, and it sounds fascinating, but I did notice that you didn’t mention that you yourself have been out there slaying monsters.”

      “It is my company. I have killed many monsters. I have the experience to kill this one, now that I have you to help me.”

      “Okay, fair enough. I guess I’ll be the bait.”

      He nodded at me, face grim. 

      “You want the throwing axe?” I asked, holding it out to him.

      He shook his head. “I will need to land the killing blow quickly. If I can get a sword through its backbone, it will be at our mercy. Or straight into the brain. Either way, we will be victorious.”

      “If not?”

      “We will not win a war of attrition against the glaumdrang. I will tell you that.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “You are a strange man.”

      “That’s pretty accurate,” I agreed. “Now let’s get this done with — I’m tired of sitting in a tree.”

      “How do you think I feel?”

      We put together my ropes and his ropes, making a braid of the six ropes that we had. We wanted to try and increase their strength, keep the drang from breaking them. Then we tied a great big slipknot and hung it over a branch. Creeping down lower on the tree, I used some string to tie the loop open against the tree and one spot on the ground. Then I looked up. 

      “If I don’t make it,” I said, “don’t eat that egg.”

      He smiled, and nodded. “I will abide by your last wish, should that be it.”

      I winked. “Thanks, pal. Should we, uh, like, exchange names?”

      “Maybe after.”

      “Let’s go.”
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      I headed to the water, walking as quietly as I could. I kept my eyes focused on the surface, looking for any sign of movement. Once a few feet away, I picked up the biggest rock I could find, which was about five pounds, ish, and chucked it in the water. I counted to three, and then bolted away.

      I felt the familiar explosion of water from the lake as the glaumdrang burst forth. He was charging hard behind me. 

      I ducked through the slipknot and kept running, but I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder to see if our trap was working.

      The glaumdrang went through the loop. Then I saw it catch on the right shoulder, then the left shoulder, and the drang was still powering forward. The noose tightened almost immediately.

      For a brief moment, the glaumdrang’s eyes went bulge-y. Then there was a deafening crack, and the branch we’d tied the rope around snapped. It dropped to the ground, and all of a sudden the drang was after me again.

      “Fuuuuuuuuuck!” I yelled out. I’d been eaten once before, and, frankly, that was enough. Still the worst death I’d experienced.

      The glaumdrang was gaining on me. I knew because I could feel the fucker’s footsteps crashing to the ground behind me. I didn’t even need to use tremorsense —the jerk was so fucking big he couldn’t help it.

      I faked left, and then darted right, moving so fast there was an actual chance Coach Miller might not have yelled at me. It wasn’t much, but it was enough so that I got all the way around and was running back toward the tree while big-boy skidded to a stop, trying to turn around. As I was running, I saw the rope next to me and the branch coming toward me, and I got an idea.

      I grabbed the rope.

      This probably would have been an excellent idea if the glaumdrang was running away from me. As it was, being that he was running toward me, it didn’t exactly do much. But, come on, I’m not that dumb. At least not all the time. I ran with the rope toward the huge oak tree.

      “Time for you to play bait,” I shouted up at the rather stunned looking lion-man standing on a branch above me.

      I didn’t see what he was going to do, but it’s not like I had much choice in the matter. I had to run. I made the first turn around the trunk, my body nearly horizontal as I tried to both run and turn at full speed. The glaumdrang ran behind me again, but he didn’t have quite the agility I had and he couldn’t make the same tight turns as I could. So when I started around the trunk, his six feet slid out from under him and he went tumbling into the little lake with a massive splash. I didn’t stop, though. I kept going around the trunk, nearly running into the lion man as I wound the rope around the trunk. As I got back around to the front, I realized two things. 

      One, I didn’t have enough rope to wrap it around the trunk enough times to make an effective knot.

      Two, the glaumdrang was already out of the water and angry.

      It snarled at me once, then lunged.

      I got pulled off my feet as the rope ripped back along the trunk. Luckily it threw off the drang’s attack, so he couldn’t quite reach me. 

      He pulled forward, but I got my feet braced against a root, and as the giant glaumdrang tried to go one way, I pulled the other way. We were down to a battle of strength, which gave me a sense of relief. 

      Except this fucker was strong.

      Maybe stronger than me.

      I leaned back nearly far enough for the glaumdrang to grab me by the hair. My legs were locked, and I wrapped the rope around my arms in a way you definitely should not try if you want to keep your arms on your body the following day. Still, the monster inched forward.

      But it all came at a cost for the beast. He was choking. That I was holding the rope that was choking him, was a nuance totally lost on him. He just saw me and wanted me to get in his belly already.

      He wasn’t giving up, either. And as the glaumdrang pulled and pulled, I started to lose ground. My legs were shaking, my arms were turning an ugly shade of purple-black, and I could feel my feet starting to slip.

      Then a tawny blur dropped out of the sky, and the glaumdrang stopped moving.

      I fell backward as the tension on the rope disappeared. I looked up to see the lion man standing on the glaumdrang, green-tinted sword buried in the skull of the beast. 

      “Seems like my plan worked perfectly,” I said.

      He sat down on the drang and shook his head. Then he started laughing.
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      We didn’t say much. Killing the monster had taken a lot out of us. Even though I was technically at full stamina, at least as much as I could be when I had no stamina at the same time, I felt this creeping wave of exhaustion right at the corner of my eyes.

      The lion man knew his shit when it came to skinning and cleaning creatures. In this case, a creature that was nearly a hundred feet long. It was grueling work that took up the entire day. Every now and then we’d get a scare when parasites and/or worms and the like came erupting out of the glaumdrang. It resulted in a bit more fighting, but nothing spectacular or life threatening. Certainly nothing like their host.

      All of the collected glaumdrang bits went into a different bag the lion man had, a dark red leather one that, according to the lion, only held unprocessed meats, furs, and other organic material. It kept them in a sort of frozen time so that nothing rotted.  I was impressed.

      Well after the sun went down, we climbed high into the tree and tied ourselves onto branches, sinking into a quick sleep.

      I woke up in the middle of the night and looked down to see the carnage we’d made getting cleaned up by a variety of creatures. All the little things in the area were taking advantage of the unattended carcass, as well as some of the other larger animals. A few hyenas had taken up shop inside the corpse, and were busy eating their way out from the inside. There were lots of long red worms with spiked tails and big mandibles up front, and they seemed to be making quick work of all the spilled blood. And there were plenty of little rodents and birds scooping up the rest of the bit and bops left behind. I watched with mild interest, feeling rested and ready to get up, but not really wanting to disturb the scene below. 

      My mind wandered to the previous day, and the lion man I’d shared it with. Who was this guy? What was I going to do with him? Convince him to come to Coggeshall? He seemed like a good cat, if you can pardon the pun. He’d shown real courage and know-how, especially about monsters, or at least so it seemed. And he probably had more knowledge about Mahrduhm than anyone I knew, and given how things were shaping up politically, that might be very valuable knowledge.

      There were too many questions to ask, and not enough answers, especially without knowing a damn thing about his feelings on the matter. My guess was that he’d been connected to the court in some capacity, but that there’d been a falling out with the dark queen. That could play in my favor. But then again, would bringing someone from Mahrduhm to my own court make things even more complicated? I didn’t need more complications. I’d been doing a smashing job making everything a giant mess for myself. But I had a good feeling about him. And about what he might have to offer Coggeshall.

      In any case, nothing that could be answered until the morning.

      When dawn came, I realized that the lion was awake, and that he’d been watching me.

      “Names,” he said.

      “Montana Coggeshall,” I said. “Is your name Lion’el? Or Leo?”

      “No on both counts, sadly. Lion’el is a grand sounding name. I am Yuri.”

      “Yuri, it’s nice to meet you.”

      “You as well, though I fear we are, technically, enemies.”

      “You guys are at war with the Empire, aren’t you?”

      He nodded, and started climbing down the tree.

      I got the egg strapped onto my back, and followed.

      On the ground, we stood at the lake. Yuri stared down into the deep azure.

      “You know the treasures down there?” He asked.

      “No.”

      “There have been countless caravans that passed in this direction, but never ended up on the other side. All of their goods will be in the glaumdrang lair below.”

      “Are they hoarding types?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like dragons?”

      “Not in the slightest. Well, I suppose, in a way, the hoarding can be similar. But drangs are not majestic creatures of magic. They are base hunters with marginally above-average bestial intelligence. Your ignorance of monsters makes me question how things are in the Empire. Does the Legion truly handle all monsters as well as enemies?”

      “For the most part,” I replied. It wasn’t exactly the truth, but then again, I didn’t know the truth in that particular area. I didn’t get my own Legion, and I hadn’t really been paying attention when Nikolai or Cleeve tried to teach the matter to me. Which was something I promised myself I’d get better about as soon as I got back to Coggeshall. Which, at this rate, was going to be one fucking long walk.

      “Interesting.”

      “Are all monsters here handled by companies such as yours?”

      “No longer. It is something that has been brought under the aegis of the Queen and her daughter.”

      “So what happened to your company?”

      “Most were pulled into the military, compulsory service in times of war. But myself and a few others, our belongings were confiscated, and we were tossed out.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Fair and the queen are rarely in the same location.”

      “Have you ever thought about moving?”

      “You think I am out here for my health?”

      “The sunshine is pretty magical.”

      “I will certainly grant you that.”

      “There is another option.”

      “Cross over to the Empire?”

      “Sure.”

      “With you?”

      “I mean, we make a terrible team, but it’s not like we’re overflowing with options here.”

      He looked around, and I followed his gaze. It was nothing but grass and slight hills to the horizon. Beautiful blue skies, though, just a few happy little clouds here and there to complete the Bob Ross painting. 

      “I suppose there is little left for me here,” he said. “But it has been my home. Leaving is a difficult proposition.”

      “I know a thing or two about that,” I said. “Sometimes the best thing you can do, though is leave and start over somewhere. To take a chance at another life. That’s really what this can be, you know. And there are a lot of monsters where I live. I’m sure you could find plenty of work.”

      “Oh?”

      “Tons. Big ones. Small ones. Some really nasty ones. Have you heard of abominaballs?”

      “Yes.”

      “Lots of those.”

      “They can be problematic. Especially if you are in a heavy snowfall zone. The town you come from, Osterstadt, does it have heavy snowfalls?”

      “I think so. Thing is, I actually come from a town just a ways east. More in the mountains. With lots of snow.”

      “Ah, then you will need to handle the abominaball issue quickly, before they infest the town.”

      “Exactly. See? This is why you should come.”

      “Is the local lord nice?”

      “He’s got a few quirks, but I’d argue he’s better than most of the lords I’ve met.”

      “Does he get his hands dirty?’

      “It’s actually rare to see him keep his hands clean.”

      “Is that a good thing? Does he not understand hygiene?”

      “I think he might have some issues with hygiene.”

      “Really.”

      “He’s had issues with clothes in the past.”

      “He sounds like a brute.”

      “He is a brute. That’s rather apt. But nice. And generous. He’s, uh, providing for everyone in the holding right now.”

      “What? Providing what?”

      “Room and board.”

      “That seems rare.”

      “He’s on this idea that everyone should work together, toward something, as one.”

      “Sounds like he will be assassinated if he is at all successful.”

      “That’s a rather brutal assessment of the situation.”

      “Do you think it incorrect?’

      “No, but, damn. I suppose I should warn him.”

      “You are friends with him?”

      “We have a complicated relationship.”

      “Lovers then?”

      “I mean,” I paused, really trying to understand the best way to answer that question without lying, “No. Not that kind of complication.”

      “Ah, I do not mean to pry. I have always been too curious for my own good.”

      “Hey man, curiosity is a good thing. Which makes me wonder why you aren’t diving in the lake to find the treasure you’re so sure is below.”

      “In order to do that, I would need to know how to swim.”

      “Oh. You can’t swim?”

      “Few of my kind do. We are not built for such things.”

      “I can swim.”

      “Humans always can.”

      “Far from the truth.”

      “Oh? It has always been something lorded above us by our human countrymen.”

      “One, not your countryman. Two, not human.”

      “Again, apologies, I did not realize—“

      “It’s fine. I know how I look.”

      “Wild.”

      “I was going more for humanlike.”

      “Ah, no.”

      I started peeling off my belongings and setting them down on the bank. 

      “I know about the egg,” Yuri said. “Not for consumption.”

      “Bingo,” I said. “You think there’s anything else in there? Also, wait, didn’t you say it was poisoned?”

      “I doubt the water is poisoned any longer,” he said. Just to make sure, he knelt down, and scooped a pawful into his mouth. 

      “Anything?”

      “Bit brackish, but there’s no notice of a poison debuff. As far as I remember about the glaumdrang, it put poison out continuously, but it doesn’t last for that long.”

      I did a little stretching while I debated taking off my pants. I might go a little faster, but I’d also be completely naked in front of this stranger. Probably best to leave them on.

      “Last thing,” I said, “this glaumdrang, is it an air-breather?”

      Yuri nodded. “As far as I know.”

      “So it’ll have a lair with air in it.”

      “Likely.”

      “All right,” I said, “let’s do this.”
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      The water was clear and unbelievably cold. The type of cold where your whole body clenches up and you forget how to do anything but fight for survival, and usually wind up drowning in the process. I splashed around the surface, and managed to grab hold of some grass along the edge. There was virtually no shallow area to the lake. It was more like a borehole with straight sides.

      “I thought you knew how to swim,” Yuri said, kneeling next to me and smiling. “Guess you really are not human after all.”

      “It’s an involuntary biological response to cold water, asshole,” I spat out at him. 

      A few seconds later, I was acclimated. I flipped him the bird before I dove under.

      Once again, I was struck by how clear the water was. Once I got into darkvision, I felt like I could’ve seen forever. It was really deep, and even swimming at top speed, I was a little worried I’d run out of air. This was also the moment I realized I had to worry about running out of air, since I no longer had that little ring of water-breathing. It’s amazing how much I’d come to depend on magical items for little life hacks.

      Still, about forty or fifty feet from the bottom, I slowed down, and stopped looking at the bottom. It was something I should have been doing earlier: looking at the walls of the lake for a spot where the glaumdrang had dug its lair. I imagined it would be something along the lines of a beaver home, something dug out to make an air pocket for things like sleeping. Half-way up on the northern edge, I saw a shadowed portion of the wall, and I kicked over to it.

      Sure enough, there was a good chunk missing. I swam inside, and could see the shimmering underside of a large air pocket. 

      I swam up to the surface, and I poked my head out carefully, just putting my eyes above first, and then the rest of my head. I’d found the glaumdrang’s lair. And it stunk. There was definitely a lack of fresh air, and so a rather heavy musk scent punctuated everything.

      It was definitely bigger than I’d expected. Though in retrospect, that was foolish because the creature had been huge. Therefore, its bed would be huge. And so it was, in fact, huge. It was also full of crap.

      The lair was about fifty feet wide at the front, and about two hundred feet wide at the back. It wan’t super tall though, maybe fifteen feet, max. And about a football field in length. I was a little worried about how it hadn’t collapsed in on itself. It seemed to just be dirt. But when I got out of the water and investigated more, it looked like dirt plus something else to make it more sturdy. I’d need a pickaxe or an excavator to actually dig through the walls of the lair. 

      I started at the front, and went through the accrued crap. Broken wagons, a massive bone pile, and other obvious trash items. The only thing of note was one large chest that hadn’t succumbed to the glaumdrang’s biting. There were plenty of teeth marks on the chest, and some other marks that made me think the drang had batted the chest around some, but it remained intact. Also locked, which kind of sucked. But, I’d always wanted to learn lock-picking.

      Next was where the creature seemed to have made a bit of a pantry, and where I found the sad remains of Fritz the frog. Or, well, some of the remains of Fritz. He’d clearly made more than a single meal, and the drang had left the rest behind. I hoped Fritz had had a quick death. Finally, at the back, were the valuables. Coins arranged in haphazard piles, sparkling jewels — or at least, jewels that would have been sparkling had there been any light — and three unopened and still-locked golden chests.

      A veritable haul. 

      Which meant it was time for me to start hauling it out of the cave-lair. I carried the stuff to the edge of the pool, got in, cursed at how cold it was, and then swam it up to the surface to shove at Yuri. Repeat. Over and over again, until we got everything I could see of value out of the cave. I left the bones behind, after taking a quick peek through them to make sure there were no gems hidden in them. 

      On the final trip, I swam all the way to the bottom, just because I was curious. I wanted to know what was down there. Mainly mud, a bunch of plants trying really hard to reach the surface, and a single leather pouch small enough that it practically disappeared when I made a fist. Must have been something that the big glaumdrang missed. 

      I swam back to the surface and found Yuri sorting through the treasure, putting it in various piles. He had a jeweler’s loupe out, and was peering at objects with it, then making notes in a dark leather notebook. I really considered just keeping the pouch for myself, but, well, I was trying to be a better person. I tossed it on the ground next to him. 

      “All the way on the bottom of the lake,” I said.

      He looked over at the small pouch, and picked it up. He hefted it a time or two, then peeked inside. 

      “More trouble than it’s worth,” he said, tossing the pouch to the side.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Invitation to a quest, most likely.”

      “What?”

      “Pick it up, find out. But do not say I did not warn you.”

      The curiosity was overwhelming. You know I had to take it.

      I snatched the pouch up and peeked inside. A coin. One single coin about the size of a coaster. Rocking it back and forth in the pouch, I could tell there were carvings on either side, but I couldn’t make anything out. There were also letters carved into the side of the coin. It wasn’t a language I knew. But I could probably figure it out, when the time was right. And if there was some super secret cool quest involved, all the better. Because I couldn’t just not take a quest. What if it led to ancient treasure? Or grand magical items? On the other hand, considering how things seemed to be going in Vuldranni, it could just as easily unleash a horde of maniacal demons onto the world. Seemingly even odds.

      “You are going to take it?” Yuri asked.

      “Can’t resist,” I replied.

      “Daredevil?”

      “All too often.”

      He gave me a rogueish grin and shook his head, his mane shivering in majestic ripples. It made me wish I’d chosen to come into this world as whatever this dude was. Big mane like that, boss.

      Yuri came to his feet, and gazed out at the horizon.

      “I appreciate, greatly, your help in this matter,” he finally said. 

      “But you can’t come with me.”

      “For whatever it has done against me, this land is still my home. And I cannot leave.”

      “I get it.”

      “Thank you. For understanding. And for saving my life.”

      “Happy to do it. Where are you headed?” 

      He pointed east. “Long walk that way,” he said. “Turn in this kill for the bounty from the caravaner’s guild. Find some frontier town in need of a monster-killer. Make a new life that way.”

      I nodded. “You’re leaving the chests behind?”

      “I am out of room to carry them,” he said, pointing to the magic bag on his belt. “My bag only holds organic items. I also left half the coins behind. Figured we can split it even.”

      “Sounds fair to me,” I replied.

      I pulled my remaining rations out of my bag, and passed them over.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “A little food to get you back to civilization,” I replied.

      “But you will--“

      “I’ve got my own means. Consider it a parting gift so you’ll remember us Imperial types fondly.”

      “I hope we are able to meet again, when our nations are not at war. When our rulers are not so blind to the damage they cause for their petty vanity.”

      “Lords — nothing but a bunch of assholes.”

      “As long as we are out here in the middle of nowhere, let me say how much I agree with you.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder, and then slipped my rations into his pouch. 

      “I know not which direction you intend to go, but be wary. The army is not far off, and last I heard, they are moving west with speed.”

      “Thanks,” I said, wondering what that army could be doing. Where it might be headed.

      Yuri nodded once, and started walking east.
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      I watched him go for a minute. There was something relaxing about watching the lion man walk, this lone figure moving through a waving sea of grass. But then I realized it’d be kind of weird if he turned around and saw me staring at him. Besides, I had my own long walk to get uh, walking.

      Yuri left behind four chests. One big one that had plenty of toothmarks from the glaumdrang, and three smaller golden ones that were just a shade under shoebox sized. Didn’t seem right to leave those behind. My first instinct was to tie the chest to my chest and just pull it behind me. Make it a de facto sled. However, that seemed prone to problems, such as leaving an easy-to-follow trail, and also getting stuck on each and every root I came across. Though, not sure I would come across that many roots until I got to the other side of the plains. I looked over at the mountains to the south, once again debating if it would be worth going over them in the middle. Just to get back to the Empire, to see where I was, and how far I had left to go to home.

      Not yet, I thought. I still wanted to see what was around Mahrduhm. I wanted to know what was going on there, and if they were going to become my enemy as well.

      Still, those were big thoughts. The little thoughts were all about getting the damn chests onto my person with the big fuck-off Typhon egg. While going through the remnants of Yuri’s left-behind belongings, I saw a sword laying in the grass. The greenskins’ bane blade stabbed through a small piece of parchment with a few lines of text written on it:

      

      If you’re going west, you’ll need this.

      

      I looked back over my shoulder, and I thought I could just make out the retreating form of the lion man. Probably just my imagination, but I thanked him all the same.

      It took a bit of rope, but eventually I got the large chest on my back horizontally, with the three small chests tied to the larger chest to form a “U”. I nestled the egg in the middle of said “U.” All of that, I wore like a backpack. And, as you can probably imagine, it was remarkably uncomfortable. However bizarrely, though, it was reasonably stable. I could walk with it on. Or, as it may have been, I could hike.

      A little before the sun hit the middle of the sky, I resumed my trip home. One foot in front of the other, like there was nothing I’d rather be doing. Hiking had never been an activity I looked forward to, because it always felt a bit silly. I hiked to get to things, not just to be hiking. But here, I didn’t even really have a destination planned for the night. Or the week. It could be months before I got to Coggeshall. Or, you know, I’d completely miss Coggeshall because there might not even be a way for me to get to Coggeshall, being that my holding was on the other side of a giant mountain range.

      “A pox on my curiosity!” I shouted at the sky.

      Luckily, nothing shouted back. 

      I was alone.

      Fantastically alone. It felt kind of nice. And I won’t lie — I considered just striking out on my own. Trying to make a different way in the world. If we were being honest, I was ill-suited for the tasks I had been dealt. And walking under the warm autumn sun, a delicate breeze blowing the endless grass in relaxing waves, I thought maybe I had found something I was good at. I thought, perhaps, it would be better for me to run after Yuri the lion man and ask to join him on his journey. I was damn good at killing monsters. I should just go and kill monsters. I even stopped, full on in my tracks, and stood there, thinking I was going to turn around and hike east.

      And I knew if I did turn around, I would run after Yuri. I would go and just be a monster-killer. 

      I shook my head. 

      That wasn’t a choice I could make. That wasn’t a choice the new me could make. Old me, fat me, human me, I’d run after Yuri. I’d hide from all the difficult choices and the unpleasant tasks, and I’d go bask in violence and hedonism. Not that Yuri was a guy who screamed ‘hedonistic lifestyle,’ somewhat the opposite actually, but I knew that if I let myself slide back, that’s where I’d be headed. 

      Fuck.

      Fuck being the good guy. Fuck being responsible. Being responsible sucked.

      Fuck.

      I put my head down, and kept on heading west.
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      The day passed along with my footsteps. There was an odd dichotomy at work within the plains. On the one hand, it was immensely relaxing — the sun, the breeze, the grass. And yet, it was also terrifying. There was so much of the world hidden away. I knew there had to be animals about, but I saw nearly no signs of life. Just an occasional bird flitting about here and there. And basically no trees. I could see one off in the distance, northwest of my current position, and one way back to the east, which was the giant tree where I’d met Yuri. Roughly speaking, that was it as far as trees were concerned. Everything else was grass/ There were a few spots where the grasses were a little higher or a little lower, but otherwise, it was just flat brown grass as far as my eyes could see.

      On and on the hike went. As the sun started to go down, I paused, wondering what my plan for the night should be. Take a chance and set up a camp? Or just keep going, walking through the night?

      I felt like I’d wasted more time than I should have helping out Yuri, and that it would be best if I got right home. So I decided I was going to just keep on hiking. Not exactly like there was going to be a massive difference between night and day for someone with darkvision and unlimited stamina. 

      Just then, something gave me pause. I grabbed the sword at my side and began pulling it from the sheath. And just as I did so, a creature with big teeth launched itself out of the grass at the general area of my face.

      You can call it luck if you want — that’s certainly what I’d call it — but I managed to accelerate the draw of the sword, bringing it hard across. It caught the creature through the jaw, and bisected its head.

      It still slammed into me, but there was nothing to its hit, not really. Just a whole lot of blood pouring out across me.

      I looked down at the creature, and immediately let my tremorsense out. 

      Some little things were digging around a few feet below me. Something tiny was bouncing up and down on four little feet. But I could sense no other large predators about.

      Except, wait... there was something. A few somethings. Moving with nearly preternatural slowness. They had big hearts thumping in big chests, which had to be the only reason I even detected them to begin with. Two creatures, moving to flank me from either side. They were definitely being careful, which meant, to me at least, they were hunting me, but had seen what’d happened to the first attacker. They were going to ambush from the side.

      I kept the sword out, but I straightened up and appeared relaxed. I looked down at the corpse laying across my feet.

      Orange with black stripes, and a big cat. So there were tigers in the grass! I always liked tigers in the old world. As a kid, it’d been my dream to have a pet tiger. Especially after I saw the relationship between Jasmine and Rajah. Of course, then my world fell apart the first time, and those foolish dreams of giant pets fell to the wayside as I dropped into dreams of whole families and safe sleeping spots. 

      I shook my head, clearing the reverie and forcing myself back to the present. I was being hunted, and it probably wasn’t the best idea to slip into idle daydreams about a reality that no longer existed.

      “Now isn’t this one dead cat,” I said loudly. And I picked the dead tiger up by the tail, and slung him over my shoulder, and continued walking. 

      As I hoped, the casual display of violence kept the other hunters in their place, at least as far as I could feel. I kept the tremorsense active as long as I could, but it was an exhausting way to exist. There were so many creatures moving around that I couldn’t see, but I could feel. Trying to sort through everything was actual mental exercise. And having to keep my other senses in the forefront as well. Using my eyes, my ears, and tremorsense was overwhelming. I wondered if it was a product of being given the extra sense later in life. Relatively speaking, of course. If there were creatures who were born with extra senses, could they use them all at once with no downsides? I decided from now I would spend time using every sense I had at once, to get used to it and to make sure it wasn’t so onerous a task.

      After the corpse started to stink, I dropped it, and kept walking. Oddly enough, it seemed like the creatures were no longer willing to tangle with me. I wanted to eat something, but since I’d been the nice stupid guy and gave away my rations, I just tightened the figurative belt, and plodded on.

      As the night wore on, the winds coming off the mountains found a whole new gear, blowing across the plains as if they had something to prove. It got very cold, very fast, and the stars above were simply unreal. I nearly lost myself several times over the course of the night, just staring up into the vastness of space. The moons were waning, all having various bits missing from them, and it felt like the stars were putting out just about as much light as the moons.

      Great colonies of bats flitted through the sky, looking like frenetic clouds. Somewhere in the middle of the night, clouds covered the sky in a heartbeat, and a cold rain slammed down against the plains. It was quick and hard and I got soaked. Blerg.

      A bonus effect of the wetness was that some very large animals came out of the ground, and moved about in the distance. I couldn’t see them clearly, but they were reminiscent of worms. Great big worms coming out of the ground and crawling along the surface for a spell before disappearing back beneath. I did not mind that I wasn’t closer to those big fucks. The rain, well, that I could have done without.

      I did stop for the sunrise. It was pretty impressive. Not as good as seeing the sun come up from over water, but still, a sight to behold. A vast array of colors spilled across the sky, and the clouds turned pink and orange. A good moment of beauty in a world that was increasingly harsh. At least from my perspective. 

      Day two of hiking was better than day one. Still perpetually flat. Still only the occasional trees. This time, however, I walked from tree to tree. Each one stood over a body of water. Nothing as grand, deep, or dangerous as the first, but that seemed to be a thing here. Lake and tree going together. No rivers came forth, it seemed that these were somehow sticking to their shores. Which didn’t make much sense from an earth science perspective, but when did physics interfere with how this weird world wanted to exist?

      I finally decided to stop at one of the trees, to climb up and take a nap safe above ground. I woke up in the middle of the night, did a little stretching, got my stupid chest backpack rig on, and resumed the hike.
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      Once again, there was a brief but heavy rain in the middle of the night. Once again, the giant worms came up to the surface, but once again they kept their distance from me. I wondered if that was a conscious choice on their part. Were the worms capable of conscious thought? 

      When the sun came up, I saw something new in the distance. Smoke. Not the wild and crazy smoke of a brush fire — the grass was too damp for that at any rate — but the smoke of a thousand or more small fires. It was north-northwest of me, and the curiosity was too great. I wanted to know what was over there. I figured that it was west enough that I could do it without feeling that I was going off-course.

      I didn’t really change my rate — I just kinda angled differently. But it was amazing how much having a destination made my hike better. It was no longer this ceaseless thing, but there was a potential end in sight. Sure, it was still quite the sight away, but not impossible. 

      Maybe two hours or so of walking, and I had a better view of what was ahead. Sort of. I could see individual smoke plumes now, and it gave me a better count of who might be up there. Thousands of campfires was correct. It was insane. And huge. Spread out over a vast distance. 

      After another hour, I could see motion in the grass coming my way. A great disturbance, as it were. It didn’t take long for me to get a clear picture: a group of riders galloping through the grass, very obviously using me as their target. For the barest of moments, I glanced around, seeing if there was anything I could do. Any chance that in the last two days, I’d somehow missed an obvious way to hide on a vast plain. 

      Nope. And, besides, it was pretty clear they’d seen me already. Running now would be a bad idea. Especially since they had horses.

      Instead, I stood there, and put a dumb look on my face. I was good at that.

      The riders approached quickly, riding their mounts hard, which I thought was a bit stupid considering how easy it’d be for a horse to step in a hole and break their leg. But these riders didn’t seem to care a whit.

      They had black uniforms on, and from a distance seemed to be wearing lighter armor. Chainmail at most. They had long spears held upright, with little black pennants whipping back and forth in the wind. I thought they looked a bit silly, but they had beautiful horses and sat tall in their saddles.

      Expertly, they came at me full speed, surrounding me and stopping as one unit. The spears were still up in the air, but it was pretty clear they could come down and impale me at a moment’s notice. The rider facing me had a red plume coming out of her helm. I could see her eyes through the slit, and she looked me up and down a few times. Then, she pulled her helm off, and shook out a tangle of blonde hair.

      “State your business, stranger,” she said.

      “Just a dude passing along,” I said.

      “From?”

      “Back east.”

      “Heading?”

      “West.”

      “Your papers?”

      “Lost ‘em on the trail. Or the complete lack thereof. Hence why I lost ‘em.”

      “What is that you have with you?”

      “Life’s belongings.”

      “Which entails?”

      “Four chests, one giant egg, and the sword of my fathers.” The lies were coming fast and quick, and I almost enjoyed the story I wove.

      “Are you here to join her majesty’s army?”

      “Hadn’t really crossed my mind.”

      “Were you asked to join?”

      “By whom?”

      “You look like you might have a martial Choice, yet you have not enlisted.”

      “I, uh, have spent quite a bit of time in the wilderness.”

      “Your clothes indicate otherwise. They are new.”

      “Recently visited a town.”

      “How recent?”

      “Uh, two, or four days ago?”

      “There is no town within four days of this point, stranger. Your lies are adding up, and my patience is running out.

      “I haven’t always been walking.”

      “Then where is your horse?”

      “Lost it to a glaumdrang.”

      “Oh? Where is your saddle? Why do you not wear riding boots--“

      “Lady, are you looking for holes in my story? Do you want me to be some nefarious stranger? Do you think, maybe, I’m just a down-on-his-luck traveler who could maybe use a bit of kindness?”

      “You arouse my suspicion, stranger. You approach her majesty’s army with no papers. You are armed, and strange.”

      “Who you calling strange? I’m not the one wearing a big fucking feather.”

      She bristled at the feather comment. Which, admittedly, was a bit mean. 

      “You will come to the commandant,” she said to her subordinates, putting her helmet back on her head. “She will decide what to do with you.”

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      She paused, and looked at me like she couldn’t quite comprehend what I’d just said.

      “What did you say?” she asked.

      “No, thank you,” I repeated. “I don’t think coming with you is necessary.”

      “It is not a choice for you to make, stranger.”

      “I think we all can make choices.”

      “Yours are spoken for now,” she said, and seated her helmet a little better. “If he resists, feel free to kill him.”

      She turned her horse around.

      “Just for the record,” I said, “I’ve been exceedingly polite.”

      “I will be sure to note your politeness down on the crude tombstone that will be the only mark of your passing from this world,” she said over her shoulder. 

      “Well fuck,” I replied, really trying hard not to let the rage out of the cage, “you just had to go and be a dick about this.”

      “Kill him,” she called out as she got her horse really going. “He has irritated me.”

      The spears started to lower. 

      A quick count put it at twelve to one. Not the best odds. 

      “Just give me a second, lads,” I said, holding up a hand, “and I’ll be with you.”

      As usual, no one in this world seemed ready for the idea of polite conversation prior to a fight, so they all stopped what they were doing long enough for me to untie the ropes holding my make-shift backpack in place. As soon as I had it down, however, one of the Dark Queen’s soldiers had his fucking spear in my fucking face, so I grabbed it and ripped it free from his hand. 

      I threw the spear hard at the woman riding away.

      The man in front of me ducked down, but he wasn’t my target.

      I didn’t exactly hit my target. I hit her horse instead. Which I felt bad about. But, then again, maybe this was an asshole of a horse we were talking about. Maybe this horse pranced about, taking other horses’ oats and stepping on toes of any and all who dared come within range of his hooves. Or, you know, I was just telling myself that because I felt bad about killing a horse.

      My next move was to whip the throwing axe out of my belt and throw it in a single move. The axe twirled  end over end until it smacked into the face of a soldier, bisecting the lad’s gap-toothed smile. Said lad fell out of his saddle.

      I had the greenskins’ bane out and knocked three spears out of my way.

      Hand out, the axe flew back through the air, smacking into my palm.

      I thrust the sword out, having to kill another horse while moving in close to the other light cavalry, making their spears more of a liability. One of the soldiers threw his spear down and was about to pull out a sword when I chopped down on his thigh with the small axe. 

      Blood shot out in a Kurosawa-esque fountain, barely missing me and making it clear I had not missed his femoral artery. 

      I ducked back as a spear came forward, cutting right through my shirt. I brought the sword down hard on the haft, and the weak wood gave in, breaking the spear in two. Then I threw the axe toward one soldier, who blocked it with his own spear. I pulled the broken spear out of my shirt and shoved it behind me, catching the not-quite-sneaky-enough bastard who was about to stab me in the back. 

      Hand out, and the axe shot back toward me. I got it with just enough time to bring it down to yank a spear off target, so it sliced through my skin, but didn’t go deep into my flesh. 

      Sword in my right hand, axe in my left, I had a second to look at my opponents, who were now looking at me with a bit more respect and fear than a few minutes ago. Considering over half of them were dead, I felt pretty good about things.

      “Craddock,” one of the men said, “reinforcements, now.”

      A different soldier wheeled his mount away, and was about to ride for the, well, to ride for more cavalry, but then this axe just sunk into the back of his head.

      “Can’t bring new people to the party now,” I said, pulling the axe back through the air with a sense of nonchalance. “We’ve got to finish up with the ones here first.”

      I took a quick lunge and drove the long greenskins’ bane deep through the abdomen of the speaker, then lifted him up off his horse and jammed him onto the ground.

      The remaining soldiers all took off at once.

      Four of them.

      I got the first of the retreating forms with the axe.

      Then it was spear, spear, spear.

      Three for three. Mostly. I hit another horse.

      “Dammit,” I said, watching the horse crash to the ground.

      I stood there for a half second, debating my moves. I felt like I needed to get the fuck out of Dodge before I ended up going up against the whole of the Queen’s army. And yet, I didn’t want to leave things unfinished.

      With a quick bit of knot tying, I got the backpack of chests and egg back in place. Then I re-sheathed the sword and put the axe back in my belt. I took two of the spears for good measure, but I left the gold. Though it pained me to leave any goods behind, I needed to do a little work before taking the time to loot.

      A quick jog, and I killed the one guy who’s horse I killed. 

      I took my time to walk over to the officer with her plume. 

      Her horse had gone down badly, trapping the woman’s leg.

      She’d gotten her helmet off, and when my shadow went over her face, she first called out an order.

      “Get this horse off me, fools,” she barked.

      I knelt down next to her.

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      Her eyes went wide.

      “What— how— who—“

      “Not exactly the time for questions,” I said. “Pretty sure the horses will start moseying their way back to that camp, and then, well, someone will want to find out what happened to the thirteen of you.”

      “The queen will have your head for this,” she said. I think she wanted to sound mean. Tough. But the quavering in her voice gave away the fear. And I understood. I’d have been afraid in her shoes too.

      “Pretty sure it’s already on her wanted list,” I said. “But I’m happy to give her another excuse to want it.”

      “What are you going to do with me?” 

      “Probably kill you. That’s usually what happens to those who’re a pain in my butt. Which I’m trying to get over, because violence shouldn’t be the first resort, you know. And I’ve been working on self-improvement, but sometimes you assholes just make it so fucking hard to be the good guy. And what would the good response be in a situation like this?”

      “I, uh, are you asking me?”

      “A little. I don’t exactly trust what you’re going to say. Mainly because you’re pretty biased in this situation, you know. You ordered my death just because I didn’t want to come with you. Seems harsh.”

      “I was protecting her majesty’s army--“

      “I’m just one random wanderer. That’s an army. You think they needed to be worried about me?”

      “You just killed twelve men like it was nothing. I think they should be worried.”

      “Maybe. I might be able to take them,” I said, considering how I’d fought such a lopsided battle. This had only gone so well because the soldiers were not ready for up-close fighting. They held on to their spears far too long. “You’re an officer, right?”

      “Leftenant,” she said.

      “So you know quite a bit about Her Majesty’s army.”

      She made no motion, said nothing. But that meant she did. 

      “I’m quite tempted to bring you with me,” I said.

      “I’d die before I ever let you—“

      “Hey hey, not like that. I just want some information about your army and your queen. But you know what,” I said, standing up and getting a good grip on the spear.

      She shook her head slightly, and I just couldn’t do it.

      “You know what, better idea,” I said. “You tell that queen of yours that the, uh, north is coming.” Not the best of threats, I’ll certainly agree to that, but I figured it had the best chance of throwing them off. I didn’t want the Empire to get the blame for my mess.

      I stabbed the spear into the ground.

      “Might help your buddies find you.”

      Then I walked away.
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      Yes, I did go back and loot the bodies before taking a sharp left turn to head toward the mountains. There wasn’t much there, though. Some coinage, a bit of jewelry that might’ve been magical, and, most importantly to me, several sets of basic travel rations. Yeah, I ate most of the travel rations while I walked away, hungry enough that I didn’t notice I’d gobbled up 90% of my available food until I bit my tongue and was forced to take a quick break from shoving dried meats and somewhat moldy bread into my maw.

      Whoops.

      There certainly was a downside to my regeneration and size — I ate a lot of food. I wondered what might happen if I did something foolish, like had to starve. Was it possible for me to starve? I wasn’t sure. Seemed like it had to be, and yet, what was the relationship between hit points and starvation? It was another one of those questions Nikolai would have told me was a waste of time. That there were those who had the time and inclination to dither about, and then there were the rest of us who had to get to work. Who had to kill monsters and save people. So I shelved that question as well.

      Somewhere in the waning hours of the day when the sun was low in the western sky and I’d been hiking basically straight south for a while, I heard an unwelcome noise from behind. 

      Horns.

      Hunting horns. And there was no doubt in my mind at all what they were hunting: Me.

      I chanced a glance over my shoulder and saw a horde of mounted soldiers in the distance. there was no way this was going to end well.

      I started running.
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      I’m not sure how long I was running. Long enough to get some nasty chafing spots and wish for a Vuldranni equivalent to Gold Bond. The hunters were gaining at an unpleasant rate. Something about horses being faster than Montanas. To make matters worse, a huge creature blotted out the sun for a moment, coming in low.

      I slid to a stop, and got my sword out. It wasn’t going to be pretty, but I would go down swinging.

      There was an earsplitting shriek, and I closed my eyes involuntarily. 

      Something grabbed me tight, pinning my arms against my torso. All of a sudden I was off the ground, air whooshing all around me. 

      I opened my eyes to see the ground rushing by. I wondered if this was a giant-sized version of those birds that picked up snails and dropped them from height to eat them off the streets. 

      It was definitely a bird though, if the massive golden talon around me was any indication. The bird banked hard, and I got a good view of the sky for a second before we zoomed back down in a steep dive.

      The bird stopped at what seemed like the very last second, flared out his ma-hoo-sive wings, and dropped me on the ground before hopping a single step over to land on the ground himself.

      I rolled over and looked up.

      The bird towered over me. He was looking right at me with his big bird eyes.

      His feathers were not yellow — They were a dark brown that seemed slightly at odds with the amber and tawny colors of the plains. His beak was sharp and golden. His eyes were big golden orbs, and there was something familiar behind them.

      I stood up, and the bird still towered over me. By a lot. It was like standing next to a crane. The construction kind, not the bird kind.

      “Fritz?” I asked.

      There was a sharp nod from the bird.

      “Well fuck me,” I said. “You look good.”

      He shrieked out.

      It was deafening, and I closed my eyes as I covered my ears. 

      “Loud,” I said softly.

      He bumped me with his talon, and then pointed down. He’s scratched out a word in the dirt.

      Sorry, it said.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I guess you’re still learning your form.”

      He nodded at me.

      “Impressive form. Make sure to thank Typhon for me.”

      You thank.

      “Maybe I will.”

      He punched me with his claw, and I fell on my butt.

      “Okay, I will,” I said, putting my hands up to placate the huge monster. I turned to the sky, where I thought Typhon might be, and I got on my knees. “Thank you, oh mighty god of monsters, for bestowing this most generous of forms upon my monstrous companion.”

      Too much, Fritz scratched into the dirt.

      “You’re a touchy one.”

      What plan.

      He didn’t have a question mark at the end of his letters, which were all nearly a foot tall and probably hard for him to write down, but I could tell well enough that he was asking a question.

      “If you don’t mind,” I said, “I’d kind of like to get home.”

      He nodded his huge head once, then scratched at the dirt.

      Good.

      “Can we make one little, well, detour?”

      I had to draw a little map to get across exactly where I wanted my big buddy to take me, but he seemed to get it. Then, despite the horns in the distance, I took the time to rope up a bit of harness where I could get the four chests and the one egg into a safe position on Fritz’s back. And it was a massive back. I could walk around up there if I felt particularly courageous. Which I didn’t think I was going to. As it was, there was a spot for me to sit, and also a way that I could lay down and still be tied in, just in case Fritz was able to fly through the night. I think it was safe to say that neither one of us knew the full extent of his new capabilities.

      We were up in the air right around the time night fell, which suited both of us just fine. Fritz made it clear he could see well enough in the dark, and I wasn’t going to have any problems. He got us up rather high, and then I leaned around his head so I could see the ground below. We headed north for a few minutes, covering the ground it’d taken me hours to hike in no time whatsoever. And then we were over the army’s encampment, and I got a real sense of the size of Her Majesty’s military.

      Big. Huge. Massive. Pick any word to describe things that are large, and it would probably still fall short. There was a veritable moving city down below. And it took barely a minute for me to get a good look at what was going on. They were building a large road. Looking back to the east, I could see the line cutting through the plains as far back as the plains went. And it looked like a serious road. At least, given the construction equipment up front, it seemed like a serious road. There were wagons full of rocks everywhere. Workers laboring away, even in the darkness. And there was a truly behemoth structure on the road itself, something I would have sworn was a building if not for the oversized wheels on either side of it, and the monstrosities hooked up to pull the structure.

      I wished I had a camera, because there was definitely more that could be gleaned from someone who was more intelligent regarding armies and logistics and the like. For me, it just looked like an immense civil engineering project, but there had to be a reason so many soldiers were along for the ride. They certainly weren’t doing much building. That seemed to be one difference between the Legions of the Empire and the dark queen’s folk — the Legionnaires were expected to grab shovels and work when they weren’t grabbing spears and fighting.

      With a pat on his head, Fritz knew I was done, so he banked and we flew off west. Headed home.
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      New Fritz was fast. It was probably because he was so big, but a byproduct of that was speed. And stamina. He flew all night long. I didn’t sleep at all, because it was far too interesting to watch the landscape below. We could fly much higher than we did as the frog thing, or even when he was a manticore. I actually had to ask him to drop down a few times because I got so damn cold. There was ice on my fucking beard. The egg, however, seemed fine in its snowbold quasi-blanket.

      The plains continued on for a few hours, and then more trees started to dot the landscape. Then more trees, and then in the span of a few miles, the plains were subsumed by a great leafy forest below. Large leafy trees with wide canopies. Totally a guess, but I had the feeling there was something in this forest the Dark Queen wanted, and that’s why she was building a road there. 

      When the sun hit my back, we were still flying over the forest. It just went on and on and on. Fritz showed no signs of fatigue; his huge wings seemed to catch the air with no effort. There was something magical about the whole process. Fritz seemed way too big to be in the air. He looked like an airplane. It made me wonder how he did simple things, like eat enough.

      Finally, Fritz glanced over his shoulder, and he indicated wanting to land.

      I nodded, and he tilted his wings ever so much. We started a gentle glide toward the trees below.

      Fritz managed to land us in a small clearing that I didn’t even notice until we were almost right upon it. No idea how he saw it. A few small springs came up from the ground, and a tiny brook led out of the clearing into the trees that surrounded us. It was the sort of primeval forest where not much grew under the trees themselves. But the ground around the tiny springs had berries and the like. Small vegetation.

      Fritz drank a little from the spring, then ripped off some leaves from trees, swallowing them down.

      “You don’t eat meat?” I asked.

      He looked over at me, branches hanging out of his beak every which way, then scratched a message into the ground. I had to walk around to see it:

      Maybe both.

      I shrugged, went to the springs, and refilled my water skin. I ate half of what remained of my rations, and then took my boots off and dangled my feet into the spring.

      The water was freezing, but the sun on my face was warm, and somehow, the two balanced out. For a brief moment, I just sort of slipped into a state of bliss.

      Naturally, Fritz was there to pull me out of something so silly, and he did so by hitting me with his giant taloned foot, which he’d pulled pulled into a fist of sorts.

      I fell backward into the soft muddy ground with a squelch.

      “Something on your mind?” I asked, squinting up at him, having a little trouble seeing him against the brilliant sun.

      He nodded, then spread his wings out.

      “You want to fly?”

      He nodded.

      “Any chance you know where we are?”

      A shrug.

      “What about a vague idea of where we are?”

      Nod.

      “Great. Now, do you have a vague idea of where we were when you died?”

      He scratched at the mud.

      Big tree on plains?

      “Time before that.”

      With Skeld?

      “That’s the one. That’s where we need to go. Need to make sure the little guy and the brownie got out okay. Or, if not, we’ll take ‘em on home.”

      Can find.

      “Do you need to sleep?”

      He shook his head. Then he gestured to his back, lowering himself to the ground so I could get back on.

      He waited until I was strapped in and patted his neck twice. Then he launched us into the air. It was a huge leap first, which just felt like someone was hitting me in the face with a mattress of air, and then his hundred-plus-feet wings beat the air. We shot up.

      Immediately, he angled south, toward the looming mountains.

      I watched the landscape below idly. I was pretty much unconcerned about safety with this new Fritz around. He was so big, I didn’t imagine anything wanting to truck with us. Which definitely wasn’t the case as the frog. Clearly, considering the frog wound up being a mid-afternoon snack for that stupid glaumdrang. 

      Farther west, I saw a large lake. I tapped Fritz and pointed it out to him.

      I could feel his shrug more than see it, that he was agreeing to go where I wanted, but he thought it was a waste of time. That we should’ve been focusing on getting back home.

      But knowledge was power. I wanted to learn more about the landscape of the world around me, to understand the geographic elements, because that could determine the political landscape as well. Knowing a lake was here, a source of water and wood and all the stuff forests and lakes offer, that could be really important. Why was the Dark Queen coming here? Was it the lake? The Trees? Or was she trying to get through the forest to whatever was on the other side? 

      The lake was big, round, and beautiful, with water that was just such a deep blue. There were no signs of civilization below, no buildings I could see, no roads, nothing of the kind. It looked like pristine, untouched wilderness. I felt like an interloper flying over it. But, then again, it’s not like I was on an airplane — I was on just another animal here. 

      Fritz’s giant head turned back toward me, and I saw his golden eye latched onto mine. 

      “I’m done, big guy,” I shouted into the wind. “Let’s go get our friends!”

      He banked, and we flew.
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      We took one more break before nightfall. Another clearing, slightly larger, with a small body of water. The trees hung over the water here, so Fritz had to land in the lake, startling more than a few geese and ducks away.

      Soon enough, we were back in the air. We came upon the mountains in the night, and it was breathtaking  at first, seeing the soaring peaks and the moonlight reflecting off the snow. But then it just got cold, and I got bored. I wasn’t used to sitting for such lengthy amounts of time, and I was dying to walk around, to do something.

      Another day, and we made it to the Valley of Spears. It was pretty easy to find when you knew what to look for: just a whole shit load of steam coming out of a small valley. Fritz swooped down, letting the steam and mist swirl around his wings. He couldn’t really land though, because there were too many trees in the way. That’s something we discovered the hard way, when he almost crashed into a giant trees that was totally blocked from view by the steam.

      Instead, we flew over to a clearing on the other side of a ridge, and settled down there.

      Rest here, he scratched in the dirt. It made me smile, a little, we were, in a technical sense, back home. I could check the holding details, if I wanted, and get updates on things. But I didn’t want to get bogged down in menus and charts, especially when it was stuff that didn’t really matter at the current moment. But I was back home, and that made a difference.

      I nodded, and started pulling the gear off of him. It took a bit of time to get the egg and the chests where I wanted them. Fritz was falling asleep when I left him, but I had a feeling he’d be fine. He certainly didn’t seem to think he needed anyone to watch over him while he slept. I only took the greenskins’ bane and the throwing axe — I didn’t know what I was going to find in the Valley of Spears but I didn’t want to take chances. I remembered that Skeld had been in pretty terrible shape, and if I needed to carry him out, I didn’t want to be weighed down. I considered taking the egg for a second, but decided that the better place to put an egg needing protecting was next to a giant fucking bird. Right? Had to make sense.

      The last time I’d been here, I was with a group of friends, heading to take down an obvious evil. At least, it was really obvious in hindsight. And here I was on my own, going down and I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to find Skeld there. Because if he was there, that meant he’d been hurt so badly he couldn’t move. If he wasn’t there, it maybe meant he was fine, or it meant he’d succumbed to his injuries. I was more nervous now than I was when I’d been going to face down the Corrupted Ones. And while I took the short hike up and over the ridge, then a bit of a slide and a bit of a walk down to the valley floor. I kept comparing things now to things then. And I was terrified what I’d find in the weird Valley of Spears. The layer of fog/mist was still in place, and the tall trees pierced through much like spears. Walking through the layer of mist, I was taken aback by the bizarre and twisted landscape of the place. The hot springs nearly everywhere, the tall trees without branches until at least twenty or thirty feet in the air, and the singular trail leading to a rather mundane-looking cave. I tried to remember what the place had looked like the last time I’d been here, to see if maybe another group had come through, but I thought it was probably the same as before. The same sort of campsite left in a rush feeling. The remains, what few there were, had either decomposed further or been feasted upon until there was basically nothing left.

      I stopped at the cave. It was dark. Foreboding. And still creepy as fuck. Except, right outside, a little to the left, someone had planted a small garden. There was even a small fence made from woven branches. It seemed to be incredibly successful at keeping everything out, because I didn’t even see a bite missing from any of the impressive varieties there. Which was surprising, considering how little light the valley floor ever got.

      “Took your damn time,” came a familiar voice echoing out of the cave.

      I smiled, looking at a really beat-to-shit Skeld walking out on a make-shift crutch. He had more than a few bandages on, all of which looked as if they were repurposed from Ursus clothing, and none of which looked particularly clean. He looked gaunt, and there were patches of fur missing form him.

      “Been a bit busy,” I said. “You know, getting back from another dimension.”

      “You kill the big son of a bitch?” Skeld asked.

      “Negative, good buddy. I bloodied him up a bit,” I said, thinking that it was probably somewhat close to the truth. “But I don’t think we’ve seen the last of him.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah. You okay?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Where’s the brownie?”

      “Bear’s out foraging.”

      “Bear, that’s right.” 

      “Yeah, she’s in your hirð and the reason I’m alive, so...”

      “Learn her name. Got it. Fritz is back, pretty impressive.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Big bird.”

      “Ah.”

      “Not yellow though.”

      “Why would he be?”

      “Never mind. You up for the trip home?”

      “No. I’m really not.”

      “What about if we’re flying there? No going through the underground city filled with crazy murder bugs. No crawling through snow, or—“

      “Kobold shit.”

      “I mean, I can’t make any promises about kobold shit. They might’ve taken over Coggeshall completely by now.”

      “Either that or Nikolai is about to kill them all.”

      “I have no doubt that my chancellor is more than up to the task.”

      “I hope he is.”

      “Sure.”

      He motioned for me to follow him, but instead I picked him up and put him on my shoulder. I had been used to carrying the lutra, though it was usually Ragnar who wanted to be carried, so I knew their weight pretty well. Skeld was shockingly skinny. 

      “You got a camp set up in here?”

      “We do.”

      I followed Skeld’s directions, which were pretty simple. There was really only one way to go: down, until you got to the ritual chamber. The camp, if you could call it that, was about halfway down the path, in a small open and mildly flat area. A tent had been fashioned out of what looked to be leather armor, and various furs were scattered on the ground. There was only a single sleeping spot, plus a small cooking area. They were using a helmet as a cook-pot. Water bubbled away in it, giving off a delicate fragrance.

      “Tea?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he replied. “Set me down.”

      I did, and he puttered next to the fire before sitting down on a rock with a sigh, like it had taken all the energy he had. He dug in a small stack of stuff that I thought was just junk until I realized it had all been repurposed. Skeld scooped a bit of the tea out of the helmet with what seemed to be the back half of someone’s canteen. 

      “Might want to wait for it to cool a bit,” he said. “It’s a bit deceptive with its temperature.”

      “I don’t want to be rude but, uh, what happened to the unfillable knapsack?”

      He pointed into the tent.

      “At the back,” he said. 

      I gave him a smile, crawled into the ‘tent’ and saw the large backpack taking up a full third of the room. I pulled it out and held it like a long-lost pup. 

      First thing I did — you know, after the coddling — was reach inside and pull out a healing potion. I tossed it toward Skeld.

      “Will that help?” I asked.

      “Doubtful,” he said, looking at the potion with an almost melancholy air. 

      “Well, uh,” I stammered, trying to figure what I should say in a situation like this, “maybe just hold on to that for now. And, you know, if you, uh, shit.”

      He nodded, like he understood what I was trying to say. Which would make one of us.

      “Fritz isn’t far,” I said. “And there are healers back in Coggeshall--“

      “I know you’ll do your best to take care of me, Montana,” Skeld said, patting my leg with his little paw. He seemed so small now, and my heart broke. I thought I’d saved him when I threw him through the portal back into Vuldranni, but maybe I’d only prolonged his suffering.

      “Want to help me to the front of the cave? No need to, well, wait back here. Not much worth saving other’n that bag of yours.”

      I looked at their camp, and nodded. Then I picked Skeld up and walked back out.
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      It seemed like I’d been gone for a few weeks. Skeld wasn’t sure, exactly — he hadn’t been conscious for a great swath of time, and apparently Bear wasn’t super keen on keeping track of the days so much as just existing in the present.

      The brownie known as Bear came strolling up the path, whistling, a somewhat gruesome bouquet of frog legs in her hands.

      She stopped when she saw Skeld and me sitting on rocks at the entrance to the cave.

      “Holy shit,” she said. “He’s back.”

      “I told you,” Skeld said.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t believe you.”

      “It’s hard to get rid of me,” I said.

      “Seems like it,” she replied. She walked up, and I felt this tingling all over my skin. “Gods, it is him.”

      “What the fuck did you think I was?” I asked.

      “Doppleganger. Skinwearer. Fiend—“

      “Okay, I get it. There’s clearly a few things that can just look like other people here. Let’s forget I asked.”

      “What’s a skinwearer?” Skeld asked.

      “It sounds gross,” I said. “Can we just, you know, deal with that later? You ready to see home?”

      “The bag—“ she started.

      “He has it,” Skeld finished. 

      The familiarity in that little exchange made me think there was probably more going on between Skeld and Bear than just friendship. I smiled. They were definitely knocking boots. Or would be if Skeld was healthier and still had boots. And if Bear had boots. I really needed to be more observant before throwing around clichés.

      “I guess I’m ready,” she said. “Unless you want to eat these?” 

      She held out the frog legs.

      Skeld shook his head, face grim. “No. No more of those.”

      “I think I’ll pass,” I said.

      She was about to toss the legs over her shoulder, but paused in mid arm-movement, so the legs just kinda thwocked wetly against her back.

      “How are we getting there?” She asked. “You carrying Skeld the whole way? Back through the mountain?”

      “We’re flying,” I said. “Air Fritz. First Class.”

      They just stared at me. I realized that in a world without airplanes, what I’d said made zero sense. Again with my stupid clichés.

      “Just,” I started, “leave the damn legs and come with me.”
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      I presented Fritz like I was Vanna White in her prime. My two small friends were suitably impressed, staring at the ginormous bird with their mouths agape.

      “Fritz Air,” I said. “Only accepting the most dignified of passengers and flying the friendly skies in classic comfort.”

      Fritz spread his wings out.

      “What is he?” Skeld asked.

      “Big.”

      The nap Fritz managed to get in while I was picking up Skeld seemed to be enough for him, because he was not shy about letting me know he was ready to fly. So I went straight to work rejiggering the harness so Bear and Skeld were tied in securely.

      Then I explained to Fritz what I wanted to do: that we should make a visual survey of the whole Coggeshall Valley. Though he head-butted me with his giant beak and I bled profusely, he finally agreed that it was a good idea. Or, more likely, he finally agreed to just do it because he realized killing me wasn’t within his approved activities.

      I got on, and Fritz leapt into the air.

      It hadn’t gotten old. The rush I got from flying was massive. Sure, I knew it’d dissipate over time because I’d get bored of sitting still, but those first few moments of flight were simply impossible to adequately describe. It was truly and wholly awesome. I’m sure I had a big stupid smile over my face.

      My companions weren’t quite as enthralled. They both looked a little worse for wear.  I’m pretty sure Skeld would have thrown up had he anything to throw up in him. 

      It was a relatively quick flight up and over the mountain of the bugs, and then we were high enough up that I could see, in the distance, the lake that fed the river that ran next to Coggeshall. Fritz angled north, and we started our reconnaissance.
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      I’m not sure what kind of process would cause it to happen, but Coggeshall Valley is nearly a perfect circle. It looks like some god reached down with a divine hole punch and just removed a chunk of the world. For the most part, the mountains had sheer cliffs that dropped into the valley. Except, of course, for the spot we had climbed out of, and where the ursus had climbed in. There was also the spot that led to a kobold hole, and the warm valley of spiders and previously witches.

      There were two large lakes and two massive rivers, both of which were more than a bit bizarre. They each came out of caverns, dumping into the valley via waterfalls. The eastern waterfall wasn’t as big as the western, but it was the one that wound down to the lake that fed the river that went by Coggeshall proper. The western waterfall was higher up, and it made a fantastic spray as it hit the water below, sending a perpetual mist up into the air and doing a good job blocking out the sun. Vegetation around it was lush — large trees, lots of bushes, heavy grasses, and civilization, of a sort. It was the night goblins’ home. Or at least the entrance to their home. They seemed to have found a great spot to live, where they could access the outside world even during the day, but still stay out of the sun. The western waterfall’s river made a lazy, winding path before widening into a shallow lake that ran up against the second major exit from Coggeshall. The river that left the lake, flowing north, went through a small opening in the cliffs, and carved a really interesting bit of geography on the outside. One bank of the river was plains, flat and amber and just going and going to the horizon, while the other bank was heavy with trees. I guessed it was the other side of the forest the Dark Queen was building her road toward. I could see the river winding through the forest for awhile before the trees just swallowed the whole thing up.

      Fritz landed up on one of the nearby peaks at the northern exit, so I got a fantastic view of everything. Including a dark form on the western horizon sending up a massive cloud of dust and, likely, heading in our general direction. It had all the markings of a herd of something moving towards us. Could have been an army on horseback, or it could have been a herd of wild buffalo. Or something in between. An army of buffalo on horseback, who knows. A lot of somethings were moving and causing a lot of dust into the air. Further to the north, I could just make out another range of mountains. Perhaps not as tall and foreboding as our own, but certainly there and providing a geographic boundary. 

      Now that I could see the entire landscape, I knew I wanted to secure our northern border. Quickly. The shallow lake and gentle river was nothing. The whole area looked idyllic. It was a mild slope between valley and non-valley, and there was plenty of room to march a lot of troops along the river — they didn’t even need to get their feet wet. Though, technically they’d need to at some point in order to get to Coggeshall. Which was another idea beginning to percolate in my brain: I wanted a road. A way to move through the valley quickly so we could secure it. 

      But securing the valley also meant dealing with the goblins. That had to come soon as well. 

      I tapped Fritz, and we flew off again, toward the last opening in our circular valley. It was northwest of Coggeshall, and flying over, I could already see the verdant expanse of the Emerald Sea. Which was crazy. We could, in theory, compete with Osterstadt. Our entrance wasn’t quite as wide open as Osterdstadt’s — I doubted if we’d be able to get more than one tree through at a time — but regardless. We had access to the giant magical trees of the Sea, and that could make Coggeshall an economic powerhouse if we so chose.

      The valley itself was mostly wooded, full of gentle hills and dales. There were a few large grassy open areas, but mostly, it was just trees.

      The last bit of interest, to me at least, was basically smack dab in the center of the circle. There was a big-ass rock. You could probably make a solid argument for calling it a mountain, but it also looked like a big ass rock. Especially because it seemed to be of different make than the rest of the rocks in the region. It wasn’t obsidian, I could tell that much from the air. It was pretty close to matte, with just a hint of glitter tossed in. Like the amount of glitter your preschool teacher wanted you to use, not the amount you did use.

      I tossed that bit of information onto the “investigations for later” to-do list. 

      And with that, it was time to head to Coggeshall proper. 

      Time to go home.
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      I don’t know what I expected to see when I got home, but it definitely wasn’t a picnic happening across the outdoor space. I also didn’t expect all the outdoor buildings to be gone, save the stables. There was new construction happening — a new building’s basement had been dug, and some stone had been laid as a foundation.

      Calls went up from the guards when we were still quite a bit distant, but no arrows came our way. I hoped it was because they could actually see me riding the back of the majestic beast. Quite an entrance, you know?

      When Fritz came in for a landing, the picnic had disappeared. Everyone had gone back into the mountain. Even the guards had disappeared from the walls. On the one hand, impressive that so many people could move so fast. But it was also depressing that the guards weren’t ready to put up a fight.

      I clambered down the giant bird, then helped Bear and Skeld. After a quick bit of knot work, Fritz was free of his harness. I put the chests in a stack, and did my best to shield the egg, and its snowbold insulation, from, well, everyone. I went so far as to pull some fabric out of my unfillable knapsack and drape it over the egg.

      Then, I stood there proudly, looking toward the mountain.

      Fritz shook himself off, then scratched at the dirt with a talon.

      Find Roost.

      He nodded at me, and then launched into the sky. Standing under his wings as he took off was like standing underneath a helicopter. I almost fell to the ground. Skeld actually did fall, but Bear cast some sort of shield spell to keep herself upright. Just as quickly as it started, it ended, and the giant bird was barely a dot in the sky above us.

      “Impressive exit,” Skeld said, trying to pick himself up off the ground. 

      I helped him up, increasingly worried about what was ailing the otter.

      The double doors opened, and guards poured out, forming a shield wall.

      I waved.

      Someone within the shield wall moved their shield enough so they could see out. 

      I waved again.

      “I live here,” I said.

      The shields came down, and the semi-familiar faces of the Coggeshall guard looked back at me.

      One of them waved.

      “Duke Coggeshall!” The guard called out. “Is that really you?”

      “It’s me,” I shouted back. “I have returned!”

      A collective sigh rang out, and the guard all sauntered back to their posts. Meanwhile, the rest of the town came back outside, carrying with them all the various bits and bobs of their picnic. Blankets and eating spots were reclaimed, and I got a lot of weird looks.

      No one came and spoke to me. I stood there awkwardly, until a weary looking Nikolai headed my way. 

      The first thing he did? Toss the prinky necklace at me.

      “I don’t want this thing,” he said. “It’s weird.”

      “Good to see you too,” I replied. “I take it things are going well?”

      “Well enough,” he replied.

      “One, how long was I gone?”

      “A month and change.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What did you tell people?”

      “That you were hunting down the corrupted ones.”

      “That’s all?”

      “I can’t tell them the truth, they’re not going to take it well thinking you, well, either what really happened, or--“

      “No one saw the notice that I, uh—“

      “There was no notice.”

      “Interesting.”

      He stepped closer to me, and spoke quietly: “When there are fewer listeners, we should have a chat about what really happened.”

      “I’d like that.”

      He nodded, then returned to his normal volume to say, “As you can see, we’ve made some changes.”

      “I noticed there’s basically, like, nothing outside now,” I replied.

      “Most everything is inside, yes. We decided it would make the holding more defensible.”

      “We need to talk about that.”

      “There is much we need to talk about.”

      “Before we get to anything else,” I said, “do you remember Bear Snowgust?”

      He looked over at the brownie, “I do. A member of your hirð, yes?”

      “Also,” I said, “Nikolai is part of the hirð. And a bit of an asshole.”

      Nikolai frowned.

      “Ah,” Bear said.

      “But,” I said, “more important, something is wrong with Skeld. He needs healing.”’

      “I’ve been working with him,” Bear said, “but he’s not improving.”

      Nikolai nodded, and looked over to the picnic-goers. He pointed to a young woman. “Bear, if you would, take Skeld over to that woman and explain the problem.”

      Nikolai and I watched the two of them hobble away from us.

      Then Nikolai turned to me, and gestured toward the open double doors.

      “Shall we begin the painful process of bringing you back up to speed?” he asked.

      “Back to being an asshat, eh?”

      “It is a comfortable place for me to exist. At least, at the moment. Besides, your departure did put us in a bit of a bind for a while.”

      “Lead on, then.”

      “Lovely. A tour while we discuss things.”

      The first change was right inside the main doors. They’d been widened. There was a hallway before the main, well, foyer, and plenty of small holes within the hallway had been installed to facilitate poking and shooting at enemies who tried to break their way through. Then, Nikolai showed off two barracks, one on either side of the main entrance. That way, soldiers or guards, depending on how you wanted to describe them, were never very far away if something was trying to break in, or if something bad happened outside on the greens. Which, apparently, was what people had taken to calling the grassy area outside. 

      The foyer, or entry hall, was still a work in progress, but it looked like it was going to be impressive at some point. High cathedral-style ceilings with faux stained-glass windows. Well, the glass was real, but there wasn’t an outside on the other side of the window. Just some magical glowing rocks, glowstones. They were quite beautiful in their own right, but I wasn’t keen on their subject matter. Mainly because of the four windows done so far, three were obviously of me.

      “Seems a bit much,” I said, pointing to the window of me taking on the slavers by myself. 

      “Bit much works well here, my lord,” Nikolai replied. “We have been talking, and I believe it is time for some lessons or something of the sort, to teach you how to behave like a duke. Clearly it is not something I have been capable of. And while we are on the topic of my failures, I would like to apologize to you. I have not been an adequate mentor to you. I have failed—”

      “Hey, don’t—“

      “Montana of Coggeshall, it is hard enough for me to prostrate myself in apology in front of you without being interrupted. Allow me the moment and then you may continue on saying it is not necessary.”

      I shut my mouth and spread my hand out, indicating he should go on.

      “I agreed to a task as given to me by my friend and commander Benedict Coggeshall, that I would guide you into becoming a great ruler for Benedict’s legacy. These lands. And yet, I did not. I can say, after having given it thought, it was partially due to what happened to me in the jails of Osterstadt. I was unable to move past that loss, and I took out my rage and impotence on anyone who dared step in my path. Which was most often you. I did not give you correct guidance, able advice, nor even the opportunity to put the lessons I poorly yelled at you into practice. I am sorry for that, Montana, and I hope that my actions have not harmed our holding. Nor our relationship.”

      “Nah,” I said, “We’re good.”

      “I admire your belief in us. But I am seriously concerned with the state of Coggeshall”

      “Okay, but I’m back! I’m out of grandiose quests, I’m ready to work. To make this place what it needs to be. And maybe not bathe in blood so much.”

      “That would be an excellent plan, considering it has been brought to my attention that hygiene seems to have become an area of concern regarding you.”

      “I do have a tendency to get into messes.”

      “And then walk through all the public areas with nary a concern. We will need to work on your public image.”

      “So people aren’t scared of me?”

      “Or disgusted by you.”

      “That would be ideal.”

      “Yes.” He paused. I couldn’t tell if he had more to say or if he was waiting for me to say something, so I just stood there. “Then on we go.”

      The entrance hall had a bunch of doors leading off of it. To the right were mostly living quarters. Kind of like a row of apartments. Small one-, two-, and three-bedroom homes carved out of the stone itself. There was a small office of dwarves who were handling all the admin stuff so many people living together created. To the left of the entrance hall was, for lack of a better word, the commercial area. 

      “How did all this happen?” I asked. “I thought a lot of this was already carved out, and—“

      “You brought us an able and happy workforce of over one-thousand kobolds. That, combined with a hundred-plus dwarves working on this issue, and one geomancer determined to prove she’s the best at her chosen field, and we have managed to make near miracles happen.”

      “Wow. So the kobolds are doing well here?”

      “Yes. Baltu is, of course, an enormous help wrangling them. As is Vreggork. That snowbold is an incredible find, he’s fantastic out in the wilds. One of the better rangers we have now. Only problem is getting him to return in a timely manner. But those kobolds are hard workers and have a slightly fanatical devotion to one Montana Coggeshall, he who delivered them from their previous living situation, which was a little less than optimal from the sound of it. We gave them food and housing, and they have, well, made themselves at home.”

      Lee’s magnificent water wheel had been moved indoors as well. The hydromancer, Mercy, worked with the geomancer, Essie, to create an indoor waterfall that powered the wheel, which in turn powered the smithy and the sawmill. The sawmill had a separate entrance for logs, which was  more like a semi-hidden ramp. The logs were dragged to the ramp in the greens and then dropped down to the sawmill, where they were milled into the various lengths of wood required by the carpenters, who were in the midst of making a shit ton of furniture. All of it basic stuff, but well-made all the same. 

      Finally, we got to the other side of the entrance hall, the actual Hall. There was an actual throne set up on a dais. It was functionally complete, but the room lacked any little trapping of elegance.

      “Might try the seat for size,” Nikolai said, gesturing to the chair.

      I smiled, and sat down.

      It creaked under me, which was not exactly the most duchal thing that could’ve happened. It was a little too small, so I had trouble getting out of it, which didn’t help.

      “We will get another one made,” Nikolai said, making a note in a small book. “Last stop on the tour,” he continued, already walking toward a door I hadn’t noticed on the far side of the room. “My office.”

      The room was comfortable. There was even a bed in the corner, unmade. A large wide desk was covered in paper, and various file cabinets which were in the process of being filled up.

      I noticed a pile of shiny rocks in one corner.

      “Followed you, huh?” I asked, pointing at the pebbles.

      “Yes, well. Someone clearly thought it was amusing. The little battenti children saw the prinkies bringing me pebbles, and so the battenti told the dwarven children, who told the human children, who told every other child in Coggeshall. And once the young kobolds found out, there was no chance of stopping it. Now I just accept that I will have an ever-increasing pile of rocks wherever I go.”

      “It’s endearing,” I said. “Shows they care about you.”

       “Next step is to get them to care about you.”

      I shrugged, then dropped into the chair opposite the desk.

      “Hey,” I said, “why’s there a bed here?”

      “My days are quite long, and I got tired of climbing stairs.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He sat down behind the desk, looking over the ocean of paper between us.

      “There are more than a few things on our plate. The construction of our home has been the high point of our accomplishments.”

      “It sounds like you’re about to hit me with some low-points.”

      “Yes. The princess has gone.”

      “Seriously? Fuck her.”

      “It isn’t as simple—“

      “Look man, I know your plan was to have the princess and me knock boots and maybe make some move on the throne, but that’s not who I am. That’d end terribly for everyone involved. She’s got her own journey to go on, and it’s not ours to interfere with.”

      “I won’t say you aren’t right about the princess,” Nikolai said, and I tried to un-foul the double negative to figure out what he’d actually meant, but then he started talking again. “But, oddly, it has little do with you directly, and more to do with—“

      “The imperial games around the throne? I don’t care about them.”

      He sucked some air through his teeth, and then let out a long breath of frustration. “I had forgotten some of your annoying habits in your absence.”

      “You missed the hell out of me.”

      “Oddly, I did. However, you do have a horrid habit of not letting people finish speaking before you believe you’ve figured it out and jump in, only to sound like a fucking idiot, my liege.”

      “Yeah, I could see how, I mean, yes, that is a problem. I’m sorry. Continue.”

      “Thank you, my lord.”

      I could hear his fuck you clearly whenever he said my lord. He was so good at dousing his words with hidden venom. I wondered if that was going to be a lesson in my become-a-duke studies.

      “Regardless of your feelings on the matter,” he said with a sigh, “the princes remains a valuable public and political figure in the Empire. And as gross as it is to say, whoever controls her has more power.”

      I didn’t say anything, trying to prove I’d learned to wait for my turn to speak.

      “I am done with that particular thought, Montana. You can respond as you wish.”

      “Cool. I don’t think we should be playing in the game at all, Nik. We’re a backwater province. A growing town. We’re starting at the bottom, and we have a long way to go before—“

      Nikolai held up a hand. “In this room, between these walls, we talk honestly without flair and without panache. This is the spot where we get work done.”

      “Fine. I don’t think we should be trucking with the throne. Let the assholes down south deal with it, and we’ll build Coggeshall. When the dust settles and a new Emperor reigns, Coggeshall will be so fucking powerful they won’t know what the fuck to do with us besides leave us the fuck alone.”

      “A pretty sentiment.”

      “But?”

      “Unrealistic.”

      “Fuck you it’s unrealistic.”

      “I am going to take the blame for guessing you don’t remember how the new Emperor is chosen.”

      “By voting.”

      “Correct. Do you remember who votes?”

      “Fancypants people.”

      “Do you recall what kind of pants you now wear?”

      “Torn ones.”

      “Metaphorical pants.”

      “Metaphorically, I suppose you want me to say I wear fancypants and so I need to vote.”

      “Not just need to vote, Montana, you are in the somewhat unique position of having no one above you nor anyone below you. You are beholden to no one, the last new peer made prior to the Emperor’s untimely end.”

      “Okay, I’m still not seeing why that’s important.”

      “Because you have free votes which are unaccounted for in anyone’s estimates.”

      “So we just announce we’re sitting this one out.”

      “They won’t let you do that.”

      “What can they do?”

      “Potentially, the rest of the Senate could band together and use your refusal to vote as grounds to strip your titles from you. Hence why you had to abide by the rules of honor when you fought those knights, while they were able to cheat. You are being held to a different standard because there are those who will look for an excuse to take Coggeshall from you. Especially if they can twist it so they might usurp the title for themselves. At which point, they’ll control your votes and they’ll be in the position to determine the next Emperor.”

      “So you’re saying I have to vote for an Emperor or I’ll lose the title.”

      “Yes, and all the land and your town with it, obviously.”

      “Can I just vote for, I don’t know, not-Valamir?”

      “Yes. At least at first.”

      “Are you about to tell me there’s more than one vote?”

      “Several. The first vote is more of a nomination process. And then there are more focused votes on the remaining candidates. And, finally, there are more votes if the initial candidate is rejected.”

      “Rejected by who?”

      “After the vote, there is a final test.”

      “Which is?”

      “Not something I have knowledge of, sadly. Few outside the immediate Glaton family do. Now, back to the problem at hand, most nobles in your position would either travel to the capital themselves, or send a representative to serve as their vote in the Senate.”

      “So I should go to the capital?”

      “Maybe. It has been something I’ve considered.”

      “I don’t think that’s the best idea.”

      “There has yet to be a vote called, so we have time. I doubt there will be anything happening officially until spring. Though we’ve seen that the workings are already in process.”

      “Yeah, about that. Do we know who sent that army up against us?”

      “My contacts in the Empire are not at all what they once were, so I admit to a failure in that regard. I don’t know. Neither does Wian. He’s been asking around. But we have no reliable leads.”

      “Unreliable leads?”

      “Ironically, the only thing we can say for certain is that Valamir is not behind it.”

      “Unless it’s, like, a double secret backstab sort of a thing.”

      “I’m not sure what that is, but I suppose, for the sake of argument, sure. If it’s a double, uh—“

      “Double secret backstab sort of a thing.”

      “Yes. That. If it is that, which it isn’t, then it might have been Valamir.”

      “I always hated the man.”

      “You don’t even know him.”

      “You hate him.”

      “Because I know him.”

      “Can’t I hate him vicariously through you?”

      “If I say yes, can we move on to the next item of business?”

      “Did we finish with the princess?”

      “There is a limit to what we can do about that. I suppose you could go after her, which is what Wian is hoping you will do. Or, you could send someone to find her, which is my suggestion.”

      “Should I send someone who won’t find her?”

      “What would be the point in that?”

      “Dude, I don’t even know the point in having her here was in the first place. All she did was whine about being a princess and eat our food.”

      “I take it you will not be going yourself.”

      “I can’t imagine a bigger waste of time.”

      “I can assure you that is not the case.”

      “That it’s a waste of time?”

      “That your imagination is so limited. I will ask Wian to put a team together and send them south after her. Agreed?”

      “Sure, but let them know she’s not super important to me.”

      “I will do no such thing.”

      “Nikolai.”

      “Montana.”

      “Dick.”

      “Duke.”

      “Touché.”

      “Next on the agenda—“

      “The valley.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “On new Fritz, I did a tour over the valley, so I actually know a bit more about what we’ve staked our claim on.”

      “Can that wait?”

      “I think it’s important.”

      “We’ve been having our people go missing.”

      “Okay, that definitely wins. Are you sure they aren’t, like, just going with the princess?”

      “Yes. It’s not just humans. It’s spread across ages, species, and gender.”

      “And these are missing people, not, say, killed?”

      “It’s possible they have been killed. No bodies have been found, nor signs of struggle.”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “Apparently quite some time. Since before the whole mess with the ursus.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you have no idea why?”

      “Not yet. And I understand that you might be about to yell, because Lee tells me that in your old world, this sort of thing was rare. But here, it is not that rare. There are many things that might cause a person to vanish, and though it is horrible and sad all the same, it is more a product of life here.”

      “So we’re calling it acceptable losses or something?”

      “Not in the least. We are saying it is not unusual that it happened. I still intend to put a stop to whatever is causing it, but it will not be all-consuming of the town. Just one more thing in the list.”

      “At the top of the list.”

      “The princess—“

      “Is moving down the list below the missing people we actually care about.”

      He frowned at me. But I wasn’t about to put a spoiled brat above someone who actually wanted to be here.

      “Is there a chance,” I said, “that the princess just went missing like the others?’

      “None of the others have left a note or packed all their things. But I suppose if we ignore those details“

      I waved it away. “Just asking. Next on this list of yours.”

      “Goblins. The night goblins are becoming an increasing menace.”

      “Are they behind the disappearances?”

      “If you speak to any of the kobolds, yes.”

      “But you don’t think so?”

      “I think there’s a possibility, but if goblins are getting into the base and making off with our people, humans and dwarves included, we have a very big goblin problem to deal with.”

      “Given what I saw, I think we have a very big goblin problem to deal with.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Where the goblins have the entrance to their home. It’s really far from here. Like, multiple days walk.”

      “I’m still not following why that’s a—“

      “How far did our scout need to go up the worm tunnel to get to the goblin’s cave? An hour? Two? Their city, or whatever you want to call it, spans from an hour away from here underground, to several days away aboveground.”

      “That is less than pleasant to consider.”

      “Damn fucking straight it is. And weren’t you the one who told me that goblins bred like rabbits, filling each and every nook and cranny with themselves?”

      “They are not known for requiring personal space.”

      “So it’s several days’ worth of walking crammed full of goblins. Which, even with my skills and abilities, could be a legitimate threat.”

      “If that were the case,” Nikolai said, leaning back in his chair and staring at the ceiling, “why did the goblins leave the kobolds around?”

      “According to Baltu, because they needed regular sacrifices.”

      “Oh. Well that’s not good in the slightest.”

      “You think? They had enough juice to summon that big fuck-off worm that ate through the mountain like it was nothing. What else do they have the power to do?”

      “This goblin issue might need to move higher up the list.”

      “I figured. But apparently up until now, you though there was something worse than goblins to worry about.”

      “Have you seen a clutch of vissen eggs out there?”

      “I mean, I don’t know what those are, so I’m going to hedge my bets and say no.”

      “They are a creature that has not been seen in the Empire for at least two centuries. Vile things. They breed quickly and seem to be be designed purely for death. They eat most everything they come across, and can attain greater forms. If a colony of vissen gets embedded, it’s—“

      “Okay, okay. I’m going out on a limb here and assuming you’re asking randomly and there’s not a clutch of eggs out there.”

      “Correct. I went with worse case scenario first.”

      “I don’t think I saw any eggs or any vissen, and I’d like to sleep at night, so I don’t need to hear any more.”

      “I have been thinking of having a primer put together for you. Some of the nastier creatures and how to identify them, what to watch out for, that sort of thing.”

      “Would be quite useful. Also reminds me that I’ve got an egg I need to watch over. Maybe you could, I don’t know, point me to an animal handler or something?”

      “Why do you have an egg?”

      “Present from a god.”

      Nikolai just shook his head, and rubbed his temples.

      “Darius?” he said. “Might be your best bet. He’s been willing to deal with more monstrous creatures so far.

      “Oh, yeah, Darius. The big minotaur from Oakland.”

      “Let’s not, you know, speak on that.”

      “I thought—“

      He held up a hand a shook his head, and I got that he didn’t want to have more Earth talk.

      “Okay then,” I said, “back to what I saw — Our valley runs into a larger valley, and there’s basically nothing between the two. Big cliffs and mountains all the way around until there, and then it’s just a gentle bit of hillside, and a wide open river that’s more or less a lake.”

      “And?”

      “I’m pretty sure there’s some sort of massive horde on the way here.”

      “A horde?”

      “I saw a cloud of dust coming across the plains.”

      “Could just be a giant herd.”

      “Herd or horde, I’d like to be prepared. Which goes to the second, uh, thing I want. A road.”

      “To where?”

      “Ideally, I’d like a network to go to all the important things in the valley. Make it easier for us to get around. And since you guys are killing it with big construction projects...”

      “Kobolds and dwarves aren’t exactly keen on working out of doors.”

      “Okay, but—“

      “And should we continue the discussion of the goblin issue before or after we talk about this road network you’d like to build throughout the valley?”

      “I think building the road might be a good way of establishing our dominance over the goblins.”

      “Goblins react well to assertions of dominance.”

      “Maybe they’ll run away?”

      “Goblins certainly do run away when they are in small numbers, but this sounds like quite the grouping. I doubt we have the current power to push them out.”

      “Which means war.”

      “Not exactly where I was heading with it.”

       “Question: could we get a Legion here?”

      “A Legion?”

      “Sure. A big group of armed men, trained to fight—“

      “I know what they are, but I fear you’ve forgotten.”

      “Okay, but isn’t that the point of Legions? To fight things threatening the Empire?”

      “Sure, but we have a march, and that means we are expected to handle our business ourselves.”

      “Okay, I wasn’t given that bit of information--“

      “Because it was something discussed when Benedict came up with this plan initially. A march is a boundary state, which gives us extra freedom because we are not part of the inner Empire.”

      “But we also don’t get a Legion.”

      “No one gets a Legion.”

      “Who determines how they are deployed?”

      “On paper, the Emperor.”

      “And in reality?”

      “Those the Emperor appoints to handle such tasks.”

      “And when there’s no Emperor?”

      “Technically there is no one who does that job.”

      “So how do—“

      “You are starting to see the problem our country faces, eh? We need to have an emperor for things to work here.”

      “Okay, so no Legion.”

      “No. Even if we could get one here, how would you propose we go about feeding and housing the thousands of men and women who make up the Legion?”

      “Tents?”

      “Despite our best efforts, I am still worried about how we are going to keep our citizens fed through the winter.”

      “This whole no-emperor thing seems like a massive pain in the ass.”

      “It is.”

      “So why have it?”

      “It is the way the Empire was founded. It was written into the founding documents of our state over a thousand years ago.”

      “Something being old doesn’t mean it’s right.”

      “No, it does not. And while I admire your desire to improve the world, right now is not the time for a political philosophy discussion, is it? The goblins are a real problem, not a philosophical one.”

      “As are the missing people.”

      “Yes.”

      “So let’s talk goblins.”

      “Right. We have seen them make numerous trips up and down the tunnel. Initially, it was to capture the remaining kobolds who refused to join us—“

      “Nothing we could have done to help them?”

      “It wasn’t deemed prudent at the time. We keep only a skeleton crew to monitor the tunnel. By the time the goblins had moved on with their quarry, our reaction force wasn’t yet assembled.”

      “Can we get a barracks down there?”

      “It is on the list, yes. But to staff all these posts will require additional soldiers.”

      “I thought all we had were soldiers.”

      “By the numbers, all we have are kobolds.”

      “Okay, but—“

      He put his hands up. “ I know it is important to you that we try and save everyone we can. In this case, it just wasn’t possible without putting too many of your citizens’ lives in danger. But past that, we determined that the rest of the kobolds fled or were captured from their warren, yet the goblins continue using the tunnel.”

      “Looking for our door.”

      “That is the theory, yes.”

      “Do you think they’ll find it?”

      “Goblins are, in my opinion, quite cunning. But only occasionally intelligent. They might find it, but I’m not sure it is something we should be overly concerned about.”

      “Just keep watching?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s the extent of our plans for them?”

      “What would you have us do?”

      “I mean, you know what my answer usually is.”

      “Violence.”

      “I mean, yes. Let’s just go fuck those assholes up.”

      “I admire your willingness to address our issues by beating them to death. But we are not at a beat things to death stage. Especially given how big you think the goblin society is over there. Otherwise, and I believe even you said this earlier, you yourself might fail against their onslaught.”

      “Fine. So we do nothing? We wait?”

      “We do what every young settlement does. We build. We grow.”

      “And then we kick ass.”

      “Ideally.”
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      Meetings with Nikolai tended to drag on, and this one certainly did. When it was finally my turn to update him on what had happened to me, I gave him the briefest version of events as I could. I told him about the ursus and their attempt to summon an entity over to this world. Then I told him about my trip to the other world, and he was just as flummoxed as I was that my death there managed to have me respawn here. Or, you know, here but on the other side of the Empire. He wasn’t super keen on me fucking with the Dark Queen’s army, but I said we were at war, and he seemed to relent. 

      “Where’s Ragnar?” I asked.

      “Since he returned with more residents of our fair town,” Nikolai said, making it clear he wasn’t keen on the new residents, ie the minotaur mercenaries, “he has been working with the rangers, keeping an eye on the goblins. Or, shall we say, he has been part of the team attempting to keep an eye on the goblins. They are most active at night—“

      “The team or the goblins?”

      “Both. But while the night goblins are aptly named, it would seem our teams are more focused on daytime activities.”

      There was a gentle knock on his door, and before Nikolai could say anything, the door opened. A face popped around.

      Nathalie Glaton, the knight, and somehow cousin to the former Emperor. Technically a bodyguard of mine, at least as assigned by her brother, the Viceroy of Osterstadt. But now she was the head of the City Guard. Which wasn’t the actual name of the policing body. Which reminded me that we needed a policing body, or at least a more formal concept of Guard and Police amongst Coggeshall. 

      

      You have been offered a quest by the holding of Coggeshall:

      Making a Blue Line

      Build up and formalize the policing of Coggeshall. Get a Guard in place, and establish criminal law and penalties.

      Reward for success: Permanent Crime Reduction in Coggeshall

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Permanent Crime Increase in Coggeshall

      Yes/No

      

      “Are you kidding me?” I said softly.

      “Oh,” she said, “sorry—“

      “No, no,” Nikolai said. “It’s fine — we were finishing up.”

      “It’s just that it’s time for the meeting.”

      “The meeting?“ I asked.

      “A nightly thing we’ve been doing as the council. It was Lee’s idea. To get us all on the same page each night and go over what the POD for tomorrow will be.”

      “POD?”

      “Plan of the day.”

      “Ah, okay. Seems like that’s something I should attend.”

      “It most certainly is.”

      “It’s good to see you’re back, Duke Coggeshall,” Nathalie said.

      “Thank you, Nathalie.”

      She nodded once, then disappeared.

      “Where is this meeting?” I asked.

      “The upper dining hall.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      It turns out there were a number of rooms I had no idea about. Hell, walking around my mountain home, it felt like I had no idea about anything in the holding anymore. So much was different. And interesting. I wanted to just walk around and explore.

      And yet, once again I just followed Nikolai. There were two dining halls, technically three if you counted the private dining hall of the duke, which was me, which meant no one had used it yet. The main kitchens and food storage for the holding were on the same level as the main dining hall, with an extension upstairs to service the upper dining hall. Which had no real difference except for a few windows looking out over the greens. It was also a bit smaller.

      According to Nikolai it had been generally agreed upon that children and rambunctiousness were limited to the lower dining hall, with the upper dining hall being for those who wanted a more calm eating atmosphere. It was also available for such things as private events — you just needed to check with Gladys to see if the room was open. I’m not joking, there was a dwarf named Gladys who was in charge of room assignments, including when people wanted to reserve the upper dining hall for birthdays. 

      It was nice enough, you know, for a group eating establishment. There was a buffet-style spread along one wall, and a row of small windows on the other. We still lacked glass, which really bothered me. Most of the Council had already arrived, and were arranged at a table as far from the door to the hall as possible. They’d already gotten their food, and there was a convivial atmosphere between them, jokes being shared, tales of the day laughed over, and even a bit of food being tossed playfully between the Mancers.

      I looked down at my ratty clothes, already beaten to hell from my trip across the Empire, and realized that it would have been better for me if I’d done something little, like, I don’t know, washed any part of me before eating. The food was steaming and fresh, and looked delicious. It was basic fare — a huge salad, a few different meats, breads, and what looked like mashed potatoes. I took a big heaping of, well, everything, and balanced my three plates as I walked over to the meeting table.

      There was a single seat left open at the head of the table.

      My initial impulse was to force people to move, to say that I didn’t want to sit at the head of the table and make a minor fuss making sure everyone knew that I was no better than anyone there. But I thought about what Nikolai had said, and, oddly, what Yuri had said to me. That the leader needed to be seen as the leader. To be seen and respected as a duke. Or something along those lines. It was around that moment I started to accept that I was in a different world, one that didn’t necessarily have values that lined up with the ones of my old world. This was a place where people valued hierarchy, where there was a sense of comfort derived from having a powerful person at the top. Someone who would shoulder the duty of protecting all those underneath him or her. Which was always what I cared about most. I just needed to step up my game.

      

      You have been offered a quest by the holding of Coggeshall:

      Look the Part One

      You are a duke. Look like one and act like one.

      Reward for success: Increase morale amongst Coggeshall

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Decreased morale

      Yes/No

      

      I accepted the quest, and sat down at the head of the table, spreading my plates out in front of me. I got a subtle nod from Lee, as if he’d seen and understood my hesitancy. I looked at the group, the faces around the table, and I smiled.  There was Wian Stokes, former head of the Thingmen and current co-lead of my military, Harmut: chief of the dwarves, Baltu: old snowbold and possibly the smartest kobold alive thanks to a pilfered potion of intellect, Mercy Caughlin: hydromancer, Nathalie Glaton: other co-lead of my military and head of the Guard, as it was, Tarryn Flynn: warmancer, Lee: a friendly face from Earth, Nikolai: chancellor and all around nice-asshole, and Ragnar: Lutra and sass. Skeld was, for obvious reasons, missing. And Bear was with him, doing what she could to help the healers.

      “Council of Coggeshall,” I said, “I am happy to be home. Now, let me hear how my realm has fared.”

      Lee made the tone-it-down-a-bit-buddy gesture.

      “Your grace,” Harmut, the chief dwarf said, “first, let me welcome you. Second, while we have been moving at lightning speed through our various construction projects, we are running up against a bit of a roadblock.”

      “This is not a matter that needs to brought before the council,” Nikolai said.

      “Let me hear it,” I said.

      “Thank you your grace,” the dwarf said while Nikolai shot daggers my way. “It is simply that we are running out of space to store the stone blocks.”

      “I’m a bit out of the loop,” I said, “so forgive me that I need to ask what stone blocks you’re talking about.”

      “The ones that used to be in this very room,” Essie the geomancer said. “We take the stone out of here in blocks, but then we have to store the blocks.”

      “And we’re overflowing with blocks,” the dwarf chief said.

      “How many of these blocks are we talking about?” I asked.

      “Did you come through the entrance hall and see the grand hall?” the geomancer asked. 

      “I did. Looking great, by the way.”

      ‘Thank you. But that was full of stone. That’s now in blocks.”

      “That’s a lot of blocks.”

      “And that’s just one room,” dwarf chief said. “We got hundreds of rooms we’ve cleared out.”

      “Where are they being stored now?”

      “They are being put outside,” Nikolai said.

      “But the stacks are getting high and wobbly.”

      “I didn’t see them,” I said. “Where--“

      “They’re the same color as the cliff face,” the dwarf said. “Easy to miss unless you know what you’re looking for, because they’re nearly as tall as the cliffs too.”

      “Would these blocks be useful for, say, building a road?”

      “My lord—“ Nikolai warned.

      “Oh aye,” the dwarf said, “But it’d have to be a long road for it to make a difference in the amount of stone we got. Even if’n we cobbled over the entirety of the land between the walls, we’d still be swimming in stone.”

      “I was thinking about a road across our valley,” I said. “Join the two sides, and get a road going to between here and our entrance to the Emerald Sea.”

      There was a moment of quiet, which was probably just my council taking the matter to heart. Thinking about what it might do for us to have access to the Emerald Sea.

      “I flew over the land,” I said, “looking at our valley. It is big, and full of useful things. I think it’s time we started laying claim to it before someone else does.”

      “I like it,” the dwarf chief said.

      “It would be useful to gain access to more farmland when the spring comes,” Timurlane the Lifeweaver and current head farmer, said. “I am confident we can feed ourselves this winter, but if we continue to grow, we will need to expand.”

      “It seems ambitious,” Wian said. “Maybe not the best use of our time and energy. And, your grace, if you permit, I would like to take a team after the princess.”

      There were definitely a few sighs around the table, making me think this wasn’t the first time such an ask had been made.

      “Do it,” I said “But know this is not something I’m keen on. She chose to leave. I will likely prefer to respect that choice, should it come to it.”

      Wian frowned, but nodded. He pushed back from the table, leaving his plate, and headed out.

      “That was fast,” I said.

      “He’s been chomping at the bit for a while now,” Nathalie said.

      “Fantastic,” I said. “Let’s move back to the road.”

      “The road is not a valuable use of time or resources,” Nikolai said.

      Lee shook his head.

      “You can just say you disagree,” Nikolai interjected. “Your passive aggressive—“

      “I’m not disagreeing,” Lee said. “I’m thinking. And I’m thinking of how foolish we would be to cede the rest of the valley to, well, to anyone who chooses to come and get it. If the duke is worried about that, then I take it there’s an opening to our valley? From somewhere else?”

      I explained the general layout of the valley. The circle, the weird rock in the middle, the two lakes, and all the rest. And I made sure to let everyone know just how easy it was to get into our valley from the north. And, for good measure, I pointed out that the Dark Queen of Mahrduhm was building a road in our direction.

      “You neglected to mention that aspect when we spoke,” Nikolai said. 

      “Does that change your opinion of the whole road thing?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he snapped. “The things I have heard about that woman make me very afraid.”

      “What have you heard?” Tarryn asked. “We don’t really know anything about her, in Osterstadt.”

      Eliza Northwoods leaned forward. “I can answer that,” she said. “If you do not mind, Nikolai.”

      Nikolai gestured for her to continue.

      “Mahrduhm and the Empire have shared a border for many years,” Eliza started, “but throughout our shared history, it has largely been an economic friendship. It just was not worth it for either side to attempt military action, not with the singular pass being the main point of contact. But a few years ago, there was a shake-up in the royal family. A new queen came seemingly out of nowhere, and rose to power. Since then, she has been on the warpath. As far as I know, she initially went east, and conquered Oscal, Chayland, Hacrauna, and Wechos. Obviously, she stopped at the border of Smoux Braria, but my father believes it likely the Dark Queen entered into a relationship with them.”

      “Uh, why is it obvious?” I asked.

      “Later,” Nikolai said. “Please continue, Lady Northwoods. This is more information than I have yet received.”

      “I still have some connections in the capital,” she said.

      “Speaking of,” I interrupted again, “where’s your father?”

      “Headed back to the capital,” she said. “At the behest of Valamir Glaton.”

      “Ah,” I said. And I left it at that. But the mere mention of Valamir made my hackles rise, and I wanted to rage. Instead, I poured my feelings into devouring my dinner.

      “The Queen turned her sights south,” Eliza said, pointedly looking away from my rage eating. “She apparently steamrolled right over Chayland — it was a massacre. Some refugees claim the queen was killing whole towns. Though again, I think if we accept that Smoux Braria is involved, it was more likely the soldiers belonging to the Celestial Masters behind that. The Dark Queen drove her armies down all the way to the shores of the Wakakasing Sea, conquering Vogros on the way. There she rested. Or so we thought. It turns out that she left her army spread out in pieces to calm and control the lands behind her. This is, again, according to work done by my father, when the Dark Queen was headed north and brokering various deals with the tribes from the Laughing Woods.”

      “Goblins?” I asked.

      Eliza nodded. “And worse.”

      “It is telling the allies she makes,” Nikolai said.

      There were nods around the table.

      “Then, after the winter, when the soldiering season resumed, she was ready. She pushed hard against Grünewald, and it was a particularly bloody affair on both sides, with battles lasting through the spring and summer. Finally, the capital fell as the first snows fell. Or so the stories go. That meant, after two years, Mahrduhm finally shared a border with the Empire. Granted, the bulk of that border was the Kingkiller Highlands, but—“

      “The Rutter Flats,” Nikolai said.

      “Right.”

      “This is where I know more of what has gone on,” Nikolai said. “We have three legions sitting along the flats, and Mahrduhm has yet to cross the border there.”

      “But Rumib Pass,” I said. “She—“

      “She chose to attack there instead,” Nikolai said. “She threw away thousands of lives there, but she hasn’t pushed us back. And she won’t. But perhaps the queen isn’t tenacious. Perhaps she is making sure we are looking the other way.”

      “The other way from where?” I asked.

      “From wherever she’s building that road to,” Eliza answered. “Likely here. She’s looking for another way over the mountains. Or around them.”

      “And she’ll find those here,” I said.

      There were some ashen looks around the table, as well as a few mutterings.

      “So,” Nikolai said, “I think it is time for us to talk about building a road and a fort at the other end of the valley.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      After the meeting, I headed to take a shower, something I’d been looking forward to for quite some time. But there was a new obstacle between the public area and my private quarters. A barracks had been set up, and it was full of soldiers.

      The group was largely made up of the minotaur mercenaries. Apparently it was their idea to set up a sort of honor guard for me. I guess they’d developed an affection for me I hadn’t anticipated.  

      “Hello,” I said, looking at the two minotaurs in plate armor with huge axes. They were standing on either side of my door.

      “Your grace,” the one on the left said. “Welcome home.”

      “Can I, I mean, can I go inside?”

      “Yes, your grace,” the minotaur said, as he opened the door for me. 

      I stepped inside, shut the door, and sighed. It’d been one hell of a day, and I was really glad to be home. All the clothes went off and were tossed into a pile, my unfillable knapsack got an honored spot on my nightstand, and then I got into my mystical shower and turned it on. It was glorious.

      That is all.
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      The road project got underway immediately.

      And by got underway, I mean it got bogged down by people arguing about what we should be doing and how we should be doing it, instead of anything actually getting built. Ahh, the joys of working with a committee.

      I let the group get to arguing, and instead, I went and found Skeld.

      The healers had set up a hospital of sorts on the first floor of the mountain home, not far from the entrance. Which made sense — if there was a medical emergency outside, it would be a very short trip to get patients to the hospital.

      It wasn’t a huge or technically advanced place, it was just a clean room that was well-lit with plenty of comfortable beds and healers who watched over their patients. On occasion, they mixed potions or tonics at the work benches on the far side of the room. That alone made it very different from any idea I had about medicine, because potions and magic were kind of the primary mode of the medicine industry here. 

      Skeld had a bed near the door. He still looked like shit.

      He was alone, reading a book.

      I stood in the doorway for a moment.

      “Can I help you, my lord?” a woman asked. 

      One of the healers, whose name I couldn’t recall, but she had a pleasant sense about her. She reminded me of the really nice nurse at my elementary school. I didn’t want to ask her her name, but, well--

      “I’m wondering about my friend here,” I said. “What’s wrong with him? Why is he not getting better?”

      “His wounds are different than any I have yet seen,” she said. “He has a sickness or a poison of a new variety. Something which does not seem to respond to any of the methods of healing I have been taught. Do you know what did this to him?”

      “I do.”

      “Tell me,” she said, her face excited. “It might just be that I haven’t thought of the appropriate poultice or—“

      “It was a beast from another, uh, dimension. Or world.”

      “Ah.” Her face fell as she looked over at Skeld. Who was now looking at us. We hadn’t exactly been quiet, and the hospital wasn’t exactly huge, so it was safe to say he’d overheard everything. “We are doing what we can for him, but it doesn’t seem to be stopping whatever is wrong with him. I cannot tell if he is getting worse, either. I’m sorry that I don’t have a good answer for you.”

      “Is he going to get better?”

      “Your grace, I apologize, but I have no way of knowing.”

      I nodded at her, and then walked over and sat down on the bed next to Skeld’s. He laid his book down, and folded his little furry paws over it.

      “Seems like you’re going to be in charge of looking over Ragnar soon,” Skeld said.

      “Knock it off,” I said. “You’re going to be fine.”

      “You’re really shit at lying, you know?”

      “Too bad it isn’t killing the truth. I’m good at killing things and, I mean—”

      “It’s a terrible joke that makes almost no sense, Montana,” he said.

      “Fuck you, it’s hilarious.”

      “Maybe try explaining it a little more.” He smiled and chuckled a little, but then started coughing. A wet gross cough.

      “It’s weird,” Skeld said. “I don’t even remember being that badly hurt by the creatures we found. But clearly they got me where it counted.”

      “Could have been the world over there.”

      “Then why aren’t you effected?”

      “Either the regeneration or something else. I don’t know.”

      “Benefit of being Fallen or whatever?”

      “Yeah. Could just be that you lutra are more sensitive to environmental changes. Something toxic in the air just got to you. But don’t give up—“

      “Montana, if magic has yet to heal me in the slightest, there is little remaining that can.”

      “If there’s one thing I know about this world, it’s that there’s always something out there with more power and a greater ability to make magic happen. We just haven’t found the right thing. We will.”

      He gave me a wan smile, and I noticed that his teeth were tinged red. 

      I patted his hands, and he nodded.

      “I’ll find something,” I said. “You just hold on.”

      He nodded at me one more time, and I gave him a smile.

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Save Skeld

      Keep Skeld from dying

      Reward for success: Skeld, Morale bonus for healers in Coggeshall. Increased chance of healers leveling in Coggeshall

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Loss of Skeld. Morale penalty for healers in Coggeshall. A chance healers will decamp for other settlements

      Yes/No

      

      I accepted the quest as soon as it popped up.

      “Get some rest,” I said. “

      He smiled. “Trying to get a little reading in,” he replied, holding the book up. “But I promise it’s nothing taxing. You should try it some time.”

      “Is that a joke about me being dumb?” I asked.

      “I would never.” But he smiled, a big smile like I was used to.

      I walked out of the hospital, and I didn’t look back. I wanted to. I wanted to rage and ask the heavens... I stopped in my tracks, and a dwarf pushed a cart right into the backs of my knees.

      “Sorry, milord,” the dwarf said quietly. Then he turned the cart and rushed it the other way.

      I could, potentially, speak to the heavens. I had before. In fact, I just finished a quest for the heavens. The heavens that, in particular, represented the little dying lutra in the other room. I sprinted up the stairs until I got to my room, pushed past my honor guard, and went straight out onto my balcony.

      Prayer had never really been a thing in my life. Either of my lives, really. Religion was more of a cultural thing back on Earth, or a community thing, really. And once my parents were gone, it wasn’t a thing at all. And here, well, it’s a bit of a weird flex, but the gods always came to me on Vuldranni. So I wasn’t exactly sure what I supposed to do to call a goddess. And unfortunately, I’d lost my cleric, so it’s not like there was even anyone I could ask about proper procedure. I mean, should I be burning incense? Did I need to be in a temple? Was there a sacrifice involved?

      To start, though, I figured the best way was the stereotypical way. So I got down on my knees, closed my eyes, and clasped my hands together.

      “Eona,” I said, “can you, uh, I mean, are you busy? Do you have time to talk? It’s important?”

      Nothing.

      I peeked out.

      Still Nothing.

      No gods coming to visit.

      Shit.

      I needed to find a cleric. Or something. I didn’t know what else to do. I stood up, brushed my knees off, and looked down over the greens. There was activity around the new building and a bit around the brownies’ tree, but otherwise, it was just an empty field.

      “You called?” a familiar voice asked, coming from behind me.

      I turned and saw the beautiful woman, Eona. She smiled at me.

      “It is good to see you, Montana,” she said. “I worried you would not be returning.”

      “Yeah, well, me too.”

      “And yet, here you are.”

      “Here I am. I do have a favor to ask you, though.”

      “Ask away.”

      “I need you to heal Skeld.”

      “Skeld. The lutra you brought into your hirð.”

      “Yeah, that’s the one.”

      She closed her eyes, and her form shimmered a little. I wasn’t sure what was happening. Then she opened her eyes and pulsed with white light.

      “I can do nothing for him,” she said.

      “The fuck you can’t,” I snapped back. “He’s one of—“

      “Be aware of who you speak to, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “I’m speaking to the goddess who said she was a protector of people like that.”

      “I am.”

      “Then why won’t you help him?”

      “It is not a matter of desire, Montana. I cannot.”

      “Why?”

      “What ails him is beyond me.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It is something I have never seen before. Something I do not fully understand. I can see where it is, I can fathom what it might be, but I still cannot see it. I can do nothing to it.”

      “That’s horse shit.”

      “You may be as angry as you like,” she said, “but it changes nothing about what I am able to accomplish.”

      “There’s got to be something you can do.”

      “What would you have me do?”

      “Heal him.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Then, I mean, bring him back to life.”

      “Again, that is a power beyond me.”

      “Why can I come back?”

      “Why do you think?”

      “I don’t fucking know! Nothing makes a lick of fucking sense to me.”

      With a casual wave of her hand, the door to the balcony and all the shutters slammed shut. A breeze came up. It was difficult to hear any of the construction happening below.

      “You are here because of your unique relationship with a god, yes?”

      “Mister Paul?”

      She gave the barest of nods. “Perhaps best to leave his name out of this. All names might be even better.”

      “So if, uh, Mister P is, I mean, if he can bring me back, can he bring Skeld back?”

      “No.”

      “Why the fuck not?’”

      “That is not how the game is played.”

      “What game?”

      “You are well aware I can tell you no more on that.”

      “Then tell me if there is a way to save Skeld.”

      “There may be, but it is not a way I know.”

      “Is there a way to bring him back from the dead?”

      “That which is dead should remain dead. There are few ways to bring souls back from that realm.”

      I snapped my finger and pointed at her. “Ah, but there is a way. Right? Someone is in charge of the land of the dead, and that means I can go there and get Skeld back if Skeld dies.”

      “You tread a dangerous path that way.”

      “This fucking place doesn’t seem to have any paths but dangerous.”

      She grinned, just for a second, at that.

      “All hope is not lost,” she said. “Skeld still lives. His body continues to fight against that which poisons him. It is possible he will heal on his own.”

      “You don’t sound confident.”

      “It is rare to encounter something so... foreign. Unknown. It leaves me confused.”

      “I don’t mean to sound mean, or, you know, like a dick, but is there someone I could speak to who might know more?”

      “Certainly,” she said with a wry smile. “And I take no umbrage. I am not known for my intelligence, certainly not in this matter. You might try speaking to the god of magic. Or the god of knowledge. Perhaps the god of healers. There are many who are in a better position to give you guidance or assistance than myself.”

      “But you, I mean, he’s one of yours.”

      “He is like a child to me, and his pain—“

      “Then help me—“

      “I have millions of children, Montana,” she said. “Many are in situations worse than Skeld. Many are dying even now as I speak to you. Should I consider Skeld worth more than any of my other children?”

      “Yes. Because he got this way going on your quest, doing what—“

      “He got this way going on your quest, Montana. I sent you on the quest, knowing you were up to the task. It was your decision to bring Skeld along. I am sorry, Montana, but there is nothing more I can do. Even this, even coming down to speak to you, bends the rules. Truly, I am sorry.”

      She reached out and put her hand on my shoulder. I felt a warmth, and then, in the tiny space between blinks, she was gone.

      I stared at the space she’d been. The breeze blowing around me disappeared, and the sound of construction reached me once again. Someone was yelling. I felt like someone had just punched me in the gut.

      “Fuck it,” I said, and made up my mind.
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      It didn’t take long to gather up the supplies I needed. I hung my unfillable knapsack off my hip, put on the chain mail I’d gotten from the asshole shopkeeper along with some other bits of armor, and strapped the greenskins’ bane on my back. The throwing axe went opposite the knapsack. I took a quick detour through the kitchen to grab whatever dried rations I could find, and chucked them in the bag. The cooks watched over me, but no one said anything.

      It was still sunny outside when I headed to the gate.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Nikolai asked, running toward me. Well, his version of running. He didn’t move well any more, after his stint in prison that is. He had this sort of loping gait that let him move quickly, but it wasn’t running so much as speed walking with attitude. 

      I didn’t stop walking, but I did slow down enough that he could catch up to me.

      “Osterstadt,” I said. “And after that, I’m not sure.”

      “Why? What’s in the city?”

      “I need to find a way to speak to the god of magic. Or death. And death. And knowledge. Do they have temples for them in Osterstadt?”

      “I don’t know, your grace. But I’m sure we could find out.”

      “Don’t bother, I can—“

      “You cannot be thinking of actually leaving—“

      “I’ve got a quest—“

      “You have a holding.”

      “Skeld is dying.”

      “I know.”

      “And I need to save him.”

      “You need to save this holding.”

      “This place is doing fine.”

      “This place is holding together for the moment, but much of that is placed on the faith you will be around to make decisions. To be the figurehead providing security to everyone here.”

      “Everyone here thinks I’m a beast. They’re scared of me.”

      “Maybe, but they also sleep soundly at night when they know you are within the walls.”

      ‘I’m not staying here to help people sleep—“

      Nikolai pushed in front of me, making me stop. ”You are staying here because you need to help these people grow. You need to stay here because these people believed you when you said you were creating a place that would be a safe home for them.”

      “What about Skeld?”

      “What about the two thousand other souls who have placed their trust in you?”

      “He’s my friend.”

      “He’s my friend too, fuckwad.”

      Nothing brought Nikolai’s true emotions forward like using terrible curse words he’d picked up from me. 

      “You have men and women here to serve you,” he continued, calmer now. “Send someone to find these temples. Someone who can go and find the way to contact these gods. It is not a job for a duke, especially not when so much else is happening.”

      “But this doesn’t make sense,” I said. “He is a member of my hirð, and a dear friend of mine. How can you tell me to stop working for his survival?”

      “Because there are more people at stake here,” Nikolai said. “And I’m telling you to send someone to start the process. You really think the best use of your time is to go out and see if there is a temple? Figure out how to contact some gods? Have someone else do that, and when they know, you can then do it.”

      I looked over his head, out into the sky. I was angry, which made it difficult to really think. I just wanted to be angry, and to take that anger out on something. But deep down I knew it wasn’t the best idea. I was trying to be a good person, trying to be the good guy. The duke. And being the duke, meant that I couldn’t just go rage on things. I told Nikolai I’d listen to him. I said I was going to be smarter about things. And maybe, just maybe, that was something that needed to start right now.

      I sighed. “Okay,” I said. “Can you send someone to find out--“

      “I will take care of it.”

      I nodded. “What should I be doing?”

      “For one, talk to Zoey and get a real suit of armor,” Nikolai said, eyebrows raised as he looked over my patchwork set. “Then talk to Lee. You’re the power behind the road — get them to build it.”

      Once again, I nodded. 

      I noticed a notification pop up in the corner of my view, and though my first instinct was to ignore it, clearly Nikolai got the same notification, because I saw him reading.

      “Oh no,” he whispered, and his eyes locked on mine.

      I had to look at it.

      

      Be Aware that you have failed.

      You have failed a quest:

      Save Skeld

      Skeld died

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Loss of Skeld. Morale penalty for healers in Coggeshall. A chance healers will decamp for other settlements
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        * * *

      

      ALERT!

      A member of your hirð has perished. All members of the hirð save leader gain mood debuff and have increased chance of breaking under pressure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Skeld was dead.

      My heart sank, and my vision swam. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to feel.

      Naturally, anger came first. I wanted to hit something. My eyes focused on Nikolai, and I think he was thinking the same thing. Or, rather, I think he was thinking I wanted to hit him. Which I did. 

      But I didn’t. 

      “You couldn’t have done anything even if I hadn’t stopped you,” Nikolai said quickly.

      “You think that’s why I’m angry?” I yelled, stepping forward and getting into his personal space. I was looking nearly straight down at him. “You think I care that you stopped me?”

      “I don’t know what you’re thinking right now,” he replied, “but I do know that you need to calm down.”

      I snatched the front of his tunic with one hand and lifted him up so he was eye to eye with me.  

      “Pro tip,” I growled at him, “telling someone to calm down never works.”

      I threw him to the side, and marched back to the doors to the mountain-home. I swallowed the growing rage as best I could, making a point not to push anyone out of the way. I also didn’t rip the doors off their hinges. I didn’t do anything violent, despite the mounting desire. I knew it wouldn’t do any good. Instead, I calmly walked into the hospital.

      Ragnar was there, standing at the end of the bed. Skeld was in the bed, still. His eyes were closed, and his book lay open on his lap. I saw now that he was actually writing in it. His tiny pencil had fallen to the floor.

      I put a hand on Ragnar’s shoulder.

      He didn’t look at me, but he nodded.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      Ragnar shook his head. “Not your fault.”

      “I took him on that quest--“

      “He went on that quest with you. He went there because we both serve you—“

      “I shouldn’t have—“

      “Stop,” Ragnar snapped. “If you say what I know what you will, you dishonor his memory. And I know you don’t want to do that.”

      I just stood there. 

      “You never ordered us to do a damn thing,” he continued. “Every step we’ve taken since we swore our lives to you, we took because we wanted to. Skeld could have remained here, behind these walls. He could have just done, I don’t know, whatever he wanted because that was the choice you gave us. And he chose to go with you. To fight with you and for you. For this place. It is the same fucking choice I’ve made. And I know he would make it again. So don’t take that choice away from him now when he can’t make it again.”

      It was weird to hear him talk that way, but I think I understood. If I blamed myself, I took away Skeld’s agency, and there wasn’t any way for Skeld to get it back. I mean, at the same time, I wasn’t about to give up on Skeld. I knew there had to be some crazy way to get the little lutra back. Maybe it was time to go down to the land of the dead and do a little butt whoopin’ there until such time as Death understood I wasn’t to be fucked with. You know, if that was even possible here.

      Was that the right move? Should I try and bring him back? It felt wrong that I was able to be respawned, but Skeld couldn’t. But the world wasn’t fair. Either world. Any world.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Ragnar repeated.

      “I feel like I should be the one consoling you,” I said.

      “Nah,” he said, turning and looking at me through tear-filled eyes, “he knew you’d be the one who needed hand holding after this. We talked about it. He told me to look after you. Make sure you didn’t do anything stupid. I said that wasn’t possible, so he told me to try and limit the stupid.”

      “Sounds like Skeld.”

      Ragnar nodded.

      “Is there,” I started, “I mean, how do we, should we bury him?”

      “Burn him. Bury him. It’s just meat now.”

      Ragnar turned to look at the body once more. Then he pushed past me and left the hospital room.

      I stood there for I’m not sure how long. I just stared at Skeld, and tried to come up with something I should be doing. Something to make me get off my ass and actually function in the world like I was expected to. But nothing made sense to me. I was filled with confusion and rage.

      Nikolai and Bear arranged the burning of the body, and Lee took me up to my quarters through some of the lesser used stairways. According to Nikolai, it wouldn’t do for the people to see their leader somewhat catatonic over a single death when so many others had also perished in defense or support of the holding.

      I went to sleep with my armor still on. My throwing axe was still on my belt. I’m not sure when it was I finally fell asleep, but fall asleep I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      In what felt like a mere instant, I was standing on top of the mountain that rose directly above Coggeshall. Down below, I could see the walls lit up, and tiny figures walking their rounds as they stood watch. 

      “I want to extend my condolences,” Mister Paul said, stepping out of nothingness to stand next to me.

      “Fuck your condolences,” I said.

      “A response I should have expected.”

      “Could you have done anything?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “I need a little more than that.”

      “And yet, there is no more I can give you.”

      “Is there something I could have done?”

      “Not that comes to mind.”

      I didn’t look at him. I just watched the greens below.

      “In part, I couldn’t. I had just expended nearly all my available power to bring you back from beyond. And though it is against the rules, I might have to slip up and warn you to not die any time soon. I may not be able to bring you back.”

      “Then it’s because of you I can respawn?”

      “Partially.”

      “Who gets to respawn, then?”

      “Champions.”

      “Explain.”

      “That is the explanation. Champions are allowed to respawn.”

      “What are champions?”

      “People like you.”

      “Could Eona have made Skeld her champion?”

      “Perhaps, though I believe she has one already.”

      “Me?”

      “No.”

      “Can you only have one?”

      “No. I only have one.”

      “Me.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re tapped, power-wise?”

      “At the moment, yes.”

      “Which is why you couldn’t save Skeld.”

      “No. Well, partially. Power is half the deal. Maybe more like ten percent.”

      I frowned at him.

      “Right,” he said quickly, “division of blame is not important. The rules kept my godly hands bound more than the lack of power. Power meant I couldn’t do something even if I wanted.”

      “You won’t break the rules?”

      “You don’t want me to break the rules.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, that would be breaking the rules.”

      “I don’t know that I like these rules.”

      “There are very important reasons for these rules to exist, and should the time ever arise where you are given a glimpse behind the rulebook, I think you will be very glad they exist.”

      “So if I just took a header off here right now, I’d be dead and gone?”

      “No, but only because this is a dreamscape. Your corporeal form is still in your bed right now. So, you’d probably wake up, and then I’d have to wait for you to go back to sleep so we could continue this little chat.”

      “Is this an important chat?”

      “Aren’t all my chats of the highest importance?”

      “I’m having my doubts of late.”

      “You cannot let this one stumble affect you so entirely.”

      “Stumble? Someone dying is a stumble?”

      “Perhaps your head has been so far up your own ass that you haven’t noticed how many people are dying around you. Or maybe you have forgotten how many you have killed yourself. Everyday, people in this land die. It is a land of violence and savagery, and to think that you will be above it is foolish. And you are not a fool.”

      “We both know that’s not true.”

      “I admit, I thought you a fool at first. And many of your actions have continued to be foolish. And yet, you continue to astound and amaze. Not just me, but others as well.”

      “I don’t want to hear this shit. I don’t want to be, I don’t know cheered up by you.”

      “And yet, here I am.”

      “Go away.”

      “No. For one thing, I come bearing gifts.”

      “I don’t want your gifts.”

      “They aren’t my gifts, asshole. They’re gifts from others.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Show a little more gratitude.”

      “Let me grieve.”

      “Grieving is an activity for times of peace and solace, neither of which is now. As I continue to tell you, there are many figures at work. Many people here are moving against you, and for some reason you can’t seem to get it through your thick head that you need to be moving faster. Building faster. Getting Coggeshall into being as a real city. You seem to think there’s no time pressure on any of this, despite me and Eona telling you otherwise.”

      “Do you listen to what Eona and I talk about?”

      “On occasion…”

      “You fucking eavesdrop on me?”

      “You are my champion, Montana. If I just left you alone around other gods, I would be a bigger fool than you think you are.”

      “You really piss me off sometimes.”

      “I, too, am filled with self-loathing. It’s what makes us get along so well, don’t you think? Now, shall we have presents or would you prefer I blow sunshine up your ass? Given we’re in a dream, I can probably make a convincing go of it.”

      He rolled his hand around, a bit like a magician, and suddenly there was a ball of brilliant light in it. He held it out to me with a smile.

      “Shall you bend over?” he asked. “Or would you rather we move along with this?”

      “I don’t need that in my ass.”

      “Your loss,” Mister Paul said, and he tossed the bright ball over his shoulder.

      I watched as it spiraled up into the sky and became a star. Or, you know, it just disappeared in the line of a star that already existed. Either way, neat trick.

      “On to the gifts then, eh?” Mister Paul said.

      “Sure,” I replied. I didn’t care what I got. There wasn’t anything he could offer that would improve my mood.

      He passed over a rod. It was metal, about eighteen inches long, and it had a button on one end. It sort of looked like a really thin flashlight. I pushed the button, and the rod didn’t do anything. Then I let go, and the rod stayed there. In mid-air. Just, well, hanging there. Like it was stuck.

      I grabbed the rod and pulled it. Hard. Nothing. So I got both hands on the rod, planted my feet, took a deep breath, and pulled. Everything I could put into it, I put into it. Muscles bulged, veins popped out, and nothing. The rod held.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked.

      “A stick.”

      “A stick?”

      “More to the point, THE stick.”

      “It’s the stick.”

      “Aptly named, if I do say so myself,” Mister Paul said, himself. Almost calmly, he reached out and pushed the little button on the end, and The Stick dropped to the ground with a clang, bouncing on a rock. “It sticks.”

      “Oh, yeah, I got it. Just, you know, I didn’t think it would have such a stupid name.”

      “Stupid name? It’s brilliant.”

      “I’m sure it will come in very useful.”

      “You’d be surprised how The Stick could get you out of a sticky situ—“

      “Stop,” I groaned.

      “Puns are the highest art form.”

      “More like the highest fart form.”

      “Cretin.”

      “Yeah, well, intelligence isn’t my strong suit.”

      “This is about culture.”

      “You just gave me something called The Stick, and you’re talking to me about culture?”

      “I didn’t name it.”

      “Can we move on?” I asked.

      “Your wish is my command, you grace,” Mister Paul said with a low bow. “Only one additional present this time—“

      “I’m losing my audience?”

      “No, it’s more that you’re in between exciting moments. And I can’t just be dropping prezzies on you willy-nilly. That would make things too easy for you.”

      “I could take a little easy.”

      “This has been easy, Montana. You are playing this game on the setting with fluffy bunnies. There are other champions who are playing on hard mode, and they complain far less than you do.”

      “He just died.”

      “Death is a constant here. Get used to it.”

      “You’re being a dick.”

      “Because I have seen my champion go from being a last-minute quasi-joke to a legitimate contender to a man who refuses to use the tools given to him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The stone Eona gave you. How could you have been so foolish to have never used it inside the base?”

      “I, uh, what?”

      “Did she or did she not warn you there were corrupted within the walls?’

      “I think she did.”

      “She did. I was listening, remember? She’s a terrible flirt, by the way. Does that with everyone. But she gave you a stone to use to find the corrupted inside the base, and she told you that there were corrupted inside the base, and you let someone else handle the job for you!”

      “I sense some anger here.”

      “I’m glad you can sense it. I would hate to think I’m not laying it on thick enough for you to pick up. Knowing how far subtlety is from your strong suit.”

      I looked over the edge. I really thought about just diving. Even if it would just wake me up, it might be worth it to get away from the annoyance that Mister Paul was becoming. 

      “You need to understand this world better, Montana,” Mister Paul said. “You need to use the gifts you get, and you need to continue to level. Don’t whine to me about people dying when you were not even smart enough to save some of your own. Build yourself, build your community. And do it quickly. The time for idle growth is almost over. The true battles are about to begin.”

      “Battles for what?”

      “Oh, if only I could tell you.”

      ‘You can.”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “The rules.”

      “Yes.”

      “Fucking rules.”

      “Just as the rules prevent me from meddling in the game on a whim, so they prevent others, my champion. So yes, the rules may vex us. They may anger you and frustrate me, but there is a reason for them to be there, and I will never see them torn asunder on my account. Now, are you ready for your second gift?”

      “Sure, whatever.”

      He handed me a small bag. It felt like paper.Like a little brown paper bag. But there was something more to it. 

      “Is this The bag?” I asked.

      “You bastard. But no.”

      “What is it then?”

      “Some kind soul thought that you, perhaps, might have a hankering for a little food from home, considering how much dried meat you’ve had to endure here. So, they so kindly procured this method of conveyance you.”

      “A bag.”

      “Ah, but it’s what happens when you reach in the bag, isn’t it?”

      I reached into the bag, and I felt something there. Something warm and a little slick.

      Pulling it out, a beautiful fragrance came first. Cheese. Tomato sauce. Bread. 

      “Holy fuck,” I whispered, as I suddenly held a fresh square of Buddy’s pizza. Buddy’s Detroit-style pizza. With a thick, somewhat fried crust. Heavy on the cheese, sauce, crust, heavy on everything. It steamed in the night air, and I just stared at it. “Is it, I mean, how does it work?”

      “Pizza? Yeast, flour—”

      “I mean, can I just grab a slice whenever I want?”

      “Pretty much. You’ll have to see where the limits are, I suppose. But it conveys a slice of pepperoni pizza from 17125 Conant Street.”

      “Only pepperoni?”

      “Only. It is harder to offer choices. If it’s just one thing, easier to get the pizza place to just continue putting the pizza in the bag.”

      “Wait a minute, there’s some dude on the other end of this bag, on Earth, putting Pizza in it?”

      “Not exactly, no. That’s just  more a way of thinking about it.”

      “How does it work?”

      “Magic,” he said, and shot sparkling dust out of his fingers.

      I bit into it, and it tasted as good as I remembered. Crunchy crust. Gooey cheese. A bite of home. It was really something special, and whoever had sent it had probably found one of the few things that could make me feel better about being in this world. This world of death.

      “I do so love the stars here,” Mister Paul said. “Really something special.”

      “You want a slice?” I asked through a full mouth, proffering the bag his way.

      “You wouldn’t mind?” he asked, already reaching into the bag.

      He withdrew his own slice, gave it a long sniff, and then took a large bite. A smile spread across his face as he chewed. 

      “So many people think great food is made by genius chefs out of the rarest ingredients,” Mister Paul said. “But the best food is that which makes you feel better. Or so I think.”

      “Seems like a truth I could get behind,” I replied. 

      I took a big swig of Faygo Root beer, and if I closed my eyes, it was a lot like being back home. Sure, there wasn’t cigarette smoke around me, and I wasn’t dripping grease onto my paunch, and I wasn’t either drunk or hungover. But other than that, mostly like home. I passed the flask of root beer over to Mister Paul. He took it, and with a wave of his hand, caused a park-bench to appear out of the snow and rocks beneath us. He sat down, and I followed suit.

      “Thank you,” he said. “This really completes the meal.”

      I nodded, unable to talk because I was chewing.

      We ate in silence for a moment. I reached into the bag and grabbed another square, and then offered the bag to my meal-mate.

      Mister Paul hesitated a heartbeat, but he grabbed a second square for himself as well.

      “There is danger coming,” he said. “I know I keep harping on that, but it’s really all I can say.”

      “What am I supposed to do about it?” I asked.

      “As I see, there are three bits of advice I might offer within the bounds of the rules. One, you do nothing. You just keep floundering around as you’ve been doing and hope you stumble into a way out. Or through. Two, you hunker down. You make this valley so defensible everyone will bypass you. Of course, that is, until you’re all that’s left, and then they’ll come for you with everything they’ve gained along the way. And you’ll only have what’s in this valley. Three, you become the baddest motherfucker on the planet, and you—“

      “How do I even do that?”

      “Training. Leveling. Getting skills and abilities. Finding new indicium to have burned onto yourself. Unlocking all that you can be.”

      “That sounds like a load of crap. Like pedantic sunshine up my ass.”

      “Those words don’t really go together in the way I think you want them to.”

      “Okay, well—“

      “You have a good country here. The Empire has weathered a lot of storms in the past, and has the foundation to continue that way. But others see that. There are only so many protections in place to keep a horror from the throne—“

      “You think I should be Emperor?”

      “Oh gods no. That would be a disaster. You can barely govern yourself. The Empire? I’d say you’d be like Nero, but I doubt you can fiddle. Perhaps you’d be more along the lines of Bomilcar.”

      “Who?”

      “Never you mind. Governance is not your strong suit, and you know it. This holding is clearly your limit. At least for now.”

      “So what should I do then?”

      “Find a way to determine who a good emperor might be, and then get that person elected to the throne.”

      “Does it make that much of a difference?”

      “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. I can’t tell how much I can tell you, but I can tell you that there is a lot of power at stake. Several of your enemies are already getting their hands dirty, and that means you need to get into that game as well. Or not. Turtle up here. That might work out smashingly.”

      “You don’t say that with much confidence.”

      “Oh, am I foolishly forgetting to be subtle so you can miss all the important stuff?”

      “I suppose you are, yes.”

      “Good.”

      He popped the last bite of pizza into his mouth, took a long pull from the flask, and then tossed it over to me. 

      “Thank you for the pizza. It was delicious,” he said. “And the company wasn’t bad either. Now, get your butt to work.”

      He stepped through the fabric of reality, and disappeared. It took longer than it should have for me to realize that I wasn’t sleeping. Then I stared at the rock and snow below me, and I leaned forward, thinking about jumping. Thinking I might put Mister Paul’s claim about not having the juice to respawn me to the test. 

      “It’s true,” Mister Paul said. “I’d prefer if you didn’t test me.”

      “So I’m not sleeping am I?” I asked, not bothering to look at him. I stared, instead at the ground, and I contemplated things.

      “I thought you figured that out already.”

      “Just confirming.”

      ‘You are not.”

      “So you lied to me.”

      “Sure, but I also didn’t want you to do a header off the mountain. A little lie for your safety.”

      “Where are you?” I asked, looking around. Nothing was around, except the mountain and the bench. Seemed like the bench might be staying. “And can you hear my thoughts?”

      “I’m nearby. And not really. You’re just not the best at hiding them. Are you going to climb down?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “You could probably phone a friend.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, speaking of phone, that’s mine. Got to go.”

      “You’ve got a phone?”

      No answer. Just the slight whistling of the wind picking up. Looking out to the west, I could see big clouds on the horizon, glowing in the light of the four moons. I tied my pizza bag to my belt, and I started climbing down carefully. Annoyed, but also a bit happy how dumb it was to have a bench on top of a mountain.
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      When I got back, I threw myself into the road project. It was the only thing I could think to do, because, as usual, I had no desire to think, or to be alone with myself. I filled every minute of every day with something, and I tried to let go of the rage that was bubbling just beneath the surface.

      To be honest, the pizza helped, and I had my suspicions that it might have had a dual purpose in that regard. That Mister Paul might have done something to the pizza to improve my mood. I just accepted it. For now. So every morning, I worked on the road and civic improvements. My afternoons were for training. And nights, nights I went hunting.

      The goblins were around. We knew that. They had patrols going around during the night, watching us. That’s what Ragnar had been working on while I’d been making my way back with Fritz. He and the nascent ranger corp were spending their nights hunting down goblin bands and their days setting up traps for said goblins. The first night I went out, I followed Amber the kitsune. The other rangers were given squads of soldiers, but I insisted I was equal to a squad or more. It took us two hours of hiking through the trees to the north before Amber waved me down to wait. She’d found something.

      A band had come through. Ten to twenty night goblins. It was tough getting an accurate count because they were sneaky little fucks, and they had the habit of purposefully disguising their numbers. But they were also a bit stupid, which meant if you saw a lot of goblin prints, it was likely a small band. A few meant it was a large war-band. I had to admit, I was impressed at their discipline, keeping a bunch of goblins so close in line couldn’t be easy. 

      We followed the trail until we got close enough to smell burning meat. Which was, ostensibly, their attempt at cooking the local game. They brought new meaning to the culinary term blackened. I can’t imagine it tasted good.

      Once we had visual confirmation of the goblins, it was Amber’s turn to stand back. My turn to work.

      I took the greenskins’ bane from my back, limbered up ever so much in my black leather armor (light armor for sneaky-sneak purposes), and then I waded in. My sword cut left and then right. It was a rare moment of catharsis when I could actually let my rage out.

      And rage I did. I was not a nice man to those goblins. I mean, I didn’t desecrate their corpses, much, but I spared no one. They all fell under my blade. 

      Then it was rinse, quite literally because I always needed a shower after the carnage, and repeat the next night. I lost count of the goblins I killed, and everything sort of blurred together because I wasn’t really sleeping either. But dealing death was the only thing that really made me feel anything. Fucked up as that sounds.

      It almost made it worse that I was being rewarded for my actions.
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        * * *

      

      Through hard work and extra-judicious use of violence and terror, you have unlocked an additional aspect of your indicium SLAYER: GOBLINBANE. Congratulations on the slaughter. Goblins of all stripe fear you, and whisper your name in the dark. You gain additional XP for killing goblins, you do bonus visceral damage to goblins, greater chance for dismemberment and brutality when killing goblins.
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        * * *

      

      I gained three levels in Stealth, and plenty of XP. Enough so that I was a little surprised I didn’t level, and I started to wonder if there was a hidden penalty of some form I’d missed after dying. Maybe I lost my XP? Did I need to work back up from zero? That’d be a pretty giant pain in the ass.

      Still, the more important work was happening in daylight hours. 

      The first step in the process of the building a road was entertaining as hell. We had to map out the valley, which meant strapping cartographers to Fritz, and then flying around. There’s nothing quite so amusing, to me at least, as dwarves screaming bloody murder for an hour while the cold air whips through your hair. And after a few days of careful flight, we had some excellent information about Coggeshall Valley. 

      The night goblins knew we were flying about. And so one of the first things we learned was that they had siege weapons. That didn’t have great aim. Any time we got near their caverns, rocks would start sailing in our direction. The first time it happened it, was a little startling, but then it just became something else we’d have to watch out for.

      Second, the valley was oddly circular. Like nearly perfect. Once we had measurements going, it became even clearer how perfect a circle it actually was. Lee took a few flights up with Fritz and me — side note: I had to take all the flights because Fritz was being a bit of an asshole and wouldn’t fly anyone without me present — and Lee’s working hypothesis at the time was that we were in a crater. It made sense. Especially with the big rock still sitting in the middle of the valley. A team of miners and a geologist were itching to go out and sample the central rock, but there were too many confusing elements in place to allow something like that to happen. I needed to know they’d be safe. Lee thought the two caves, the large one in the east that seemed mostly full of water and the massive gaping hole in the world to the west, had been connected prior to the cratering. And that one cave had a river running through it. When the crater formed, both halves of the river started dumping into the remaining hole. Hence two rivers coming in.  

      Third, the best path for the road would not be to bisect the circle with a straight line. Instead, it would be better to do more of a curve around. Not only was there a big weird rock smack dab in the middle, there was also the large lake that cupped around the big weird rock. Fortunately, it didn’t look like we’d need to build any bridges as the only water we’d be crossing the entire trip would be at the very end, where we’d be building our fortress.

      It took a full week before we had the mapping together, and another few days while the cartographers, who weren’t Choice cartographers but just those who had an interest in mapmaking, gathered their notes together, and pored over their maps made from the magic map I’d gotten from Léon Glaton, the Viceroy of Osterstadt. Finally, they got a huge map together, spread over a large table in a specially made room right off of Nikolai’s office. There was something neat about just needing to dig into rock to make new buildings or rooms appear. Since we had magic on our side, all it took was dwarven architects and miners working with our geomancer Essie. She did the heavy lifting getting the stone cut. And then it was just a matter of pulling the rock out and doing a little finishing work. So in just a few hours, we had a massive room with an eight-foot square map table that showed our valley in reasonable detail.

      The council, as it were, stood around it, all of us looking down at the red string Lee was using to mark out where he wanted the road to go. It was at odds with the proposed road by the dwarven chief, Harmut, who wanted to have a floating bridge across the lake, skirting on the eastern side of the big rock. Which we were also in the midst of arguing over naming. The dwarves were proposing calling it the Eye of Eirsíða, who was evidently the god of dwarves, but that seemed speciest to the others. Oddly enough, the dwarves seemed to find nothing wrong with also proposing digging out the eye of their god. 

      I was already getting tired of all the talking, and even though I was doing my best to quash the irritation and frustration welling up inside me, it wasn’t helping. Not when when so many people were arguing and being silly. The arguments were just so stupid. Childish. When I could step away, I could see where they were coming from. It was a big project, and everyone wanted to have their input in it. And be heard. Valued. But the bickering. The quibbling.

      “Okay,” I said, and when I looked around at the council, I realized I may have spoken a little louder than I’d intended. Whatever. “Building a floating bridge is foolish.”

      “That’s true, my lord,” the dwarf chief said. “But it would allow easy access for fishing in the lake.”

      I hesitated. He almost had me.

      “You know I like fishing,” I said.

      “I do.”

      “But as much as I like fishing, I don’t think it’s a wise choice. The amount of upkeep is going to be insane. Especially with winter snows looking to be high.”

      “I know, just. I wanted the challenge.”

      “There’s plenty of challenges left to conquer. Like building a fortress on the other end of the valley. That’s going to be where you’re tested, my man.”

      The dwarf laughed. “Building a fortress in a lake.”

      “Gotta get the whole thing secured,” I said. “But the road is going around the western side of the big rock. Skeld Rock.”

      Ragnar smiled at me, and nodded. 

      “Skeld Rock,” Ragnar said.

      “Working name,” I said. “Maybe something a little more grandiose than rock. And maybe we should find out what the stuff actually is. I’d hate to name it after him and the rock wind up being, like, holy poop or something.”

      “I’ve been considering the construction aspect,” Lee said, leaning on the table. “I believe we need to think of it in three stages. One, preparing the path. Clearing trees, digging out a foundation. Second, laying the stones. Third, material delivery. Making sure the stones are getting where we need them when we need them.”

      “Prinkies,” Nikolai said. “Perfect to march stones out there.”

      “Each of the blocks weighs close to five hundred pounds,” Lee said. “Can a single prinky handle that?”

      “We can test it,” I said.

      I summoned up ten prinkies, and the cute little furry magical creatures came into being and stood at attention. For a second at least, and then their attention began to wander.

      “Ragnar,” I said, “go direct these guys to a stone. Bring it back.”

      Ragnar nodded. “Follow me you furry little jerks!” he yelled, and sprinted off.

      “He means you,” I told the prinkies. 

      They waited a heartbeat, and then tore off after the otter.

      “I’ll take job one,” I said. “Clearing and digging. Me and a few prinkies. Maybe some kobolds. We’ll get everything ready. Fritz will be the best thing for three, stone delivery. You guys build some pallets and rig up a system he can grab with his claws. He’ll be able to drop off the stones faster than we can build. And speaking of building, you guys can deal with that.”

      Everyone just sort of looked at me, as if they couldn’t quite believe I’d said all that. 

      “Okay then,” I continued. “I’ve got work to do. I’m leaving now.”

      “You aren’t waiting for the prinkies?” Nikolai asked. “What if—“

      “Nah, that was mainly to mess with Ragnar. And you. Fritz is the best way to handle material delivery.”

      I gave one more look around the room. Then I nodded, and walked out. I was done with groupthink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent a few hours getting a small team together. Amber and Bear as my rangers, Baltu as my kobold wrangler, ten kobolds, and then Ragnar and Tarryn as might. Plus a young dwarven woman named Maja who would be in charge of the map. And making sure we didn’t stray too far off course.

      We started off a little after noon. Which actually meant I stepped through the gate and had my shovel out. The Empire had a standard width for a road: wide enough for two wagons to pass by each other with a horse in between. We’d made our gates to match that size, and Maja had a long guide that we could lay across the ground and get an accurate measurement whenever we needed it. She walked off a ways, and then stood there with her stick on the ground. 

      “Dig to me!” she called out. 

      So I did.

      I acted as the main digging machine, with a horde of prinkies doing things like hauling loose dirt to the side and getting rocks out of the foundation layer. The ten kobolds did finishing work on the digging, making sure the sides were mostly straight and whatnot.

      And the game was on. In a way it was beautiful. The work was simple. Exhausting, sure, a bit banal, definitely. But it absorbed me, and my brain just drifted away for a spell.

      Every morning, we would walk the path we’d be digging that day. I would cut down the various trees in the way, after which I would send a horde of prinkies to get the stumps out. We’d move the larger rocks to the side, and then the dig would commence. At the end of the day, Amber, Ragnar, and Bear would have a fire going, food would be nearly ready, and I would collapse into my bedroll. The kobolds would talk in their chittery way, telling stories and legends until Baltu told them to all shut up and go to sleep. It was a bit like being on a long-term sleepover. Then, at some point, I would wake up in the middle of the night buried under a pile of prinkies, and I would throw them all as far  away from me as I could, only occasionally hitting a tree and cringing at the glitteriffic explosion. 

      Day after day. No matter the weather, because the weather didn’t really matter. It wasn’t important if it was raining, it just meant I was digging out mud instead of dirt. And I didn’t really care how far we got, because that wasn’t my job. My job was digging. Moving. I gave up on everything else because I didn’t want to deal with it. 

      And it seemed like the game world picked up on that.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cool Beans, you’ve leveled the skill Digging. Move dirt with ease. And skill. Sort of.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Lumberjacking. Now you can swing sharp objects and cut down trees!
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        * * *

      

      Boom! Through hard work, you’ve managed to gain one ability point in Constitution.

      

      There was a rugged beauty to the valley, and on the rare occasions when I looked up from my work, I felt a few twinges of guilt that I was going into this primal wilderness and, in a sense, ruining it. I was paving over this pristine chunk of nature. I mean, I wasn’t actually paving, but you get the idea. That was, until we found the first of the ruins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      On the tail end of the second week, we’d gotten beyond Skeld Rock. Which, in my mind at least, was our half-way marker, making me think we’d make the end of the road in another week and a half. Which I was thankful for, because we were now dealing with freezing temperatures at night.

      We got to a stand of younger trees packed ridiculously tightly together. Naturally, the trees were exactly where Maja wanted the road to go, so I’d have to to spend my morning chopping down a fuck-ton of trees. It was almost easier to cut down one big tree, because once the tree fell over, that was most of the work done. The little trees had their branches all tangled up in each other, which meant lots of pulling and tugging, and invariably the branches would choose just the right time to release, and come swinging back to hit me in the fucking face. It was annoying.

      Baltu and the other kobolds were squaring up some of the road from the day before while Ragnar and Tarryn dealt with food delivery. Fritz had been flying all over the valley carrying all sorts of things. He had already leapfrogged us, and we would come across huge piles of stone bricks, gravel, and sand in clearings. It felt like he’d probably gotten everything done already. Now he was focused more on delivering food and whatnot to us. I had the feeling, if I’d asked, he’d probably have been willing to ferry us back and forth every day. But that seemed not just like a big ask, but also not especially useful for us. His efforts were better spent elsewhere. Turns out, after speaking to Bear and a few other people, that Fritz was an Alpine Roc.

      

      Fritz

      Alpine Roc

      Monster

      Lvl 28

      HP: Very High

      MP: Very low

      Known Strengths: High strength. Natural magics increasing lift and flight abilities.

      Known Weaknesses: None

      Threat Level: Scarletite
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        * * *

      

      Which meant he was not only a big motherfucker, but also a badass motherfucker to boot. His kind were more than capable of carrying off mammoths and even giants. Which also brought about the unpleasant reality that giants existed. He could reliably carry in the neighborhood of ten tons. At least, that’s the max we’d tried on him, and he didn’t seem to have any problem with it. 

      But by that point, he was bringing fresh food in for us on a daily basis. Amber would supplement the food with foraging and Tarryn would sit around reading books and occasionally doing spells to either amaze or irritate the kobolds. Pretty even chance on what it was.

      I was ripping the trees and brush out, sending my horde of prinkies in front of me to pull out as much of the vegetation as they could. I turned my attention to a tenacious vine and grabbed it. Then it turned around and bit me.

      “The fuck is this?” I shouted as the huge fangs pierced my arm from either side, fairly dripping with venom.

      Big bulbous bug eyes on either side of the hard carapace shell looked at me with insect indifference. A giant centipede was trying to make me his meal.

      I wasn’t about to have that.

      So I stomped on one end of him and pulled up with my arms.

      He snapped in half.

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Greater Alpine Centipede (lvl 8 Greater Insect).

      You’ve earned 100 xp! What a mighty hero you are.

      

      Unfortunately, killing one seemed to release some sort of pheromone or what-have-you into the air, because what was a singular surprise centipede soon became a horde of the hundred-legged assholes, all rushing toward me with pinchers clacking and screaming a shrill shriek that made me want to crawl down a hole just to get away from it.

      Luckily the centipedes did make a minor error: they’d chosen to fuck with me on a day when I was feeling particularly ornery. I was just looking forward to killing anything. Which, in retrospect is enormously fucked up, but I blame the nature of Vuldranni for that. Killing was such a major aspect of life there. I suppose that’s just a truth whenever you’re somewhere in the middle of the food chain. 

      The first centipede to charge got a boot to the head, which I used as my plant foot, and kicked the second like I was going for the game-winning field goal. I would’ve gotten the three points. That fucker sailed high and straight.

      By the time the third through eighth centipedes got to me, and number three was right about to bite me, I had my axe out.

      I cut once to the left, once to the right. Outside of shearing off about two hundred legs, it didn’t seem to do much. The axe just didn’t have the bite to get through their chitinous armor. So I threw it, and grabbed a tree.

      Not a huge tree, just something about four inches around, and maybe twenty feet long.

      I used it like I was pounding in posts. Vertical hits, up and down. The centipedes were basic swarm attackers, unable to use much in the way of tactics. So I turned myself into a power-hammer, squishing arthropods in 4/4 time. Unable to help myself, I started to sing Stayin’ Alive under my breath. Just to keep my rhythm, you know.

      We must have stumbled into a nest, because those things kept streaming out in massive numbers. They swarmed around me, going after the others in the party. The kobolds, perhaps as is their nature, took one look at the centipedes, and ran. One did throw his shovel before running, but he also ran. I didn’t blame them. They were workers for this party, not fighters.

      “Stand and die, prinkies!” I shouted. 

      It was an order they seemed just as happy to follow as any other, gleefully getting in the way of the centipedes and accepting the fatal blows with showers of glitter. Interestingly, that seemed to bother the centipedes nearly as much as me killing them. The first few that bit into the prinkies got glitter all over their carapace, and were really confused. And, from a guess, blinded by all the glitter. The other centipedes started to avoid the prinkies, which then just sent the prinkies into a frenzy as they tried to complete their order, chasing down the centipedes and forcing their furry selves into the mandibles of the giant bugs. In another time, when I didn’t have multiple mandibles lodged in my thighs, I probably would have found it hilarious. 

      An arrow flew right by face and slammed into the eye of a centipede I’d lost track of, splashing its brain and eye juice all over my face. Another arrow zoomed by. Again and again, arrows drove the centipedes back.

      Then hell took over, and flames came up everywhere. I jumped back, the heat overwhelming me. My skin felt like it was about to blacken and blister. I fell to the ground and started rolling, on instinct.

      After two rolls, I stood up and got a warhammer out of my bag, ready to fight some more.

      There really wasn’t much need, though.

      Tarryn stood in front of me, one arm outstretched to the centipedes, the other reaching to the sky. Flames poured out of his outstretched arm, and when he brought his skyward arm down, the metaphorical arcane hammer came with it. A ball of purple energy slammed into the middle of the inferno with a heavy whump, knocking everyone off their feet. 

      I popped back up, looking around.

      There was a single centipede still up, moving toward the prone form of Baltu.

      I whipped my warhammer at it, and I maybe relished the whistle of the air as the warhammer zipped along, before it pulped the creature’s head.

      “Interesting morning,” I said.

      I walked over to the edge of the burning woods. Or, at least, what had been burning woods. The purple energy bomb had done a thorough job of putting out the fire, so now it was mostly smoldering. I used my infinite root beer flask to squelch anything that looked close to reigniting.

      Past the blackened trees and whatnot I found a hole. Initially I thought it was another result of Tarryn’s energy bomb. But upon closer inspection, I noticed two things. One, we’d clearly stumbled on a nest of giant centipedes. Two, there was something at the bottom of the hole that looked suspiciously like a carved floor.

      “Tarryn,” I called back, not taking my eyes off the carvings. 

      “Don’t suppose it can wait a minute while I throw up?” he asked.

      “You overused your juice again?” 

      “Maybe.”

      “Wretch, then come.”

      “Yes, your grace,” he said, but I heard a smile in his voice. 

      There were still a few centipedes in the midst of their death throes, so I grabbed a spear from my knapsack and did a bit of stabbing while I climbed down into the hole. 

      “Baltu!” I shouted out of the hole. “Can we eat these things?”

      “Can, yes,” Baltu replied. “Want to? Not so sure.”

      “Oh well.”

      Tarryn appeared at the top of the hole and looked down.

      “What am I looking for, my lord?”

      “This stuff,” I said. “Something is carved into the rock here.”

      “Carvings?”

      I started throwing corpses up and out of the pit, and Tarryn did his best avoiding the gross stuff. The blood and guts from the arthropods were pooling up and goo-ifying over the stuff I was trying to look at. As soon as the biggest corpses were out, I got on my knees and tried to scrape the carvings clear. Which, you know, went about as well as trying to get jam off of a toddler’s hands while he was playing with jam. It was disgusting, in so many new and fantastic ways I’d never dreamed of. And this was just my day-to-day life now.

      “Might I suggest backing up, my lord,” Tarryn called out from above.

      “You have a way to clean this up?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      The manner of speaking was incineration. He just poured fire out of his hands, burning the shit out of everything in the pit until the rocks in the dirt around the hole were a bright glowing orange. Interestingly, the carved bits that made up the floor weren’t glowing. 

      “Interesting,” Baltu said, coming to stand next to me. He was leaning on a walking stick, and the wisps of his white fur blew gently in the hot air coming off the hole.

      “It is,” Tarryn replied. “What material is so resistant to heat?” 

      “Some metals maybe?” I asked. 

      “It’s possible. But I believe we see native iron ore in there, and that’s close to melting. That spell is too much for most forges to handle, so I’m not sure what exactly that material might be.”

      “Looks like sandstone,” Baltu said. 

      “Can’t be,” Tarryn replied. “There is no way that’s sandstone. 

      “Not saying it is. Just looks like it.”

      It was a lighter tan color that seemed out of place in the valley. None of the rock that I’d seen around looked like it.

      “Any chance you can cool it down?” I asked Tarryn.

      “Of course, but do you really think—“

      “You out of mana?”

      “No, but—“

      “Then let’s not waste more time standing around here with our dicks in our hands.”

      “I wasn’t aware that was part of the plan,” Amber said. I’m not admitting I blushed, but, you know.

      “I just want to find out what’s there. What it means.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Ragnar asked. “Who knows what it is?”

      “I’m not sure the wisdom of it, but I also don’t like having unknown things in our backyard. Or is this our front yard? I don’t want something mysterious in the valley. That’s just asking for the thing to be some horrible curse that’ll strike at the least convenient time.”

      “When’s the convenient time for a curse?” Amber asked.

      “April 25.”

      “What?”

      “It’s the perfect date. Not too hot, not too cold.”

      “The what?”

      “Never mind. Cool that hole off, I’m going in.”

      Tarryn rolled his eyes with the practiced ease of a Tik Tok queen, but conjured up a cool breeze that cycled through the hole in the ground. The glowing rocks cracked as they cooled, and I jumped inside.

      It was still an unsettling level of warm, but nothing like what it had been. I knelt down and touched the newly cleansed stone. 

      

      ALERT! You have discovered a MYSTERY of the holding. Uncover the mystery or suffer the consequences .

      

      “Well fuck,” I said. Why didn’t it spell out the consequences? That was just a dick move. But it was certainly clear what it wanted me to do…

      “Cursed?” Ragnar called down.

      “You see the notification?”

      “Yeah, I always check my notifications. Hint, hint.”

      “Not the time.”

      “Never the time with you.”

      “Then you know we need to figure this out.”

      Ragnar sighed, and shook his head before walking away from the hole.

      I noticed Amber watching him go. Tarryn just stared at the stone.

      “Catch me,” Tarryn said. Without wait for a response, he jumped.

      I did catch him, but I seriously considered just letting him drop to the ground. It was weird how light and wiry the man was. His voluminous robes did a good job of hiding his body.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Magic takes a toll,” he said, his eyes locked on the carvings.

      “Should I get the workers back to, uh, work?” Baltu asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Get Ragnar to watch over. Amber you stick by here and make sure we aren’t ambushed by anything and, uh, shit. Where’s Maja?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Turns out Maja has a thing with bugs. With all creepy-crawlies, really. She hated them intensely. So when the centipedes emerged from their den, she’d taken off sprinting. Amber eventually found her huddled in a bush about a mile and a half back down the road. 

      Baltu got the kobolds back to work, while I herded the remaining prinkies back into their horde. We had a ton of the little furry helpers. Probably a literal ton. My mana pool was pretty decent, at least according to Tarryn, and I was summoning every single little fucker I could. That meant there was a veritable army of them at the ready. All of whom were digging, with varying degrees of success. It meant we were going fast, but there were definitely moments where we got a bit off course. I went back to work as well, leaving Amber and Tarryn in the pit for the moment, while I helped push the group through a particularly rocky bit of terrain. But as soon as we were back to the soft earth, the prinkies led the charge, and I hopped back down into the hole.

      “What’ve you figured out?” I asked.

      Tarryn just shook his head. 

      Amber, who sat above us on the ledge of the hole, offered: “There’s not really any other life around here. And those centipedes aren’t exactly endemic to the area.”

      “Further confirmation it’s something weird as fuck,” I said.

      “I just so love it when you clarify what I’m struggling to say.”

      I winked at her, and she actually smiled a bit, then looked away. Blushing.

      Interesting.

      I put my hand on the carved stone, and I used one of my abilities, Detect Metals and Minerals. 

      “It’s hollow on the other side of this,” I said.

      Tarryn looked over at me, surprised. 

      “Just a little clever application of an ability,” I said. “And I can also tell you that this is a just the tip of something big.”

      “How big? Tarryn asked.

      “I can sense out to five hundred feet, and it goes past that in every dimension. Except, you know, up. Where we are.”

      He whistled, low and long. “That is big.”

      “Yeah, but what the hell is it?”

      “I’ve been keeping from casting too much at it, just in case there’s something on the stone. Magic barrier or something.”

      “Seems smart.”

      “But I can’t make heads nor tails of this carving or anything.”

      “Means it’s not something from the Mountain Kings, eh?”

      “No, not likely.”

      “Is there, I mean, can we hire some academic to come look at it? I mean, how are these things handled?”

      “Honestly?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’d backfill this with dirt and rock and forget you saw it. Ruins are ruins for a reason.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve heard in a while. And I talk to myself a lot.”

      “You wanted to know what people normally do with this stuff. That’s what people do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because something happened to whatever built this place, and it clearly wasn’t good because then either they’d be here or we’d know about them. But we don’t. We thought this was virgin territory, right—“

      “Sure, but don’t you want to know what happened to them so it doesn’t happen to us?”

      “Okay, that makes enough sense that maybe you are onto something.”

      “So what do we do?” Amber asked from up on the edge of the pit.

      I pulled a hammer out of the bag.

      “Bust in,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Easier said than done.

      I beat the shit out of that stone, and nothing.

      Not a chip. Though the hammer withstood the punishment fine, so perhaps that didn’t exactly demonstrate much. It was as hard as steel apparently.

      “Either of you have a diamond?” I asked.

      Amber shook her head. Tarryn just glared at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Tarryn said.

      “I thought a diamond might scratch it.”

      “I know why you asked, but I don’t know why you bothered asking.”

      “I don’t know what Mancers keep on them. I’m sure it’s a lot of weird shit.”

      “I’m more bothered you didn’t bother looking in that bottomless bag of yours.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      Tarryn was almost as big a prick as Nikolai when he thought of something I hadn’t.

      I took the bag off my hip, and set it on the ground in front of me. Which was really just a stalling technique while I thought of the various things I’d stored inside. 

      The first thing that popped in my head was the Eternal Xiphos of Sharpness. It said it would cut anything, though there would be some damage to the blade. I wasn’t even sure the blade would withstand more than a single cut, and I didn’t think a single cut would give us an idea of what was inside.

      But what was the point of having magic items if not to use them?

      So I pulled out the sword.

      “Might want to stand back,” I said.

      Tarryn shrugged, but he moved to the edge of the wall.

      I took a second to think about the cut I was about to make, and I decided the best idea would be to try and cut a circle. Ideally big enough for me, but I’d also settle for something big enough to get a good look inside.

      With a bit of a flourish, and an audible scoff from Tarryn, I swung at the stone in a wide arc. The blade bit into the stone, and I spun around continuing the cut in a circle all around me.

      There was a brief moment as I acted like the coyote before the stone fell into the hole, with me on top of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      A tremendous amount of wind blew around me as I fell. Everywhere I looked, I saw colorful particles floating about in the air. Something magical was happening. My stone disc hit the ground and broke into a thousand tiny pieces. Almost to dust, which was not at all what I was expecting considering how hard the stone had been just seconds before. Hitting the ground also had a rather unpleasant effect on me — my legs dislocated from either hip, and my lower leg bones punched right through my knees to say hello to the world.

      I collapsed in overwhelming pain, and, you know, not having legs that worked. Which meant that even if I wasn’t in a tremendous amount of agony, I’d have fallen over. But as soon as it happened, my regeneration kicked in, things got pulled back into place, and my flesh knit together. Which was both disgusting and fantastically painful.

      “You okay down there?” Tarryn yelled into the hole.

      Far above, I could see his head silhouetted against the bright sky above.

      “Alive,” I shouted back.

      “You missed the light show,” he said.

      “What kind of lights?”

      “Colorful. Shot up into the sky, maybe five hundred feet or so. Really pretty, but I’m even more sure now that we should have buried this and forgotten it.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine!” I lied. The damage was already done — it wasn’t like complaining about what we should have done was going to reduce the pickle we were in.

      Slowly, I got to my feet and checked the function of my legs. Good as new.

      I looked around. I was in a shaft, not quite vertical, but pretty damn close. There were carvings on two of the walls, kind of like pictograms. They were at an odd angle to look at from the floor. Speaking of the floor, it was made of large bricks of stone. And there were two things that looked like they might have held torches or lanterns at one point. Lastly, there was a door. Going down.

      “Oh,” I said to no one in particular.  “That way is up.”

      I wasn’t in a mine shaft or a hole. Rather, it was a hallway, or a tunnel, just turned ninety degrees.

      “Uh, Tarryn?” I called up.

      No response. 

      A moment later, a head appeared in the hole above.

      “Trying to find rope,” Tarryn said.

      “Pretty sure it’s down here with me,” I replied.

      “Well that’s fucking useful, isn’t it?”

      “Just a second,” I called back.

      I got a long coil of rope out of the bag, and then a spear. I tied the rope to the spear, moved around until I felt like I had a good angle, and then threw the spear as hard as I could.

      The angle was just a little off — I blame the rope weighing down the spear in an odd manner — so the spear went through the hole only tagging the edge a tiny bit and maybe coming closer to Tarryn than I’d intended.

      “Fuck, Montana,” Tarryn shouted, “warn a guy before you do something like that.”

      The spear didn’t clatter down though. It landed sideways across the hole.

      I gave it a test.

      The spear started to bend immediately.

      “It’s creaking!” Tarryn said.

      “I’m tying something on to the end,” I replied, “pull it up!”

      “I’m ready when you are.”

      I tied the Stick onto the rope, and gave it a quick tug.

      Tarryn started pulling, and the Stick disappeared up above.

      “What the fuck is this?” Tarryn called down.

      “The Stick,” I said.

      “A stick?”

      “The stick.”

      “Still have no idea—“

      “Just push the button.”

      “There’s a— oh. Oh! Stays in place!”

      “You got it.”

      He dropped the other end of the rope down, and I gave it a tug.

      It held.

      I started to climb.

      Just off the ground, two feet hit my face, and knocked me on my ass off the rope.

      Tarryn fell on top of me.

      “We need to work on communication,” I said.

      “That might be a good idea,” he replied, massaging his feet.

      He got to his knees, did a little gesture with his hands, and eight globes of light grew out of the air. They spread out evenly around us. Tarryn then reached for the door. There was a handle to it, a big stone sort one. 

      With a twist of the big handle, the door opened and fell inward.

      Because Tarryn isn’t an idiot, he wasn’t standing on the door at the time.

      He bent over, and peeked through.

      “Looks like there’s a change in angle.”

      “Change of what angle?”

      Tarryn reached into a pouch at his side and grabbed a piece of chalk. He drew on the wall. Which, I suppose, was at one point, the floor. 

      “This is where we are,” he said, pointing at the end of a long vertical line. “It used to be like this,” he drew a horizontal line. “At least, that’s my theory. On the other side of the door, there’s a small landing, and then the pathway goes up. Like this:” he drew a line at an angle. 

      “Ah,” I said.

      “So I think this was the ground floor,” he said. “And the path goes up. Or it used to go up and now kind of goes down.”

      “Do we go farther in?”

      “That’s up to you.”

      “I mean, curiosity. I want to know.”

      “Then on we go.”

      “Do we, I mean, does Amber know what’s going on?”

      “Of course.”

      “Well then, I think we’ve got a moral imperative to continue our exploration.”

      “Besides,” Tarryn said, “if this place was cursed, we already set that shit free.”

      “I’m hoping we found a treasury.”

      “Keep hoping.”

      I pushed past him and lowered myself into the next chamber. Just as Tarryn predicted, it was a landing before the angle of the hallways changed. For us, it’d be roughly downward, like that of a slide. Not like an action movie slide, though. More like a relaxed playground slide. Something where it was possible to control the speed of your descent.

      The stone work in the new chamber was cleaner than on the outside. Like this was where the good workers plied their trade. The joints between the bricks were seamless, and the carvings were smooth. Everything in the place we’d seen so far seemed to have avoided any effects of the ravages of time. No dust on the horizontal surfaces. No spiderwebs in the corners. No sign of life whatsoever. Or death, even. Just the physical structure. The air was stale, but didn’t really have an odor of any kind. It was just sort of, you know, air.

       I braced myself on the ramp down, and Tarryn dropped the rest of the rope.

      “Oh,” I said, “that’s a pretty good idea.”

      “Yeah, figured we might want to have a means of getting out of here as we progress deeper through a magical hole into the fucking ground.”

      “You have a problem with holes?”

      “No. I just prefer warm fleshy ones in clean bedrooms.”

      “Okay, ew.”

      He shook his head at me. “You bathe in blood and ichor, and that makes you say ew?”

      “I say ew at blood and ichor as well.”

      “Can we just not say ew?”

      “Ew.”

      “As you will it, your grace.”

      Tarryn slid down the rope, and I helped him get situated on the ramp. 

      I grabbed another coil of rope from my Unfillable Knapsack.

      “Maybe we only go as deep as we have rope,” I said.

      “I thought that was already implied.”

      “Yeah. Well. Okay.”

      I tied the two ropes together, and we continued down. We held onto the rope and moved down controlled and slow-like. About fifty feet along, the hallway split nearly perfectly in two down the middle. Half the hall continued in the same direction, while the other half changed direction. If we went down on that tunnel, we’d be sliding on the ceiling of the new tunnel. 

      “Which way?” Tarryn asked.

      I looked from one tunnel to the other, trying to ascertain a difference between the two. Tarryn sent the light orbs down each tunnel. They resumed full size not too far from where we were, and I had to wonder why bother? Why not have the tunnel divergence happen lower down, at the point where the landing had been? Why here?

      “I think,” Tarryn said, “and this is all a bit wonky because everything seems to have be canted over, the ceiling tunnel, for lack of a better word, would be going down deeper into the structure if it were still upright.”

      “Makes sense. So we have to wonder if the people who built this thing thought putting things up high is better than down low.”

      “All depends on what this structure is supposed to be. Temple? Maybe higher is better. To reach the gods, you know?”

      “It doesn’t seem like a temple,” I said. “There’s not enough space for worship. Or worshippers. And this,” I pointed to the rather precarious junction, “this is not a space built for lots of people to walk around. Or on. This is, I mean, was, I think, meant for either very few people or very few trips.”

      “Or both.”

      “Or both. Right. I think this place might be a burial chamber. Like it was a massive structure and, I mean, I don’t know why they built it like this, though. Maybe there was something in their belief system about the world turning or something?”

      “Maybe. Does this theory tell you which way we should go?”

      “Up. I think. That’d be where they put the body. Place of honor.”

      “And by up you mean down, but that way.”

      “Right. By up I mean down. This place.”

      He smiled at me, and nodded.

      We continued in the direction we were headed, going up. Except it was down. The direction formerly known as up, back when the temple or burial structure or whatever would have been right side up. But now up was known as down.

      We had a long stretch of just sort of sliding and keeping one hand on the rope. We had to stop midway to tie another coil of rope on, and I wished I’d had the forethought to keep a running inventory of shit in the bag because I had no idea how many more coils of rope I had. Or what other climbing gear might be in the bag. Maybe we could tie all the clothes that no longer fit me into a pseudo-rope to get us down a little farther. You know, should the need arise.

      After five or so minutes of careful movement, we came to another of the weird junctions. Half the walkway just sort of faded away into another tunnel. This one was straight down, just like the initial entrance tunnel had been, which meant, had the structure been correctly oriented, it would have had a horizontal tunnel. A regular hallway. At the end of it, about two hundred or so feet, was a carved stone door, a whole lot like the door that had led us into the place initially.

      “Okay,” Tarryn said, halting at the junction, “given your working theory, what’s this place?”

      “Where they buried the top dude’s slaves? Or his wife? Or put his treasure?”

      “Could be him.”

      “Or her.”

      “True.”

      “But I don’t think so. Probably the guard. That’d make sense. The honor guard for the dead would be here, ready to intercept anyone who dared disturb the big cheese. No?”

      “I’d buy that. Are we going down this hallway then?”

      “I think we go to the top one. We go to the end of this main hallway, see where it leads.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      “I accept constructive criticism.”

      “I mean, you don’t really. You listen to it, but it’s really rare you actually accept it.”

      “I accept it—“

      “”See, you’re doing it right now.”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You know Tarryn, I think you need to have a snack. You’re hangry.”

      “I don’t even know what that means.”

      I didn’t feel like explaining such a basic concept, so I just slid on down the hallway, continuing deeper underground, trying to forget the nearly infinite amount of weight ready to come crushing down on me at any moment.

      It wasn’t much farther before we got to the end of the hallway. Or, at least, the end of the slide. It terminated at a short landing, which in this weird orientation meant we had a drop of about ten feet before there was a floor.

      With a beautiful golden door in it.

      I rolled the coil of rope onto the ‘floor’ and then dropped down myself. The workmanship at this last point was phenomenal. A level above anything we’d seen before. As Tarryn’s light balls floated closer, I saw glitters of jewels that had been embedded in the walls. 

      Tarryn whistled. “Nice.”

      I nodded. “Whatever’s behind that door is going to be something impressive.”

      “You still think we should open it?”

      “I mean, we’ve come this far.”

      “That’s really not a great reason to open a door you found in a ruin. Just because you got to it?”

      “You have a reason not to?”

      “Other than all the ones I’ve previously given you?”

      “Yeah. A new one.”’

      “No. It’s mostly still the worry there’s some horrific curse or a world-killing monster trapped behind that door.”

      “What if the thing behind that door was the thing that was keeping the civilization alive which put this in place, and they made a mistake bottling it up?”

      “What if the thing being behind that door is the reason this world exists at the present time?”

      “Schrödinger’s apocalypse.”

      “What?”

      “It just means either could be true.”

      “Ah. Yes. But do you really want to risk it?”

      “I mean, you have other plans for the day?”

      “I can’t quite tell if you’re a fool or a genius.”

      “Yes?”

      I reached and put my hand on the lock, but immediately I felt Tarryn’s touch on my arm.

      “Maybe better to have a weapon out first?” he asked.

      “Oh. True.”

      I pulled my throwing axe off my belt and got it ready to go. Just in case.

      The handle on the door turned with absolutely no issue. Like it was brand new.

      Like the last door, it just fell inward.

      I peered over. 

      It was not at all what I expected.
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      I was looking at a bedroom. Well, I was looking at something that had, at one point, been a really fancy bedroom. Now it was a really fancy bedroom turned on its side. All the furniture had slid to the far wall. And the furniture was exquisite.

      As with the door, everything looked to be made out of gold. There was a huge four-poster bed. Though post was kind of a misnomer — it was more like a four-column bed. I also saw a large chaise lounge sort of a couch thing, and something that might have been a vanity? I’ve never been the best at naming or identifying furniture. Thousands of episodes of The Price is Right, and I still have no idea what a dinette set is.

      I heard a noise coming from the pile of furniture.

      I dropped into the room, doing my best to avoid getting tangled in the maze of gold and luxurious fabrics. The nearly two-foot thick mattress had fallen over, and there seemed to be something trapped underneath.

      “Get ready, Tarryn,” I called out.

      “Holding a spell,” he replied.

      I pulled the mattress back and to the side.

      A young woman stared at me, her face flush and her eyes tear-stained.

      “Keep holding,” I called out.

      “What is it?”

      “Not dangerous.”

      The woman said something, a jumble of noises.

      

      SMASHING! You’ve learned a new language. Hiqir.

      

      “Uh,” I said in the new language, “are you, uh, do you need help?”

      She blinked a few times, looking me up and down.

      I did the same back at her.

      She seemed human. Mostly. There was definitely something different about her — the proportions of her body were just a little off from what I thought were normal. Her torso was a little shorter, her legs a little longer. A bit more, well, she looked a lot like Amber the kitsune-girl, minus the upright ears and multiple tails. She had dark hair that was remarkably straight, big purple eyes, and a pert nose. Pretty. You know, if you could get over the fact that she had definitely been suffocating under the mattress.

      Did I mention she was naked? Not like completely naked, but practically. A very thin and sheer, well, gown of sorts that was completely see-through. Impressively so.

      “What has happened?” she asked. “And who are you?”

      “Montana Coggeshall,” I replied. 

      She just looked really confused at my name.

      “Duke of Coggeshall?” I offered. “Imperial duke of the Empire of Glaton?”

      “Gla-ton?” she asked, sounding out the word like she’d never heard it. “Where is my Rogastinash?”

      “Gesundheit.”

      She didn’t get the joke, and I kind of felt bad making it.

      “What did you say?” I asked.

      “Rogastinash.”

      “Bless you.” Clearly I didn’t feel bad enough not to make it again. She didn’t get the joke the second time. Pity. “I don’t know what that is.”

      “How do you— what has happened?”

      “Do you know where you are?”

      “I am in the Chamber of Eternity within the House of Eternity, waiting for my Rogastinash.”

      “Okay, well, I can’t say I’ve heard of either one of those things, so I’m guessing I’m going to have to break some bad news to you.”

      “What’s going on down there?” Tarryn called out.

      “Just having a talk with, uh, someone.”

      “What someone?”

      “Give me a second here.”

      “Should I come down there?”

      “I think—“

      “Who is that?” the girl asked.

      Immediately I realized I was going to have to translate everything. I should have brought Lee with me. He was definitely better at dealing with the weird but non-violent stuff that happened.

      “That’s a friend of mine,” I said. “We found this, uh, ruin—“

      “A ruin? Where?”

      “We’re standing in it.”

      “Why do you call it a ruin?”

      “I’m not sure you’ve noticed what’s going on here, but, uh, this place is kind of, I mean, not exactly the way I think it’s supposed to be. I mean, isn’t the bed usually on the floor? Not the wall?”

      “When the seal was broken, I fell this way. And then the mattress fell on top of me. It was suffocating me.”

      “So this just happened?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tarryn,” I called back, “she says this just happened.”

      “Not possible.”

      “Maybe we can hold off calling our new friend a liar until she’s been conscious a day. Maybe two.”

      “How would it have happened?”

      “Magic? I don’t know.”

      I was getting tired of holding the mattress, so I hauled it over and leaned it up against a wall. 

      “It is a girl,” Tarryn said.

      “I told you,” I said.

      The girl looked up as the orbs of light settled around the room. She peered at Tarryn.

      “Your friend does not look like you,” she said. “Is he of the Vanutian?”

      “Uh, Tarryn, any concept of the Vanutian?”

      “None,” Tarryn replied.

      “I’d say no,” I said to the girl. “Can we, maybe, continue this conversation when we aren’t underground?”

      “We are not underground,” the girl replied.

      “This thing wasn’t built underground?”

      “This thing? You dare impugn the—“

      “Listen, Toots, I’m not impugning anything. I’m telling you that we’re underground. And I’m not exactly keen on staying here past dark, considering what might come around upstairs at night. Okay?”

      “What might come around after dark?”

      “Goblins? Trolls?” I switched to Imperial Common. “What else have we seen around here, Tarryn?”

      “Wyrms. Worms. Nasty things.”

      “Right,” I said. “Nasty things.”

      The girl just looked confused.

      “What are goblins?” she asked.

      “Things are getting a little weird here,” I said. “Not going to lie, I was not expecting, you know, this. Still, can we take this above ground?”

      “We are built on the high peak, in the place of prominence before the gods,” the girl said. “I do not know how you can say we are—“

      “Tell you what, princess. Why don’t you just come with me, and we’ll see who’s right?”

      “I must wait for my Rogastinash.”

      “Bless you.”

      “You keep saying that—“

      “I guess the third time ain’t the charm. Well. I’m leaving, and he is too. You can wait here if you like, I suppose. No skin off my teeth.”

      “What manner of creature are you that you have skin on your teeth?”

      “Should have seen that coming. I do not have skin on my teeth. I am, however, leaving.”

      “Wait,” she said. “You cannot expect me to remain here—“

      “I asked you to come, lady. You’re the one staying.”

      “But my Rogastinash--“

      “That dude is not coming. I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but he’s not coming. No one is. Just me and Tarryn. And we’re leaving.”

      “You do not understand,” she said, her big eyes going wider. “If I cross the threshold without my Rogastinash, very bad things will happen.”

      “I’m a little fuzzy on that whole good and bad thing,” I said. “What do you mean, ‘bad’?”

      “Bad things.”

      “So no. Okay. Bad as in you’ll be in a moral quandary—“

      “Bad. The gryllus will be released and they will kill everyone and everything from now until forever.”

      “That’s a bit more specific. Not really getting it though. What the hell is a gryllus?”

      “How do you not know of this hellspawn? It ravages our world unless the Rogastinash and I are brought together.”

      “I’m, I mean, I just don’t think I understand anything that’s going on here, and that’s probably my fault. But what is going on here? Can you explain it to me like I’m, I don’t know, a child?”

      She frowned and sighed, exasperated. But then she nodded. “I am the Leofaitwa. I wait here for the Rogastinash. We are joined together, and we are then taken back down the great mountain to Khixxungud. There the high priest and high priestess will examine us, and ask how we will seek our end. Then the Rogastinash and I will offer ourselves to the gods, that our land might be spared another lifetime.”

      “So you’re a sacrifice?”

      “I am that which allows our people to continue.”

      “And if you leave before the Roger Federer--“

      “Rogastinash.”

      “That guy. If you leave before he shows up, then some monster is unleashed and comes after you?”

      “It will come after anything living, and it will destroy it. Horribly.”

      “Okay. Well, I think those things are probably dead by now. And there is no ragamuffin to come and, uh, die with you. The world continued on. We’re okay.”

      She looked very confused. Probably about as confused as I felt.

      “Ask her if this temple keeps her in some sort of stasis,” Tarryn said from up above.

      “My friend wants to know if this temple keeps you in stasis.”

      “Yes. When I am found, I am placed within Chamber of Eternity within the House of Eternity to await the moment when the priests locate the Rogastinash.”

      “And time stops.”

      “Yes. When the Rogastinash is found, he is brought to this temple where we--“

      “Right, you become one, and then you leave and are sacrificed.”

      “It is a great honor. Clearly a barbarian like you cannot understand our glorious culture.”

      “I understand it. I just have a little more history on the matter than you do, so I don’t believe it.”

      She frowned at me.

      “She said it’s in stasis,” I called out.

      “She’s probably been in here for,” Tarryn said, “I mean, thousands of years. Or more.”

      “The fuck you talking about?”

      “I’m betting the thing that made this valley is the thing that made this temple go sideways. Which means the whole of the valley has formed while this girl has been sleeping in here.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What is your friend saying? Does he not speak the language?”

      “Interesting how everyone considers their language THE language,” I said.

      She just looked at me like I was an idiot. A look I had gotten to know well over my two lifetimes.

      “He says you’ve been sleeping in here for thousands of years or more.”

      She blinked. And then blinked again.

      “I will have you take me with you,” she said. “Outside. I must see this for myself.”

      “No longer worried about the monsters?”

      “They will come. We will likely die. But I must know the truth.”

      “Sure. Works for me. Mind holding on?”
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      She didn’t mind holding on, nor did I mind having her hold on. I wasn’t going to complain about a hot warm body holding tight against mine. Though it would have been a bit nicer if she wasn’t half-strangling me the whole time. I didn’t say, ‘hang on my neck like you’re going to fall to your death,’ but that’s the way she took it. 

      There was no rumble or anything when she crossed the threshold. No baying of hellhounds or claws breaking free from the earth. There was a far off noise of stone scraping against stone, but that was it. It did give me slight pause, because either something opened or something closed, and neither of things was going to be good for me. Or Tarryn. Really anyone. 

      The climb back out was, by necessity, quieter than going in, what with my windpipe only half open, and Tarryn struggling to pull himself up along the rope, even though we were basically walking up a slide. He wasn’t exactly out of shape, it was more like he didn’t have a shape to begin with. Like he just didn’t have muscle at all. I presume the girl just looked around at things, considering she was, you know, behind me and I couldn’t see her.

      We took a break at the next doorway, where I had to climb up the rope with the girl on my back, and then hauled Tarryn up as well.

      I had the long climb to the surface next, and I could see just the hint of daylight above us.

      “That’s the surface there,” I said. “See the light?”

      She peered up, and shook her head.

      “It cannot be,” she said. “There must have been a problem. They must not have found the Rogastinash in time and the world ended.”

      “I mean, it didn’t totally end,” I said.

      “The city of Khixxungud still stands?”

      “Uh, hold on. Tarryn, you ever heard of a place called Khixxungud?”

      Tarryn looked up from his prone position where he totally wasn’t probably napping. 

      “Khixxungud?” he asked. “No.”

      “Not even in legend or stories or something?”

      “Nothing like that.”

      “And there’s no city around here?”

      “Osterstadt.”

      “Right, but—“

      “There’s nothing around here by that name. And no other city besides Osterstadt even in legend and history.”

      “What about the city underneath Osterstadt?” I asked. “With the dungeon?”

      “According to what I’ve been taught, Osterstadt was settled on top of ruins that were maybe two thousand years old. At most. And the people who were there were elven heretics who worshipped the blood god.”

      “The blood god?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sounds, um, not great.”

      “You do know how a Dungeon is formed, yes?”

      “A bit of blood?”

      “The deaths of thousands.”

      “Except Typhon is the god of dungeons.”

      “Yep.”

      “So, do those, I mean, who are those people sacrificed to?”

      “The dungeon. They’re killed to make the dungeon.”

      “So these elves who worshipped the blood god made a dungeon by—“

      Tarryn laid his head back down. “Do you really want me to explain this right now, Montana? Wait until I’ve had a few mugs of mead, and then ask this again.”

      He had a point. In a way. It wasn’t exactly the ideal time for a philosophical chat. And yet, it was kind of the perfect time because we were really just waiting. I didn’t need the rest, but it seemed like my two traveling companions did. So, to continue passing the time, I figured I’d talk to my new friend.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “My name was taken the day I became the Leofaitwa,” she said.

      “Oh. I thought that was, like your Choice.”

      “It was my choice. To become the Leofaitwa is an honor. I was offered the opportunity, and I chose to take it for the good of my family, my people, and my world.”

      “No offense, but you’d be phenomenal at propaganda.”

      “I do not take offense.”

      “So what’s your Choice?”

      “I made my choice.”

      “Yes, I get that. But, like, what’s your Choice and level?”

      She turned her head to the side, as if that was going to offer her the perspective to understand what I was saying. Her big eyes just registered genuine and extreme confusion.

      “Do you have a level?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I do not know how I would have a level.”

      “Do you get notifications?”

      “I do not know what you mean.”

      “Do you have a character sheet?”

      “I have nothing,” she said, spreading out her gossamer gown to make it quite clear she had nothing whatsoever besides, well, the gossamer gown. 

      “No, not— I mean, in your head.”

      “How would I have something inside my head? Do you?”

      “Tarryn,” I said, “I think we might have either a giant problem or, well, we have a problem. I think.”

      “Is it too much to ask for five minutes of quiet before we—“

      “Okay, first, all you have to do is hold on to a fucking rope, I have to climb up and pull you out. Two, she doesn’t have a character sheet or a level or anything.”

      Tarryn sat up and looked over at her. Then at me. Then back at her.

      “Tell her I’m going to cast a little spell that will not hurt her, okay?”

      I relayed the message.

      She seemed unconcerned.

      Tarryn did a little wiggling of his fingers, and I saw motes of light dance across the space between Tarryn and the Leofaitwa, then the light swirled around her for a second before disappearing.

      “Well that’s different,” Tarryn finally said.

      “What is?” I asked.

      “She doesn’t have a, I mean, it’s like she doesn’t exactly exist.”

      “Can you put that in simpler terms for me?”

      “I mean, she doesn’t come back as anything. When I cast identify, the spell goes onto her and then just dissipates.”

      “Could it, I mean, maybe she’s warded?”

      “I’d still get something back, you know.”

      “Like the question marks.”

      “Exactly.”

      “The spell,” the girl said, “did it work?”

      “Yes and no,” I replied. 

      “This is very strange,” Tarryn said getting quite close to the girl and peering at her.

      “I think, uh,” I started, trying to get my brain to work on this situation, “it might be time to get someone bigger involved in this.”

      “Bigger?” he asked.

      “Just, uh, wait a minute.”

      I knelt down, put my hands together, and closed my eyes. “Uh, Mister Paul. Minor question from your favorite bearded dude. I just found someone who doesn’t seem to have a character sheet or know anything—“

      There was a sharp crack, and a man stepped out of nowhere into reality. 

      Mister Paul stood in front of me, looking resplendent in a white suit.

      “What do you mean, ‘doesn’t have a character sheet?’” he asked. Then he looked up. “Look at that! I told you The Stick would come in handy.”

      “The girl,” I said, pointing to her. I was more than a little surprised to see that both the girl and Tarryn were moving around, looking at Mister Paul.

      Mister Paul stepped around me rather adroitly, and walked over to the girl.

      He looked her up and down. And then down and up. Then over at Tarryn. Back at the girl. One perfectly shaped eyebrow raised up.

      “Oh,” he said. “Oh dear. Oh very dear.”

      And then he disappeared.
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      “Not exactly what I was expecting,” I said.

      “Who was that?” Tarryn asked.

      “Mister Paul.”

      “Means nothing to me.”

      “A god.”

      “You can just call on a god and he shows up? Who are you?”

      “Montana of Coggeshall. Imperial duke and all-around badass.”

      “This is one of those moments where I’m not sure if I’m fortunate to know you.”

      “Or?”

      “About to be killed.”

      “Probably yes.”

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I appreciate all you’ve done for me, but I have never feared for my life as much as when I’m around you.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      “What is he saying?” the girl asked.

      “That he loves me and thinks I’m the best thing in his life,” I replied.

      “Are you partners?” 

      “Not like that.”

      “And the creature that you just spoke to?”

      “The one that disappeared? He’s, uh, sort of a friend and sort of a god.”

      “You are friends with a god?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      I stretched out a little — I certainly didn’t want to get a cramp while climbing up with someone on my back. 

      “Ready to go up?” I asked.

      The girl looked up.

      “No,” she said, and she pointed.

      There was a glowing barrier of some form that was now covering the entire exit.

       “Hey, uh, Tarryn?” I said.

      “What?” he asked with eyes remaining closed.

      “You got a clue what’s going on up there?”

      He opened his eyes and looked up. He scrambled up to his feet, and immediately shot a bit of magic from his fingertips. The magic just fizzled against the barrier and nothing at all happened.

      Tarryn frowned, shook his head, and then shot another bit of magic from his hands. Once again, as soon as the spell hit the barrier, it fizzled out.

      “It’s not something I can identify,” Tarryn said. “I am suddenly feeling like we should have left this ruin alone.”

      I sighed, wondering if he was right. I mean, in a technical sense, if we’d just left the thing alone, then the girl and everything else in the temple would have remained in stasis and would have been totally fine. Mostly. I mean, they’d be unchanged, so it’s not like she’d have been worse off.

      “The rope,” I said, tugging on the rope, “it goes through the barrier. Do you think we can use that in some way?”

      “To get through that thing? Maybe. But do you want to risk it?”

      “I mean, we aren’t in danger yet.”

      “That’s a big yet.”

      “Sure, but I’d prefer not being in danger yet to being in danger, right?”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      I turned to the girl, the Leofaitwa, “What else is in here?”

      “There is my chambers at the top,” she said. “And at the bottom reside the gryllus.”

      “What about the middle?”

      “The payment for the families.”

      “The payment?”

      “My family and the family of the Rogastinash are given coin to make up for the loss of their children.”

      “You.”

      “Yes.”

      “And is it a lot of coin?”

      “It is enough coin that the family need not work for the coming lifetime.”

      “I’m, uh, maybe you two should just stay here a minute.”

      The girl and Tarryn looked at me, then each other. I took the momentary distraction to hop back in the hole. I moved quite a bit faster, sliding nearly full speed with just one hand resting lightly on the guide rope. When I got to the second landing, I stopped.

      Then, making a quick decision, I slid down to the girl’s bedchamber. I shoved in all the gold furniture that fit into my knapsack. Really, it was just the bed. There was no way to get it the knapsack’s already oversized opening. I’d come back with a saw later.

      Back at the middle level, I rerouted our guide rope so it went down to the door there. This door was iron. Or a dark metal of some type. I was worried it might be locked, but, nope. The door opened right up.

      A tangle of snakes hissed when they saw the light. They were writhing around on the floor, what used to be the wall. Several chests that had broken against the wall, spilling coins out everywhere. I didn’t want to risk it, so I used my axe to kill the snakes. After a few quick throws and returns, the snakes were toast.

      I didn’t get any notifications for killing them. Nothing. Strange.

      I dropped inside the chamber and picked up a coin. There was a man’s head on one side, and a skull on the other — nothing I’d seen before. But it was gold. And gold coins were easy to melt down. I wondered if I should make my own coin, or if that was severely narcissistic.

      All the coins and the chests and even the snake bodies went into the knapsack. It took less than five minutes for me to be standing in an empty room.

      I climbed up the rope, then hauled myself back up the slide, heading back toward where Tarryn and the girl were. But I paused at the landing before theirs, where the tunnel leading down to the gryllus was.

      You know the drill by now. There’s no way I was going to go straight past and rejoin Tarryn and the girl. I took a step down the new path, straddling the two slides.

      “Really bad idea,” Mister Paul said, slipping into reality right next to me. “Those creatures are currently stymied by stupidity, in that they cannot find the door to get out. Should you provide them the exit, they will use it.”

      “Are they that bad?” I asked.

      “I would put my money on them destroying not just you but Coggeshall as a whole.”

      “Seems bad.”

      “They are. Very bad.”

      “So, just leave it alone?”

      “We have things to do anyway.”

      He grabbed my shoulder, and it felt like I was being pulled behind a train, wind whistling past me and reality blurring in a way I couldn’t really comprehend.

      Then everything became still. I was standing in a board room.

      There was a large table in front of me, and around it, eight very odd-looking people. The room didn’t really have walls — it just sort of drifted into darkness. But the table was lit, I just couldn’t see how. 

      “Montana of Coggeshall,” Mister Paul said, “the current eight.”

      “Eight what?”

      “Silence!” boomed one of the figures. 

      “Is that necessary?” Mister Paul asked, taking a step forward, and putting himself between me and the others. “He has come here willingly.”

      The booming figure grunted, and waved a clawed hand. I took a second look, and the figure seemed more human this time. But it was hard to keep him in focus. Or any of the figures really. It was more like they only existed fully in my peripheral vision. Looking directly at any of them was difficult. It made my head hurt.

      “Tell him,” one of the figures said.

      “Ah, yes,” Mister Paul said, with a slight nod. He turned to me, and gave me a smile. “So, Montana, it seems that you have stumbled upon something which you should not have. That is our error, not yours.”

      “The girl?”

      “Uh, yes. We can call her that for the moment. Certainly.”

      “Is this because she doesn’t have a character sheet?”

      “I am forced to tread very carefully with what I say here,” Mister Paul said, “because the rules are clearly laid out and are in place to suppress certain elements of what you have seen.” In a not exactly subtle manner, Mister Paul pointed toward the eight figures at the tables with his eyes.

      “Okay,” I said. “I get it. So the girl isn’t part of the, uh, the rules. Or what the rules outline.”

      “That might be the perfect way to describe it. The girl, these ruins, and everything within are elements outside the rules. Therefore, they cannot be.”

      “Be what?”

      “Just be. Exist. They cannot be at all.”

      “Uh, I don’t really understand what you’re saying here. They do exist — I was just there.“

      “Nothing of what you have seen since you went into the ruins — actually including the ruins themselves, to an extent — is supposed to be in the world you have entered. It was left there by mistake. An oversight. To leave them in the world disrupts the balance of things. It makes the rules, as they have been written and followed for almost an eternity, invalid. As such, because it is such a momentous whoopsy, the Eight have convened to oversee the, uh—“

      “Unfucking of the situation?”

      “An apt explanation of what needs to happen.”

      “Okay, so how do I play into this?”

      “As has been agreed to by all here, as is writ in the rules, you have found something and rightfully taken ownership of it. Not only is it on your claimed land, it has been discovered and explored by you. Therefore, as is in the rules, you are given the opportunity to trade the illicit items which are not allowed in the world for items which are allowed in the world.”

      “What items are we talking about?” I asked, and then I leaned over close to Mister Paul to whisper. “And why am I talking to you and not them?”

      “I appreciate that you are whispering, but we are in the presence of gods, so perhaps assume they can hear you even when you whisper. It is, well, a matter of decorum in that no one could decide who should speak, so it fell to me.”

      “Ah.”

      “But, I negotiate with you on good faith from the eight and the rest of the rule signatories.”

      “Do I need to know who those are?”

      “It would take your lifetime to list them all. So, you could ask...”

      “I’ll let it go.”

      “A wise move. Now, there are four basic, well, trade items as agreed upon by the eight. One, the girl. Two—”

      “What do you mean the girl?”

      “The girl cannot be allowed to exist.”

      “So you’re going to kill her?”

      “No. We are going to cease her existence.”

      “That sounds a lot like killing.”

      “It is both more and less. She will no longer exist in any capacity. There are but two beings with memories of her, and those memories will be struck as well.”

      “So you’re going to mess with my brain.”

      “Yes.”

      “And kill the girl.”

      “It will not be a killing like I think you are thinking of, it will be instantaneous.”

      “What if I say no?”

      “You cannot.”

      “I’m pretty sure I can.”

      “I would urge you to not press this,” Mister Paul said, his eyes wide. And then he leaned in to me to whisper. “Think of how much more powerful I am than you. Now imagine that magnitude of power multiplied by a number you do not even know. That approaches how much more powerful these eight are than me. They are unhappy right now, and are looking for a reason to end just you like that girl. Some have suggested that is the appropriate course of action. So do not throw away my existence with your existence and the existence of everyone you know and care about for a girl who was already expecting to be killed when she left that fucking temple.”

      I blinked a few times, and took a few breaths, trying to digest what he’d said. On the one hand, I did feel a sort of moral righteousness to save the girl. On the other hand, I didn’t know her, and I kind of liked being alive. And she was planning to die anyway. I mean, who was I to stand in her way?

      “Okay,” I said. “I don’t feel great about it, but if that’s the way the rules are written, who am I to break them? The other three?”

      “The girl, the coins and valuables, the ruins themselves, and the memories in your head.”

      “What about the gryllus?” I asked.

      Mister Paul stuck his finger in the air like he appreciated the reminder, and he turned to the figures seated around the table.

      A conversation happened so fast, all I heard was a very brief cacophony. Then back to stillness.

      Mister Paul turned back to me with a smile on his face. 

      “So, five things to negotiate.”

      “What happens if I ask for the girl?”

      “I slap you for making it difficult.”

      “Noted.”

      Five things. Five gifts from the gods. That’s not something you get every day. Even though, to be fair, it seemed like I got presents from the heavens more than the average bear. 

      “Life for a life, right?” I asked.

      Mister Paul made a non-committal sort of a face, but also nodded ever so slightly.

      “I want Skeld back,” I said.

      “Seems like a good ask.”

      Once again, he turned around. There was a bunch of noise I assumed was the eight figures talking it over. Then Mister Paul turned back to me.

      “They say no,” Mister Paul said.

      “The fuck else am I going to do with that?”

      “The thought was to offer you additional respawns.”

      “No.”

      “No.”

      “I want Skeld.”

      “It would seem the, uh, god of death is rather fond of taking something from you, and he’s not so keen on returning the soul.”

      “Tough titties. Y’all messed up, y’all pay up.”

      “I’ll pass that along, shall I?”

      “Fuck ye—maybe polish it a little. But yeah.”

      “A moment.”

      I tried to figure out which one might be the god of death, but that was impossible. While they were talking, everyone blended together horribly. I felt like I was going cross eyed. But faster than made sense, Mister Paul came back to me.

      “He is being difficult,” Mister Paul said. “But he said to offer you Hannibal.”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      “The great Carthaginian general?”

      “What’s that?”

      “He is, well, he crossed the Alps with elephants?”

      “The Swiss Alps?”

      “I think they were the Roman Alps at that point, but sure. Let’s call them Swiss.”

      “Didn’t he lose?”

      “Yes, but—“

      “No thanks.”

      “Ajax? Greatest warrior of the Greeks? Or Spartacus, greatest—”

      “I think I’m pretty covered on the fighting front.”

      “Helen of Troy. She launched a thousand ships.”

      ‘’We’re landlocked.”

      “Should have guessed at that response.”

      “I want Skeld.”

      “I urge you to reconsider.”

      “How much urging.”

      “The God of Death is not one to add to your bad side.”

      “Sounds like I’m already on his bad side.”

      “Nearly everyone is, to some degree.”

      “Doesn’t he appreciate how many things I send his direction?”

      “You might think that. But, well, who am I to judge?”

      “You’re a pretty judgy guy, Mister Paul.”

      “Judgy god, thank you very much.”

      “I just don’t see why it’s a big deal to get Skeld back.”

      “It is mainly because he does not want you to have him.”

      “That’s petty.”

      Mister Paul shrugged. 

      There was some noise from the eight — they were talking amongst themselves. Mister Paul turned around to listen in, and in a heartbeat, he was back.

      “Skeld is yours once again,” Mister Paul said with a smile. “However, there is a minor inconvenience.”

      “Which is?”

      “You burned his body.”

      “Right.”

      “So he will need to be reincarnated, and that means he may not return in the same form.”

      “Is he going to be a baby?”

      “No. Just, I mean, there’s a chance he will not be a lutra. A rather good chance, all things considered.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Okay. One down, four to go.”

      “Second was the treasure.”

      “Correct.”

      “I’m assuming you’re going to take all the golden furniture.”

      “And the coins. And the magical items you took but didn’t realize.”

      “What magical items?”

      “Is it really important considering you are just about to lose them?”

      “No. I mean, I am curious—“

      “No. Leave it.”

      “Fine. I guess just give me, uh, mithril.”

      “Mithril?”

      “Yeah, like, all the furniture in mithril. Wait — double the furniture in mithril.”

      He looked over his shoulder, but there was nothing from the peanut gallery.

      “Deal,” Mister Paul said. “I appreciate you moving this along.”

      “Sure. Now the ruins. That is a big building. And is now the time to make sure you guys cleaned up the city as well? Because I have a feeling that might be around as well.”

      “The city was taken care of. The only reason this place remains is because of the errant, well, because of the unique nature of this ‘valley.’”

      “Okay. So, how about you give me a fortress.”

      “A fortress?”

      “Yep.”

      “No. The ruins are useless to you except as something interesting. A fortress fundamentally alters your place in the, well, in the mix of things. At best, we can offer you a magical building of your choice that can be placed within Coggeshall.”

      “A magical fortress?”

      “No. A singular building that does not relate directly to defense. No gatehouses, no siege towers, nothing of that nature. I will take care of it.“ Once again, he leaned in to whisper. “I understand what you are trying to do, but bear in mind that you are now on the radar of these gods, and that is rarely a good thing. Perhaps it would be wiser to seek less now to seem an unworthy opponent as of yet.”

      “Opponent?” I asked. I mean, I understood the idea of staying out of sight, but why would a god think I was an opponent?

      Mister Paul stood back up straight, and smiled. “Lovely. Now, memories.”

      “How the fuck do I approach this? Can you, I mean, can you not? No. I don’t know why I bothered to ask. I guess, I mean, this makes no sense to me, but if you can suck memories out...” I paused, wondering if this was the answer I was looking for. Certainly there were some memories I had that were just pain for me. If I could get the memories of the girl taken from me, maybe I had a shot at actually being happy again.  “I...” but those were also the foundation of my happiest of days. I would lose the lows, sure, but the highs would also be taken from me. It just didn’t seem like a worthwhile trade. “You give my buddy Tarryn some kick ass spells to make up for it.”

      “Kick ass spells?”

      “You’re taking his memories too, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then give him spells.”

      “And for you?”

      “I mean, well,” I said and thought about things. Spells. Magic. I’d kind of had magic torn away from me because of mana channel nonsense. “Can I get my mana channels back?”

      Mister Paul grimaced and sucked air through his teeth.

      “I can ask,” he said. “If you want.”

      “But?”

      “Let’s just ask, shall we?”

      He turned away, and there was the noise and weirdness and I tried to get a better glimpse and/or understanding of what was happening, and it just seemed beyond me.

      “A no,” Mister Paul said.

      “Did they say why?”

      “No. And before you ask, I’m not going to ask why. You know partly why.”

      “I’m too strong.”

      “That is part of it.”

      “What’s the other part?”

      “Your chosen race.”

      “You—“

      “Let’s move along, shall we.”

      “Just give some spells to Tarryn,” I said, realizing that whatever chance I had to do magic was gone. Which sucked. But if the god of magic himself wasn’t going to let me cast spells again, I doubted I had much of a chance. “Whatever I would have gotten for this, give to him as well.”

      “How very generous. And which spells will Master Flynn be receiving?”

      “I trust you to give him good ones. That will help the people of Coggeshall.”

      Mister Paul nodded, and I could tell he liked that I was putting my trust in him.

      “And for the gryllus?” Mister Paul asked.

      “Can I get a prinky upgrade?”

      Mister Paul turned his head to the side and blinked a few times. “Excuse me?” he asked. “A what?”

      “Like, make the little guys more useful.”

      “I, uh, I mean, I can ask...”

      He turned back to the table, and the grating racket resumed as the eight talked. And thankfully, like each time, though the din was painful and bizarre, it was also mercifully short. Mister Paul turned around, a smile on his face. 

      “No. The prinky is not a creation of anyone here. Therefore, it would be uncouth for one of these to work upon it. The Master of Magic has graciously offered to increase your ability to summon prinkies, however, roughly three times the current level.”

      “Uh, how is he doing that?” 

      Mister Paul just gave me a look, and shook his head.

      “Is now the wrong time to ask that?” I asked.

      “Now has finished. The eight are busy, and you being allowed to leave alive is a blessing in and of itself. So, let us depart with our heads intact, shall we?”

      “I thought my memory was going to be altered.”

      “It has.”

      “When?”

      “Already.”

      “But—“

      Mister Paul gave me a big smile, put his hand on my shoulder, and I was ripped through realities faster than I could comprehend. We came to a screeching, halt and I was laying at the bottom of the centipede’s pit, looking up at the blue sky.

      “Can you get off me?” Tarryn’s muffled voice came from the general area of my butt. “I’m dying here!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I struggled to get off my buddy, who was laying under for some bizarre reason. As soon as I got to my feet, I saw that he was covered in mud. Above, Amber was looking down with a smile on her face.

      “You two are idiots,” she said. 

      There was mud everywhere in the pit. Which was odd, because I sort of remembered Tarryn using fire to burn all the centipedes, because we wanted to look at something. But instead, he must have used the wrong spell or something, because everything had turned to muck. 

      And it smelled.

      I grabbed Tarryn by his robe, and hauled him to his feet.

      He looked like shit.

      “What happened to you?” he asked.

      “Me? What the fuck happened to you?”

      “Uh, I,” he began, then he looked at his hands and shook his head. Still hanging from my grip on his robes, mind you. “I don’t know.”

      It took a bit of work, but I managed to shove Tarryn back out of the hole. Then I got my own mud-covered butt out as well.

      The sun was lower than it should’ve been. And the prinky-kobold combo team had been working their collective asses off, because they’d dug along to where I couldn’t really see them any longer. Which, you know, to be fair wasn’t that hard, considering the prinkies are tiny and the kobolds ain’t exactly big themselves.

      I sat down and shook my head.

      Things weren’t exactly adding up, and that bothered me.

      Amber was still looking over us, and she still had a wry smile on her face.

      “What happened in there?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” she replied.

      “There’s, uh, I think gaps in my memory.”

      “Where?”

      “Here.”

      “I guess I meant when?”

      “Just now. I mean, how did, uh, I mean, why were we down in the hole?”

      “You were killing the giant centipedes.”

      “But. Both of us.”

      “Tarryn got too close and fell in. You jumped in to save him. Killed the centipedes, I guess, and then somehow slipped and fell on top of him. At least, that’s my take on it.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “It doesn’t have to. It’s reality.”

      She gave me a wink, and then walked away with her hips swaying, causing her tails to dance provocatively behind her.

      I looked over at Tarryn. He was laying on the ground, just staring at the sky.

      “What’s going on with you?” I asked. “Injured?”

      “No,” he replied, keeping his attention skyward. “But someone messed with my head.”

      “You want to expand on that?”

      “Someone messed with my head. Mucked around in my brain.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Someone forced some new spells into me.”

      “You can tell when that happens?”

      “I remember you telling me you’ve used a spell book to learn a spell, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So you remember that feels?”

      “Like pain and shit.”

      “Similar. Whoever did it was very skilled, and if I didn’t know what I was looking for, I’d say it was a side effect of some big oaf crushing me in a mud-pit.”

      “Do you know which new spells you’ve got?”

      “Not yet. I’m treading carefully.”

      “In your head?”

      “Yes. So please stop talking to me so I can figure out what the fuck just happened to us.”

      I laid down for a moment longer, and looking up at the sky. I tried to think back across the day, and see where things went awry. I remembered the fight with the centipedes, and I guess I remembered jumping in after Tarryn fell. But I had no memory of Tarryn falling. And I don’t know why I was muddy, or why the hole was muddy. Or why had Tarryn gotten so close to the hole.

      A shadow fell across my face. I looked up to see Ragnar peering down at me.

      “Is it nap-time?” he asked.

      “I’m not sleeping,” I said. 

      “Then get up and get to work,” he said, and poked me with his spear.

      “That hurts,” I said, pushing the point away.

      “It’s supposed to. The kobolds are making you look bad.”

      I grunted, but he did have a point. Not the best one, but I think I was also happy to have an excuse not to be thinking about, well, much of anything. Especially not the strange feeling of blacking out that afternoon. Which I swore had actually been morning. Still, Tarryn was working on the mental side of things, so I should go take care of the physical stuff. 

      Amber stayed with Tarryn while I went with Ragnar and the rest of the crew. There was a copse of trees in the way. They were newly grown — it looked like there had been a fire here sometime in the last twenty years that burned out a stretch, and that was now where Maja was angling our road. It would be easy to dig and clear the land there.

      I took my position at the front again, and started the heavy physical labor that I loved so much. Swinging the axe, pushing trees out of the way, and summoning prinkies to haul logs and clear stumps. We were really making good time.  

      When the sun came down, and I sat down next to the fire, I realized I was good and tired. My body felt happy to have been used, and, for the most part, I was ready to accept that it had just been a weird day, that I needed some sleep.

      There was one more circle I couldn’t quite square though. I’d been summoning prinkies throughout the day to help with the work. Every other day, I’d do that until I hit my limit. But today, I hadn’t hit that limit. Looking around our little campsite, I saw a sea of the furry creatures. Hundreds upon hundreds of the things. Also, when I tried to summon more, more were available. A lot more. They just kept coming and coming, like the most ridiculous clown car. Finally, I had to stop, because I was worried they’d crush me in the night.

      They were everywhere. Branches in the trees bent down under the weight of prinkies, who sat attentively, awaiting orders. The firelight came back reflected in countless eyes everywhere I looked, all of it with a slightly glittery twinkle, denoting a happy furry mystical creature.

      Ragnar served up a bowl of stew, and was about to pass it over my way when he realized there was no way he could get from his spot at the fire to me. The space had filled up with prinkies.

      And all the prinkies held out their tiny little hands, ready to grab the bowl and take it wherever Ragnar wished.

      “You doing this for a reason?” Ragnar asked.

      “I seem to have gotten more prinkies,” I said.

      “Yeah, I see that. But you gotta have them out and about like this?”

      With a thought, I un-summoned all of them. 

      It was suddenly very still and quiet. And darker. 

      “Better?” I asked.

      “Creepier,” Ragnar replied.”But I guess better too.”

      “I like them,” Maja said, her voice quiet as she spoke into her stew. 

      “I mean, they’re helpful,” I said. “But they also tend to get underfoot constantly.”

      “They want you to think they’re cute,” Tarryn said. “Engineered to be cuddly little creatures so they can latch onto you and drain your mana like magical leeches.”

      “Are magical leeches a real thing?” I asked.

      “Yeah. They’re called prinkies.”

      “No, but, like—“

      “Yes, there are various creatures out there in the various worlds we cross that live off magical essence.“

      Bear nodded. “We keep a whole list of creatures to avoid. If one attaches to a fey, it gets bad.”

      “I’m a little fuzzy on that whole good and bad thing,” I said. “What do you mean, ‘bad’?”

      “Didn’t you say that once already today?” Tarryn asked. 

      “It’s something I quote from time to time. Maybe?“

      “No, it was definitely today. I, man, this is going to bug me. Who were we talking to?”

      “Bear?”

      Bear shook her head. “I’ve been scouting today. Haven’t been around you much.”

      “Did you find out what new spell you got?” I asked.

      Tarryn shook his head. “Not looking yet.”

      “Oh.”

      For some reason, that just shut down the conversation. Even the kobolds were quiet. There was an unsettling feeling hanging over the camp, and I think everyone was trying to reason through what was causing it.

      “You guys figure out watches,” I said. “I really need to sleep tonight.”

      I thought Ragnar might say something, but then he just nodded. I nodded back, then poured the stew down my throat, pretending it didn’t burn the shit out of me. Then I laid down, summoned a bunch of prinkies to act as a blanket and one as a pillow, and I went the fuck to sleep.
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      I’ve never been a good sleeper. Ever. In either lifetime, at any age. So I wasn’t exactly surprised when I woke up that night with a start. I was, however, incredibly to see a face directly over mine, staring down at me. Furry, kind of like a bear, but smaller, and more pointed. It had a dark muzzle with with lighter brown fur around it, and small round ears coming off its head.

      It blinked.

      I rolled over and to my feet and got a dagger in my hand in what I thought was a pretty impressive motion. I was ready to fight.

      The creature in front of me took a step back and put its hands — or paws, more like paws — out. It was standing upright, maybe four feet tall, four feet and a bit, but stocky. A lot of weight and muscle under heavy fur.

      “Easy,” the creature said. “I’m a little confused.”

      “Makes two of us,” I replied.

      “Yeah, but why am I back?”

      I twisted my head to get a different angle to look at the guy. He looked like a wolverine, with big canines in his mouth, claws on the ends of his paws, and a short tail. 

      “Where were you?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “But I know where I was before that.”

      “Which was?”

      “Home. Coggeshall.”

      “The fuck you were. I’d know if—“

      “That’s what I’m saying, Montana. I’m different now.”

      “Are you—“

      “Skeld. I’m Skeld Woodingson. Member of your hirð?”

      I looked at the creature, and I did quick peek into my character sheet and screen. Specifically, I pulled up the hirð list.
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        * * *

      

      Hirð of Imperial Duke Montana Coggeshall

      Leader: Montana Coggeshall

      Hirðmen: Ragnar Helfdane

      Skeld Woodingson

      Tarryn Flynn

      Nikolai Petroff

      Bear Snowgust
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        * * *

      

      I very carefully hid my smile because it’s not everyday your friend comes back from the dead and you get a chance to fuck with him.

      “Who?”

      “Skeld Woodingson.”

      “He’s not here.”

      “I’m Skeld.”

      “No, he’s an otter.”

      “He was a lutra. I was a lutra. I’m Skeld. I’m not an otter.”

      “I know you’re not an otter, he was an otter.”

      “Lutra.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Not at all.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Very fucking sure!”

      “Skeld never got angry like this.”

      “I am Skeld, and I’m angry like this.”

      “Nah.”

      “I am Skeld.”

      “I know,” I said. “Just figured I needed to fuck with you—“

      “Fuck you,” he replied.

      I threw down the dagger, took the two steps I needed to get to him, and picked him up in a bear hug. Or, I guess, a wolverine hug. “I am so glad to see you.”

      “Can’t... breathe... but... happy... too...”

      I put him down, shaking my head. “It’s, I mean, how?”

      “Uh, I woke up over there,” he pointed back behind him, “in a ring of trees. Just, like, from a nap. But I felt really different, and I, I mean, I look really different.”

      “I’d say. You’re finally bigger than Ragnar.”

      “I’ve always been taller than him.”

      “Eh.”

      “I did have a piece of parchment in my hand. I think I dropped it when you pulled the dagger on me.”

      After a little looking around, we found the paper. He passed it over to me, and I was about to ask why when I saw that it had my name on it in beautiful calligraphy.

      It was a note from Mister Paul.

      

      Montana. 

      Can’t say how much you’re going to remember. I don’t think they were quite as delicate as I would have hoped with your memories. However, as agreed, here is Skeld. When you finish reading this note, it will turn into a small wooden cube. Do not lose it. The cube is your building. Place it anywhere in your holding, and it will offer you options for what it shall turn into. Again, nothing directly defensive in nature. Lastly, you have got quite the tonnage of mithril in your bag. I made sure the weight of gold was replaced with weight of mithril, not value, so you might have enough to outfit an army. Smart move on my part, if I do say so myself. I do regret how other things wound up in there with the eight. They are a disagreeable lot on a good day, and yesterday was not a good day. You are on their radar now, not a phrase used in Vuldranni often, but I surmise you will get what I mean. Sadly, this means you must move your timetable up. They will be coming for you, in their own ways. Prepare to fight, Duke Coggeshall. Either that, or plan to perish. 

      Smooches, Mister Paul

      p.s. I know Skeld is no longer a lutra, but at least he is not a finnigorn!

      

      I looked up from the note. Immediately, the paper sucked into itself, like a tiny black hole, and became a small wooden cube about the size of a six-sided die.

      “What happened to the note?” new-Skeld asked.

      “Little bit of magic,” I said, holding up the cube. “I think.”

      Skeld took the cube from me and looked at each side, then tossed it back. 

      “Weird,” he said.

      “Weird explains a lot of things, recently.”

      “Always does around you,” he replied.

      “Your life wasn’t weird before you met me?”

      “I mean, I wasn’t a carcajou before I met you.”

      “New race?”

      He nodded. 

      “Have you heard of it before?”

      He shook his head. “Totally new to me.”

      “Level?”

      “One.”

      “Shit.”

      “But my stats are better across the board. And my skills and abilities are all the same.”

      “Still part of the hirð?”

      He nodded. “That whole past-death thing coming back to haunt me.”

      “In more ways than one,” I said. 

      He smiled.

      “I guess,” I said, “now would be the time to leave the hirð if you wanted out. Wouldn’t exactly lose any experience, would you?”

      “None to lose,” he replied, “but I don’t want to leave. Too addicted to the weird.”

      “You talk to Ragnar yet?”

      “No. Came to you first. I had that note.”

      “Makes sense. But let’s go say hello to the rest of the crew.”

      A very small part of me felt slightly bad to be waking everyone up. We  were all working long, hard days, and needed our sleep. Well, everyone else needed sleep. I didn’t really need it the way they did, but I remembered the days when I did need it.

      As we walked over to the group, something bothered me.

      “How’d you get past whoever was on watch?” I asked.

      “Dunno,” Skeld replied. His voice because it wasn’t quite the same as before, but somehow Skeld but also sounded like Skeld. Like he used the right words and had the right cadence to sound like Skeld, but his voice was deeper, more gruff.

      I stopped and started counting. Ragnar, Bear, Amber, Tarryn — they were all in their normal spots under a tree near the fire. The kobolds were under a second tree, about twenty feet distant. Baltu was nearest the fire, opposite me. Maja had a hammock strung up in a tree.

      And there was a kobold sitting on a branch, asleep, clearly supposed to be the one on night-watch.

      “I think I needed to bring more guards on this little jaunt,” I said.

      “Maybe next time.”

      “I mean, now you’re here--“

      “With nothing.”

      At which point I realized that yes, in fact, he was naked. It was always a bit tough to tell with the heavily furred creatures. They just looked like, well, animals, so I didn’t find it strange when they didn’t have clothes on.

      “I’m sure I’ve got some stuff in the bag you could wear if you want,” I said. “And weapons.”

      “Always with the weapons.”

      I opened the bag and pulled out a spear.

      “Start with the important stuff first,” I said.

      He smiled, and took the spear in his hand. He gave it a test thrust, then a little spin. He quickly moved into some basic forms, and it was clear the muscle memory he’d developed over his first life had transferred over to his second. Which made me really interested to see how he would progress from level one this time.

      Just then I heard a sharp twang from the direction of the forests to the west. Suddenly there was a sharp pain in my side. 

      A bolt stuck out about two inches from the side of my stomach.

      “Sound the alarm,” I said calmly, reaching into the bag and pulling out a large shield. I strapped it to my arm as more bolts fired out of the woods. Most were off their mark, but a few thunked into the heavy wood of the shield.

      “ALARM!!” Shouted Skeld. “We’re under attack.”

      “Skeld,” I shouted, “Baltu. Get him safe.”

      “On it,” Skeld called out.

      I kicked the fire, sending flaming logs into the woods in a shower of sparks.

      The others were got to their feet, trying to figure out what the fuck was going on. I knelt behind the shield, and send my tremorsense out. Lots of hits. Seemed like the goblins were trying to throw down a big attack. Meant I needed a little backup to give my people time to get their shit together.

      Prinkies to the rescue. Which was a bit hard because they didn’t exactly fight. But they did like cuddles.

      I started summoning prinkies as quickly as I could. Hordes of them.

      Still kneeling behind the shield, I looked out across the sea of furry faces. 

      “Go hug those goblins over there!” I shouted.

      The prinkies, ever eager to obey, rushed forward en mass. There was an odd noise as they ran through the forest looking for their targets. And then, rather quickly, the sound of crossbow bolts flying through the air was replaced with the sound of a lot of surprised shouting.

      “Bear,” I shouted. “Light! Bright lights, please.”

      I knew most everyone with me had some version of darkvision, but the night goblins were more adept at night fighting that we’d ever be. One of the perks of dwelling in darkness, I suppose. But that also meant bright light would fuck with them.

      Bear shot off a spell into the sky, and a brilliant radiant sphere grew in the sky. Suddenly, we were in something like daylight. Except the light was perfectly white. Bit eerie, but effective. I could see prinky-covered goblins all over the woods, and all of them were shielding their eyes in some capacity.

      “Tarryn,” I said, striding forward, “blow these fuckers to pieces.”

      Tarryn nodded grimly, and pulled arms akimbo. Then he slammed his hands together and a burst of brownish energy shot forth. About ten feet in front of him, the ground started to move upward until an explosion of earthen spikes shot out every which way. Lots of pops of glitter, which made me feel a little bad because there were definitely a host of prinkies caught within the spikes as well as the goblins. Whoopsy.

      I jammed the sword into the dirt and grabbed my throwing axe. 

      Throw. Hit.

      Throw. Hit.

      Throw. Hit.

      I was taking out goblins as fast as I could spot them, the axe whistling and glinting in the light as it rocketed back and forth. It wasn’t full-on death with every hit, but I was definitely taking the little fuckers out of the fight.

      Skeld had Baltu over behind a large tree. Ragnar and Amber were huddled behind the other tree, and I was behind my shield in the middle, right next to the fire.

      Maja was still in her hammock, doing her best to remain unnoticed. So far, she wasn’t being targeted. Not much was, to be honest. The mixture of blinding light, earthen spikes, and prinky hugs seemed to have tempered the assault. Time to go on the offensive.

      “Bear, on me,” I shouted. “Skeld, Ragnar, spear up. Amber, cover fire. Tarryn, give me fire.”

      Bear sprinted across the distance, clambered up my body, and stood on my shoulder.

      “Ready to rock, boss,” she said.

      “Highlight targets for me,” I said, “I’m going in. Skeld and Ragnar, keep me from getting surrounded!”

      I snatched up the sword and charged, not waiting for my hirðmen. I knew they’d catch up.

      Bear was whispering something, and I felt a jolt of power whizz by my face. Suddenly I could see outlines of goblins everywhere. Bright sparkling outlines of dark little bastards.

      “Fairy fire,” Bear shouted. “Magic user to the rear!”

      “Tarryn,” I shouted, “mage in back.”

      Then I reached the first goblin. He was a crossbowman, though calling his weapon a crossbow was generous. It was clear what the thing was supposed to be, but it was also clear that the goblin engineers working on the problem were doing their best to make a crossbow based on something they’d seen but not necessarily gotten their grubby goblin hands on. The guy was in the middle of stabbing a prinky with a dagger, holding his crossbow up with his other hand. Which meant he didn’t even get a chance to try and block the greenskins’ bane as I brought it down, unevenly bisecting his torso. 

      One step later, I swung the blade in an upward angle, cutting across the next goblin. They were clustered together so closely, and were so distracted by prinkies that it was just a slaughter. I swung left, right, and center, causing a veritable fountain of blood to shoot into the air from a plethora of corpses. I noticed that most of their crossbows had failed to fire properly. There were busted bits of wood and snapped strings everywhere. Had their weapons actually worked, we would have been in a world of hurt. 

      A spear slipped by me, and I turned, ready to strike, but it was Ragnar. He winked at me, and continued to press forward.

      It was such a rout, I didn’t feel the need to keep going.

      Ragnar and Skeld, on the other hand, were eager and energetic. Skeld in particular. I had seen him fight several times before. He was quite skilled with the spear, and had always excelled in the more technical aspects of its use. Clean strikes with economy of motion. Now, though, he seemed to realize he had more power at his disposal, and there was this barely contained ferocity to him. He moved twice as fast as Ragnar, and his spear seemed to move at lightning speed, shooting out, hitting two targets at once. He was even swinging the spear and cutting with the spearhead, then getting another target with the back end of the spear for good measure. It was impressive, and Ragnar had to push himself to keep up.

      Arrows whizzed behind me as Amber was putting down cover fire. Tarryn helped with literal cover fire, blanketing the forest area in small balls of fire that splashed down like water balloons filled with napalm. 

      The goblins were turning tail and running, and while that wasn’t exactly surprising, the manner in which they ran gave me pause. It was more like a tactical retreat. Like they wanted us to follow. They kept looking behind, and I caught several smiles, which I’d never seen on goblins running away before. It was always outright terror.

      “Hold,” I shouted. “Back to camp!”

      Ragnar stopped immediately, sliding and using his spear to blunt his forward momentum.

      Skeld’s blood was up, and he wasn’t willing to give up the chase. He continued to slay the goblins on the run, moving faster through the forest than any of the grey-skinned greenskins.

      “SKELD!” I yelled, putting on some of the hirð authority into my voice. “Retreat and reform, NOW!”

      There was a hesitation in Skeld. I could see the rage still boiling over, but he stopped, and then sprinted back toward me.

      I extricated myself from the forest, and got back to the fire.

      “We had them on the run,” Ragnar said, looking at me. “Why--“

      “They were smiling,” I said, “they wanted us to go that way.”

      “They were running,” Skeld said, breathing hard and covered in goblin blood. Still wearing no pants. Or armor. It was a pretty badass look, all things considered. 

      “Who is this guy?” Ragnar asked, stepping closer to Skeld. 

      “Skeld,” I said.

      “Back to keep you out of trouble,” Skeld said in Lutra. 

      Ragnar tilted his head to the side for a second, I think gauging the reality of this moment. But then he just reached out and grabbed Skeld in a tight hug. Which would have been a really sweet moment except for all the goblin blood they had drenching them. It made a gross, squelchy sort of a noise.

      Bear jumped off my shoulder and joined in on the hug.

      “Let’s save the reunion for a little later,” I said. “How are we doing? Injuries?”

      “Kobolds,” Baltu called out from his tree. “Several are hurt.”

      A howl sounded in the night. Something low and chilling. What made it worse was the hundreds of other voices that howled in response.

      “Up the trees,” I said. “There’s something coming. Ragnar and Skeld, you help me with the kobolds. The rest of you, join Maja.”

      Bear, Amber, and Tarryn went one way.

      I sprinted the other, though I ran to Baltu first. I knew I should be trying to treat everyone equally, but the old snowbold felt more important to me than any of the others, so I grabbed him, threw him over my shoulder, and sprinted to Maja’s tree.

      “Catch,” I shouted, and threw the little snowbold up. 

      More howls. Closer this time.

      Fortunately, Amber was there and stable enough in the tree to grab Baltu, keeping him from crashing back down on top of me. Which was not the sort of look I wanted to go for.

      It was trying to get the injured kobolds up. They seemed to have gotten the brunt of the crossbow bolts, as nearly every single one of them had an injury of some variety. It didn’t look good for them. 

      Ragnar and Skeld went into the tree at stages, and then we started passing the bodies up.

      I was keeping one ‘eye’ on my tremorsense, seeing if whatever was still howling had gotten in range.

      Yep.

      Lots of feet thundering on the ground, following the dug out road we’d so nicely made for them. 

      Prinkies to the rescue once again.

      I summoned them in droves, then ordered, “Go hug the doggies!”

      I might have felt a little bad about sending them off to certain death, but they were also so happy about going that it made it all that much easier.

      When all the kobolds were in the tree, I took off the knapsack and chucked that up as well.

      “Get healing potions out,” I hissed.

      Then I checked the strap holding my shield to my arm. 

      “You’re staying down there?” Tarryn asked.

      “Bingo, baby. This is why they pay me the big bucks.”

      I walked out into the ‘road,’ and stood there with the shield facing front, sword out behind me, ready for whatever was going to come. Which was awfully overconfident of me.
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      What came was a shitload of wolf-looking things. They were like if you decided that wolves didn’t look fierce enough as they were, and so decided to turn their savagery up to eleven.

      Bear was close enough that she shot off some identification spells and shared the results with me.

      

      Cave Vargr

      Night Goblin Variant

      Lvl 12 Beast

      

      Trained battle mounts. Fantastic.

      I began to rethink my decision to stay down on the ground. A literal swarm of furry bodies came toward me, their slavering jaws open wide, their unsettlingly white teeth gleaming in Bear’s conjured light.

      “Move the light over here,” I shouted, dropping my shoulder to lean into the shield, ready to receive the charge.

      The light zipped until it was right over my head, which made it difficult for the cave vargr to see me. But now I could see them just plowing over the prinkies in a great spray of glitter and prinky guts.

      That just distracted the beasts more, so I charged their charge.

      There was a great crash of flesh on wood and metal as shield hit vargr. But I kept my legs pumping like good ol’ Coach Miller taught me, and I bulldozed my way through the first few ranks of the beasts.

      It was a sudden and unexpected move, and at first, the vargr didn’t realize I was in the middle of them. Which meant that they didn’t know to turn around my shield and attack my unprotected flank. I knew I didn’t have long before the vargr saw me, so I started swinging my sword like a madman. Not always the best strategy, but it can definitely do a lot of damage quickly to unsuspecting opponents. 

      Slash left, slash right. Push with the shield. 

      It was pandemonium. I don’t think the vargr understood what was going on, because they just started biting everything. Including each other.

      I chopped my way free, and hauled ass toward the tree. I knew if I wanted any chance of making it out of this nonsense, I needed to getting my back against something to keep them from surrounding me.

      My back hit the trunk, and I had my shield up to block my left side. I was breathing hard, but my sword was ready.

      But the vargr had devolved into a melée amongst themselves. Great spurts of blood shot up into the air as the beasts tore each other’s throats out. It was upsetting to watch, as some of the vargr on the edge were straight up chowing down on the corpses of their fallen brethren.

      A shrill whistle rang out, and all the beasts froze.

      Three blasts, and the vargr turned and burned, sprinting back the way they’d come.

      I waited a few seconds, trying to get a grasp on what I’d just witnessed.

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked.

      “Second retreat of the night,” Tarryn said. 

      I looked up to see him standing in the tree, staring at the fleeing forms. He shook his head.

      “Something’s not adding up,” I said. 

      “Yeah.”

      I walked a little farther out into our construction project, and looked back down the way we’d dug. The vargr had turned off and disappeared into the forest, heading west. Likely back toward the Night Goblin enclave. Which was in a cave. Would that make it an encave? I was about to make a quip of that sort to my compatriots when something hit my neck, back, and head. Something squishy. 

      Which started to burn.

      And started to crawl.

      “What the fuck is on me?” I shouted.

      “Oh balls,” Tarryn said.

      “Not helpful!”

      “This is going to feel worse before it feels better,” Tarryn said. 

      Then he lit me on fire.
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      Slimes. 

      Squishy, acidic creatures flew through the air, smacking into the trees and my shield. It was like being in a gelatin factory explosion. Everywhere I looked, there were slimes. Either soaring, crashing into things, or slithering across the ground trying to attack me. Or attach to me. Which was about the same thing, as attaching themselves to people was their primary form of attack.

      The problem was, nothing really worked on the gelatinous little fuckers. If you cut them apart, they just reformed. You can’t stomp on them, because they just pop right back into shape. And anything organic got burned away by the acid they secreted. Which meant each time I picked one up and threw it back at the goblins, I lost a little more of my glove. After a short time in the fight, they’d burned a hole in my fucking shield. The only thing that worked was fire. Fire charred the slimes, making it impossible for them to change their shape. 

      That meant I yelled at Tarryn until he relit the fire I’d stomped out when I thought that was a good idea, then I grabbed sticks and got them burning in the remains of our fire, before beating on the slimes with the flaming end. But if I swung the branch too fast, the flame would go out. So I was swinging flaming sticks in slow motion, trying to burn things that looked like demented strawberry jam crawling after me. 

      As effective as I’m sure my fighting style sounds, you probably won’t be surprised to hear that Tarryn and Bear were doing the bulk of the work against the slimes. Tarryn sprayed fire out of his hands over and over again, while Bear worked a little more surgically with her strikes, shooting out little darts of fire at the slimes as they got closer to our comrades in the tree. The slimes were about as eager and simple as the prinkies. They didn’t seem to care what was happening to their brethren. Though they did seem to feel pain, as they’d flinch away when we burned them. At least a little.

      The slime barrage slowed for a moment, then stopped.

      I took a breath and saw the carnage all around us. I felt like shit. Tarryn hadn’t stopped burning the shit out of everything he saw. Ragnar and Skeld were getting everyone else out of the tree before it burned down.

      No one thought the onslaught was over.

      There was a weird noise, and then I was covered in shadow. 

      I looked up. It seemed like it all happened in slow motion: a massive red slime, easily twenty feet wide, came crashing down on me. I was immediately enveloped, and felt acid and burning everywhere. I could barely move — my arms were down by my side, and the burning branch I had been using as a weapon was now just a slowly-disintegrating stick floating next to me. 

      I felt a sort of give all around me, like the skin of the slime was parting to let me inside. I guess it was the slime’s way of eating me. The burning went up a whole new level. My skin was on fire, being literally eaten away by the acidic insides of the slime. I wanted to scream, but I was afraid to open my mouth up and wind up drinking down the horrific goop that was killing me.

      But the next worst thing happened.

      The acid dissolved my eyelids, and I got a good glimpse of the world through rose-colored slime before my eyes went pop, audibly so, and I lost all sight. The one minor gain was that I had a modicum of movement returned to me. I held out my hand, and the throwing axe came to me, zooming out of the dark forest, cutting through the slime and slapping into my hand. Even though my skin was sloughing off everywhere, I swung that damn axe as quickly as I could, cutting through the tough outer skin of the giant slime until I felt a breeze, and then I tried to power myself through the exit.

      It didn’t really work.

      I started to fall down, back into the slime.

      But hands were there, pulling me out. Sure, they were mostly grabbing onto my bones, but my bones held together, and I was forcibly removed from the slime.

      I couldn’t hear much, since my ears were kind of gone, but I still had tremorsense, and I could sense several people moving around me, plus someone casting powerful spells toward the big slime. 

      Cool water, or a liquid of some variety, that managed to stop the burns. Or, you know, I had just fried all my nerves so I couldn’t feel the burning any more. Either case was equally possible.

      They left me on the ground, and I just existed in that darkness for a moment, feeling the world instead of seeing or hearing it. I’d never had a sensation quite like it. It was horrible. That was certainly one of the problems with both regeneration and respawning — the ability to go through the horrific experiences over and over again. It wasn’t something I would wish on anyone, having the entirety of your body burnt off by acid. And yet, I suppose it was better than paying the ultimate price and actually dying. Maybe.

      It seemed like our conflict had ended, because my body started to repair itself, and I didn’t sense anything out in the world beyond ourselves. After a minute or two, I sensed the forest creatures returning, which gave me some measure of comfort. 

      And as soon as I could tell the regeneration was going smoothly, I retreated into my head and tried very very hard to ignore everything else.
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      Apparently I was out for most of the night while my body struggled through repairing itself. According to those who witnessed it, it was touch and go whether or not my regeneration process was going to be fast enough to counteract the acidic burns all over. But eventually, my regeneration pulled ahead, and then it was just a matter of watching the disgusting process of me healing. 

      I was also out for Skeld explaining his new look to the comrades, and Tarryn’s lecture on the race known as the carcajou. He only knew about them from books, but apparently they were native to the hills and mountains farther northwest, on the other side of the Amber Wastes, which I learned was the name of the great plains that butted up against Coggeshall. They were rather barbaric people, big fans of fighting and violence. Their leader was always the strongest in the group, and aptly enough, was called The Powerful One. Their society was entirely organized around fighting prowess and the ability to withstand pain. Once every two years, there were great tournaments whereby it was possible to change your rank. It wasn’t a particularly civilized society, mainly because there was little time for things like farming or building except by the lowest castes. Everyone else spent their time fighting and training. Oddly though, because there was only the biannual challenges, most of the fighting took place outside of the homelands. And it was never really to push for new territory so much as to experience combat. A single army was hired out to whomever had the gold or an interesting possible conflict, because a carcajou never fought another carcajou outside the bounds of the Challenges. 

      Somewhere at the tail end of the sociology lesson, I came around, blissfully able to close my eyes and see, which I vowed to never take for granted again. Being unable to close my eyes was really just gruesome and horrific. 

      Slowly, I got to my feet, and looked at myself. Then I felt myself. 

      I was hairless. 

      Everywhere. No beard. No long hair. No eyebrows. My clothes had been eaten by the acid. So I was also naked. There was, thankfully, a pair of pants resting at my feet. I pulled them on, but my thighs split the pant legs. I looked like a Times Square version of the Hulk. Maybe the mediocre hulk. It was ridiculous.

      “Any chance there’s a shirt in that bag?” I asked.

      “Not one that would fit you,” Ragnar replied, doing his damndest to hide a smile. And failing.

      “You know, this is why people don’t respect me as a duke.”

      “It’s really only part of the problem,” Skeld said.

      “Thanks, peanut gallery. Tarryn, send a flare up to get Fritz over here. We need to get the wounded back to base, figure out what the hell is going on out here.”

      Tarryn nodded, keeping his glib comments to himself, and walked over to a clearer spot. He reached his hand into the air, and a red ball of energy shot skyward, zooming about four hundred feet up before exploding in a beautiful star shape that morphed into a large arrow pointing down at us.

      “Subtle,” I said.

      “Fritz doesn’t do subtle well,” Tarryn replied with a shrug.

      I peered over the carnage of the battlefield. The bodies of the dead had been pulled out into a line, and there were lots of them. Scores of goblins, laid out one after another. Lots of the vargr, most missing large chunks out of themselves. And five kobolds.

      Baltu was looking down at them.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. 

      He gave me a wan smile, then shook his head. “There is nothing to be sorry for,” he said. “You did your utmost to protect them. They died knowing someone cared. That is more than they have had for most of their lives.”

      “I still wish I had done more,” i said.

      “And that is why we follow you as we do.”

      I noticed that the other kobolds were gathering around, nodding. They were all injured in some capacity. Burns on most, bandages that were already bloody and leaking on the rest.

      They were all looking at me. 

      “I promise do more,” I said to them. “You are my people. I will protect you.”

      They reached out and put their hands on me, and closed their eyes. It was both a little odd, and yet touching. Then, without saying anything, they went away.

      Amber walked back through the trees, and I realized she’d been gone.

      “There’s something odd happening here,” she said. 

      “Ya think?” I gestured to the bodies.

      “Come.”

      I left a note for Fritz explaining clearly that I understood he preferred to fly with me, but I needed him to help out some wounded. Then, I put Ragnar and Skeld in charge of getting the kobolds, Tarryn, Bear, and Maja onto Fritz and back to Coggeshall. Then Amber and I headed into the night.
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      Amber had definitely improved as a ranger since the first time we’d gone out. Now she moved through the forest with practiced ease, making virtually no noise. She knew exactly where to step, and pointed things out to me with enough time that I could move quietly too, avoiding branches and twigs as we crept along. After about twenty minutes hiking along, she motioned for me to stop.

      “Up there,” she whispered, pointing into the trees.

      About a hundred or so feet up and fifty feet north of our current position, I saw a platform hanging off a tree. It was a bit like a hunter’s platform, except a little bigger and a lot higher than any hunter would ever need to be. And there wasn’t much of anything to keep you from falling off. There was a rope ladder leading to the platform, hanging all the way down to the ground. And a number of goblins were climbing down. They didn’t have on armor, and didn’t look like any of the Night Goblins I’d yet encountered in the valley. Or even the ones I’d encountered outside the valley. These guys were a bit bigger, a bit more put together, and they also looked like they were having a little more trouble moving. Like they were older. And at least one of them was pudgy. I’d never seen a fat goblin before. There were also hints of gold and jewels on these guys.

      “What am I looking at?” I asked.

      “They were on the platform when I got back here,” Amber whispered, “watching us.”

      “Watching us?”

      She nodded. “They had something like an orb they were looking through. I could see just a little of it, and they were watching you guys.”

      “So are you thinking they’re, what, the guys in charge?”

      “I think that’s a definite possibility.”

      “Which means all of this was for testing purposes,” I said, shaking my head as the pudgy one fell off the ladder and bounced down the tree a ways. He seemed unhurt at the bottom, which was disappointing.

      “Why would they do that?” Amber asked.

      “Because they want to know more about us. Not to be too much of an egotist, but they probably wanted to know more about me. See if they can figure out a way to knock me out of the fight.”

      “Because we’re starting to intrude on their territory.”

      “We’ve being doing that since the first day we arrived in the valley. But we also took away their playthings, and I think they’re starting to get mad about that.”

      “Playthings?”

      “The kobolds. I’m going to get a little closer, see what I can hear.”

      “You can understand them?”

      “Yep.”

      I crawled from tree to tree, moving quietly through the undergrowth. The goblins weren’t anywhere near as cautious. There were six of them talking to each other, guffawing at some joke that I hadn’t heard. There was a surprising amount of back slapping, and even a shared drink from a crude-looking metal flask. Clearly there weren’t a lot of fine silversmiths amongst the Night Goblins.

      About twenty feet from the group of six, I noticed some large, brutish-looking mooks standing guard. I made a quick count while peeking around a tree trunk. Eight of the big boys. They were standing there, with weapons, but they weren’t aware of much. The ‘guards,’ for lack of a better term, were about five or six feet tall, but had oversized faces with oversized features. Yellowed tusks poked out from their underbitten square jaws. They had huge fingers that looked like prize-winning cucumbers. Only two fingers though, and one thumb on each of their huge arms. Just two of those, as well as two legs. Crude armor covered them from head to toe, and a heavy, thick helm sat on each of their big heads. Wisps of hair came out from under the helms, but it looked thick. Coarse, I think you’d call it. They each had a short sword of sorts on their belt, and held a spear in their hands. But the spears were odd. Super thick haft, rather rudimentary metal point. One of them farted quite loudly. Then another. And a third. They weren’t the most imposing of troops, but it was clear they were the elite guard.

      The mucky-mucks were walking away from their stand toward their guard. I was roughly equidistant from each group, and while I was willing to bet the ‘elite’ guards weren’t going to spot me, it didn’t seem worth the risk. I wanted to know what these guys were doing, and, for once, not kill them.

      “... Didn’t think would work that good,” one of the goblins said. “Slimes were brilliant.”

      “You are welcome,” the pudgy one replied. “It will take a short time to replace what was used, but not to worry. I have some thoughts on other varieties. There is a quite a lot to chose from, and we might be able to accelerate the breeding if you can spare more--“

      “You have what you have,” the goblin walking in front said. “There are others who need more than you.”

      “But—“

      “Slime-lord, when we have confirmation the Beast has truly died, you might be given back what you lost. But not before then.”

      “Yes, Your Darkness,” the pudgy one said, bowing and letting the group get a little farther from him. He stood up, rolled his eyes, and rejoined the group.

      “The slimes were effective,” the leader, apparently His Darkness, said. “The vargr were not. They lack discipline unless ridden. Crossbows were a failure. What was the rate?”

      “One in ten,” another of the goblins piped up, his voice hard to hear he was being so quiet.

      “Failed?”

      “Succeeded.”

      His Darkness stopped, and lifted a hand up as if to halt the group. He made a fist, and there was an audible crunch as the goblin who’d just spoken imploded. Everyone fell silent. Then the leader started walking again, and the rest of the group ignored the remains, stepping over and around the clump of former-goblin.

      “It would seem we need a new head of projectiles,” His Darkness said. “Anyone have a candidate they might recommend?”

      Silence from the rest.

      By that time, though, they had made it to their farting guards. I decided I’d heard enough.

      The goblins were testing different methods of fighting Coggeshall. And it sounded like they were actually pretty on top of things. I mean, it sounded like they had departments and research and everything. It made me really worried, because the I’d thought the goblins were a threat before, when it was just a matter of numbers. We needed to get more intel on them, and quick.

      I looked over at Amber, who was peering out from a berry bush.

      “Let’s get back to camp,” I said.

      She nodded, and took point again, leading me back through the darkened trees to where our camp was.

      On the way, I told Amber what I knew about the kobold-night goblin relationship in Coggeshall Valley. The sacrifices, and the dark god that night goblins were apparently serving. And how the night goblins needed to keep the flow of sacrifices consistent, or there would be trouble with their god. That was always the trouble with gods who demanded sacrifices. Everything is all rainbows and blood until the bodies dry up, and then the god wants your blood. Fuckers. All of ‘em.

      The question on my mind was around that god. Who was it? Was it a god of Vuldranni or some outside entity like that bastard behind the Corruption? I’d much rather be dealing with someone local. That outsider really fucked things up for us. And what were the Night Goblins doing? Was their religion a way of life thing, or were they building toward something?

      It struck me that there was the outside chance the night goblins were trying to get their own dungeon going. Sacrifices were a major part of dungeon building. Maybe I should chance it and let them complete their nefarious deeds before sweeping in and cleaning them out. Then I’d have a dungeon. But really, dungeons, at least the capital D type Dungeons I’d already encountered didn’t seem to have a whole lot of upside to them. Incredibly dangerous, preternaturally difficult, and they didn’t seem to pour out treasures. Dungeons in this world weren’t the sort of thing you could farm. I wondered if there was some analog on this world that could be farmed in that regard. It would be super useful to have something that would allow our soldiers and guards to level up even while constrained to the valley. Make sure we had elite troops.

      Back at the campsite, Skeld, Ragnar, and Bear were waiting for us. The rest had taken the first Air Fritz flight home, and we’d have a short wait until the next departure.

      Bear and Skeld were having a quiet talk, but they were both smiling so that warmed my heart just a little. Ragnar and Amber cleaned up the campsite, making sure all the fires and embers were out. Wouldn’t exactly be prudent to burn our forest down. At least, not yet. I hadn’t yet ruled that particular tactic out for a night goblin - Coggeshall conflict. Worst-case scenario, I’d burn the valley to a crisp to keep us safe in our mountain home. Though, as I leaned against the tree and stared into the tiny rising smoke trail, I realized the damn night goblins would be similarly safe in their own mountain home. Perhaps it was time to examine some new strategies. 

      Fritz flew out of the night sky, and we climbed aboard. 

      The short flight through the night did two things. One, it cooled me off, and two, it made me realize how much progress we’d made. We’d done a pretty phenomenal job digging the foundation of the road, out and it showed. There was a definite slice through the heavy woods, and I felt a surge of pride. We were conquering the valley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      There was mass confusion regarding Skeld. But once it was clear the wolverine dude was actually Skeld, everyone pretty much accepted him as Skeld. Just with a slightly different appearance, in a way, that made sense. In a world of magic and miracles, a Lutra coming back from the dead as a burly wolverine-type guy didn’t seem that big of a deal. Certainly not compared to a bird the size of a house who could carry an elephant off with relative ease.

      Interestingly, now that we were back in Coggeshall proper, the magic cube from Mister Paul contained more information. When I took out the little wooden box, I got this prompt:

      

      DO YOU WANT TO BUILD A BUILDING?

      You have been given the choice of one (1) magical building supplied by the gods. What will you choose?

      Abbatoir?

      Alchemist Laboratory?

      Armor-smithy?

      Bakery?

      Butcher?

      Candlemaker?

      Cobblery/Cordwainer?

      Fighting Pits?

      Glassmaker?

      Shrine?

      Skunkworks?

      Smelter?

      Tailor?

      Tavern?

      The choice is yours, and not limited to this list. Happy choosing!

      

      Naturally, I had no idea what to choose, and while there were plenty of people who were totally going to have an opinion about what we should do as a group, I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I was exhausted, it was late, and I was gross, so I elected to go straight up to my quarters. I showered, singing a medley of songs I loved, and then got out, dried off, and walked into my bedchambers, prepared to slide into my cool sheets and sleep the last bit of the night away. Which is exactly what one wants to do when one has had a phenomenally shitty day where one is eaten by a slime and mostly dissolved while still alive. In fact, the only thing keeping me from just falling asleep on the floor had been the fear of nightmares reliving the horrific sliming. If I was going to be thrashing around in terror, I wanted to at least be in my soft bed. Fewer bruises that way.

      Hence, I was more than a little surprised and disappointed to find my bedroom full of people.

      Especially because I was naked. 

      And hairless.

      The entirety of the Council looked at me standing in the doorway.

      “I got slimed,” I said.

      “Did it eat your pants?” Nikolai asked.

      “As a matter of fact—”

      “Yes,” Ragnar finished for me. “And shirt. And hair. And skin. Did you know his bones are black? I know because I had to pull him out of the slime by his fucking bones. And the duke was actually still awake and trying to kill said slime at the time. So, you know, let’s go easy on him for not having pants at the moment.”

      I gave Ragnar a nod, stepped back into the bathroom, wrapped a towel around myself, and then rejoined the council.

      “Really can’t wait until tomorrow, eh?” I asked.

      “I don’t know if you have noticed,” Nikolai said, pointing to the windows, “but it is tomorrow.”

      I looked out, and, sure enough, dawn. The sun had risen. 

      “Fuck,” I said. “Okay then. What’s on the docket?”

      “How far have you gotten and why have you come back?” Nikolai asked.

      “I’d say we’re about two thirds there,” I replied, “and we came back because we found Skeld, we had a rather intense altercation with the night goblins, and we got this.”

      I pulled the magic building cube from my bag and tossed it at Nikolai.

      He fumbled with it, bouncing it up high into the air before managing to grab hold of it. I saw his eyes go wide as he read over the notification.

      “Do I want to know how you got this?” he asked.

      “I don’t even know how I got it,” I said. “It’s a gift for something, but I’m missing big chunks of my memory for some reason.”

      “I guess that will have to be enough for us,” Nikolai agreed. He turned to the rest of the council. Some of them were sitting on my bed, some were sitting in my chairs, and a few stood by the fire, trying to stay warm. “We have a free magic building. It has a wide list of options—”

      “A fortress,” the head dwarf, Harmut called out.

      “Nothing directly related to defense,” I said. “No fortress, no walls, nothing like that.”

      “What about a siege weapon workshop?” he asked.

      “I think that works?”

      “Then I change my vote to that.”

      “We’re voting?” Tarryn asked. “Arcane library.”

      “Hold up,” I said.

      “Armory,” Nathalie offered. “Or an arena.”

      “We don’t need an arena,” Mercy the hydromancer interrupted. “We need more magic—“

       “We have enough magic,” Nathalie said, “we need steel.”

      “Then why not set up a smithy?”

      “We have a smithy.”

      “ENOUGH!” I shouted. 

      Everyone got very quiet and looked over at me. Some with faces of mild panic, more with faces of annoyance. 

      I summoned one prinky.

      He was a thicc boy, remarkably round with tiny little feet. And a brilliant hue of purple.

      “This,” I said, picking up the prinky, “is the ‘talking prinky.’ If you want to say something, you need to be holding the talking prinky.”

      ‘You can’t be serious,” Nikolai said.

      “Do you have the talking prinky?”

      “Obviously—“

      “Then be quiet,” I said firmly. “This a duchal order for today. It might be forever, not sure yet. Now. Who wants to hold the talking prinky?”

      Everyone just sort of looked around awkwardly, and I had the feeling they were daring each other to speak up, to defy me. 

      But then Eliza smiled, and raised her hand delicately. 

      “Go to Lady Northwoods,” I said to the prinky.

      He nodded solemnly, and then ran across the room. She picked him up and set him in her lap.

      “I think,” she said, “that this opportunity for a magical building is one that we might need to table until we have a pressing need for a building. Right now, we are doing fine here.”

      “I don’t—“ began the chief dwarf, but I stood up and pointed at him and shook my head.

      He grimaced, and reached out for the prinky.

      Eliza set the little guy on the ground and shooed him toward the dwarf. Let me say, for the record, that nearly everything I’d gone through was worth it to get me to this point. A gruff old dwarf, clad in his well-worn armor, with his long beard and gnarled hands, pick up the bright purple prinky and hold the furry creature out in front of his stout dwarven body. It was the most wonderfully ridiculous thing possible.

      “I don’t think we are as set as the Lady believes,” he said. “There are plenty of industrial applications we could use this building for, especially a magical building.”

      Tarryn snapped his fingers, and gestured at the prinky.

      As did Essie, the geomancer.

      The dwarf set the prinky down, and the prinky looked at me.

      “You choose,” I said.

      “You don’t have the talking prinky!” Nikolai snapped.

      “I’m the duke.”

      He frowned at me, but I noticed his eyes were smiling a bit. I think he appreciated me standing up for myself, even if it meant I was putting him in his place. And that felt kind of good.

      The prinky looked from the geomancer to the warmancer. Back and forth. Clearly he liked the geomancer more, because he darted over to Essie.

      She scooped him up and plopped him on her lap.

      “Magic is what’s making all of this possible right now,” she said. “And it would be nice to get a little help. Or reprieve.”

      “How much have you leveled since coming here?” the head dwarf asked.

      “Talking prinky,” barked out Nikolai.

      The dwarf grumbled, but I thought he had a pretty decent point. The magic users, mancers, were getting their butts worked off, but that meant they were also leveling up, both in overall level and in the quality of their spells. 

      “Plus,” I said, continuing my internal monologue externally, “there’s only four magic users here right now. Might do to wait until there’s a few more before—“

      “All the brownies use magic,” Mercy said.

      “We don’t need books to cast spells,” Bear said, with more than a hint of patronization.

      “So, yeah, four of you—“

      “But we could make more if we use that building as a means of training Mancers,” Essie said.

      Also a good idea.

      Tarryn put his finger on his nose and pointed at the geomancer. He agreed with the other mage. Unsurprising.

      I gestured, and despite others waiting for him, the prinky came over to me.

      “I think we need more research on this,” I said. “Nothing needs to be done with it today. How about, you guys put proposals together, get them to Nikolai, and we will discuss again in a week. Next thing, though, goblins. We had an interesting interaction with them, which is partly why we’re back.”

      I explained how things had happened, the ambush, the different attacks, and the discussion I overheard afterward.

      “They’re a lot more advanced than I gave them credit for,” I said.

      “Do we still need to use the prinky for this?” Nikolai asked.

      I nodded, and threw the prinky at him. Gently.

      Nikolai muffed the catch and fell out of his chair.

      I didn’t laugh.

      Much.

      He stood up, grabbed the prinky, and sat back down.

      “It would seem the goblins are more advanced, and they are continuing to advance. What is your ultimate goal with them?”

      “He is probably going to invite them to join—“ Harmut started with a roguish smile, but a glare from Nikolai, and, interestingly, the talking prinky, made him shut up.

      “I don’t think we have a choice,” I said. I looked over at Baltu. “Give the prinky to Baltu.”

      Nikolai set the guy on the floor, and the fur ball darted across the room and sat on Baltu’s feet.

      “The Night Goblins in this valley are worshippers of a dark god,” he said. “They are more violent and bloodthirsty than most goblin tribes I have encountered. Or heard of. I doubt there is any way to coexist with them. The goblins need sacrifices, and they will use the people of Coggeshall as fuel if given the opportunity.”

      “So either we go or they do,” I said.

      “Do you— ugh,” Nikolai snapped his fingers at the prinky, who dutifully ran back over. “Do you even want to try a diplomatic solution?”

      “What exactly might that be?” I asked. “Me standing outside their caves and asking them to come have a chat? See if they’re willing to abandon their home to us? I can’t see that happening.”

      “There is also no telling what you might find inside that cave of theirs,” Baltu said.

      The prinky looked a little confused, then darted over to Baltu.

      “They did summon that worm thing,” I said. “So that’s definitely something they have in their arsenal. And they are working on crossbows. It’s not going well, but that might mean they’ll have ballistas or scorpions soon.”

      “You think they’ll siege us?” Nikolai asked, and the prinky ran over to him.

      “They can,” Nathalie said, “but what’s the point? They have to know we’re connected to the outside world through the mountain. They can’t starve us out.”

      “Cut the river flow?”

      Mercy shook her head, “They could, but we’ve got our own underground water supply.”

      “I’m more worried about that slime attack,” Nathalie said.

      “Were the vargr being ridden?” Nikolai asked.

      “No,” I replied.

      “See, that worries me.”

      The head dwarf nodded. “Rare to see that. Means they are being trained to act on their own.”

      “Force multiplier,” Nathalie said.

      The poor prinky was sprinting around the room trying to get to everyone who was talking. I waved him over and let him sit on my lap, and I could feel his tiny magical heart thudding as he panted.

      “There’s too much we don’t know,” I said. “At least, that’s what I’m hearing from all of you.”

      I got nods of agreement in the room. 

      “Can we get some sort of scouting team to, I don’t know, infiltrate?” I asked.

      Nikolai looked over at Nathalie. She shrugged.

      “We will investigate that,” Nikolai said.

      “We’re definitely getting deeper into their territory,” I said, “so we can expect more run-ins with them.  But if they’re focusing on us over there, they might not expecting us to be peek into their backyards.”

      There were a few nods, people picking up what I was putting down.

      “Which means,” I continued, “that we should probably either be a more tempting target, or a bigger badder target. Make them bring more out to deal with us.”

      “You want more troops with you?” Nathalie said.

      “I want more everything,” I said. “We need a big push to the end of the valley, and then we’ll have to set up something there for us to build from.”

      Harmut nodded. He’d become our chief of construction, and I figured he’d probably be helming the project.

      “Lee,” the dwarf said, looking over at the elf, “you want to talk on this?”

      Lee nodded. “I did a few flyovers with Fritz, and I got a pretty decent view of the, well, the gap. Not sure if there’s a better term for it. There’s a lake there, right?”

      “Yep,” I said.

      “How deep?”

      “I didn’t really get a good look at it, but I could see the bottom. I’d guess pretty shallow.”

      “Okay then,” Lee stood up from his leaning position, “I’m thinking our best bet is putting a fortress in the middle of the lake. Have some walls that go across the lake, slightly open on the bottom to allow water to come through. But the main defense will be the fortress there, not just a wall across.”

      “You think?” I asked.

      “Just a wall puts everything too far from here. We’d be hard-pressed to keep the place adequately supplied. You need a legitimate structure there.”

      “Seems like a lot, is all.”

      “It is a lot, but I think that’s what will be best, all things considered. If we build something that can stand some stress there, more than just a wall.”

      “You think that’s a project you can handle, Harmut?” 

      He immediately looked over to Essie. The geomancer nodded, so he nodded.

      “Can do.”

      “But how quickly?” Nikolai asked. “Time is certainly of the essence with this.”

      “Depends on the stone that is there, but I imagine we could have a building up in, say two weeks.”

      “That fast?”

      “As I just said, it depends quite a bit on the stone there. The building conditions. Very different if it is five feet of water versus fifty. Is it moving water?”

      “Only minimally,” I said. “It almost looks like a delta.”

      “Moving water takes more time. You want me to build defensive structures in the water? To slow them down? You want me to build a whole wall across the opening still? Is there going to be goblin interference? Is there something on the other side that’ll be interferin’ with us? Too many questions for me to give you an accurate number, your grace.”

      “My one concern with this plan—“ Nikolai started.

      “You only have one concern?” the dwarf piped up.

      “Do you want the talking prinky to go back into effect?” I asked, giving a glare at everyone around the room. Which was matched by the little purple prinky. Dude was fierce.

      Plenty of shaking heads.

      “Then no interrupting,” I said. “Especially just for sass. That’s Ragnar’s job.”

      “That’s right,” Ragnar said with a nod.

      “Back to what I was saying,” Nikolai continued, “my one concern with all this is that it spreads us out quite thin. We still have the road crew out working, right?”

      Harmut nodded.

      “And moving fast,” he added, with more than a hint of pride in his voice.

      “But not done, which makes me wonder if we really want to have three teams working outside the walls at once,” Nikolai said.

      “We will not have enough soldiers to protect them all,” Nathalie said.

      “Is the road something we want to continue?” Nikolai asked.

      “If we don’t,” I replied, “we cede the valley to the Night Goblins.”

      “So we take the fight to them? Right now?”

      “We’re not ready for that, but I don’t think the answer is sitting inside here and turtling.”

      There was a long moment of people looking around at each other, and at me.

      “Turtling?” Nikolai asked.

      “Pulling our head inside like a turtle. Sitting behind our walls and, I don’t know, growing stronger? Hopefully?”

      “Ah. Yes, I doubt that is the answer. But I want to know where your head is at on this.”

      “I think we start with finishing the dig,”  I said. “Move on to the fortress, then, follow with the road.”

      “Which will be in winter.”

      “I mean, that’s certainly not ideal. But do you have a better idea?”

      “I agree with the dig, I think we focus on that. And best case would be getting the fortress and the road done at the same time. Have you with the road team, balance that out with more soldiers at the fortress.”

      “Being that everyone else is busy hiring mercs, should we?” I asked.

      “Discussion for later,” Nikolai said. “I think we should leave the duke to rest. He’ll need to head back out in a few hours.”

      “Hours?” I asked.

      Nikolai shrugged. “We’re fighting the weather. Digging frozen ground will kill any hope of getting any of this done before spring.”

      Everyone left, and I laid down on the bed, staring up at the ceiling.

      “Fuck,” I said.
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      I did get a brief respite, laying down on my bed and staring up at the ceiling. Something acknowledged by the world.

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Staring at the Ceiling. Look up purposelessly with purpose! Do nothing with style! Count termites! The world is… probably full of better things to do. Oh well!
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        * * *

      

      Fan-fucking-tastic. I was really racking up those impressive and useful skills.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been in my pseudo-meditative state, but while I was laying there, someone knocked on my door. I got up, still clad in just a towel, and saw an older dwarf standing there. He was stout, as was their nature, but he was shorter than the others. I wasn’t sure if it was the ravages of time or just something he’d been born with. He was pretty old, with the most magnificent beard I’d ever seen, a complete and pure white.

      He looked up at me with kind eyes nearly hidden under bushy eyebrows.

      “I been told you have a mild issue,” he said, with just the hint of a lisp.

      “That’s a bit weird,” I replied. “You’d think I’d know if I had an issue.”

      “So this hairless look is something you are happy with?”

      “Ah, yeah, that issue.”

      “If you would like, your grace, I can be of assistance.”

      “How?”

      “Have you ever seen a dwarf without a beard?”

      “Just some of the ladies.”

      “And yet we work with fire on the regular. Odd, eh?”

      He pushed by me and walked into my chambers. I noticed he had a heavy leather valise tucked under one arm. He looked around the room, muttering under his breath, very clearly making harsh judgements on the quality of the construction for the ‘best’ rooms in the hold. Then, he saw the bathroom, and made a beeline there.

      I followed.

      “Get a chair,” he said, “you’re too tall.”

      “Sorry,” I replied.

      “Hrmph,” was all I got in response.

      By the time I was back with a chair, he’d opened up his valise and gotten his goods spread out in front of him. It was a wide array of barber type things, scissors, straight razors, combs and brushed galore. There were also more than few pots and bottles of cremes and tonics. 

      “Sit,” he said.

      I did.

      “Mind if I ask your name?” I asked.

      “Hrmph,” he grunted while reading over the label on a bottle, something that looked handwritten. “Iagan MacIlleSheathain.”

      “Okay, well,” I said, not even wanting to try butchering his name with my attempt at pronunciation—

      “And I know who you are, so we can be done with the talkin’ while I’m in the midst of doing the thinking.”

      “Certainly.”

      He went through all the various jars, carefully reading over them, looking for something in particular. When he found something he liked, he set it to the side, and then continued on.

      “Thing is,” he said, almost to himself, certainly not talking to me, “never worked on one like this before.”

      “Like what?”

      He eyed me, then frowned a little. “Quiet, you.”

      I went quiet.

      He returned to his bottles. 

      I decided the best thing I could do was just lean back and close my eyes. Take another moment of rest when it was offered. 

      The next thing I knew, I felt something cold being slathered all over my cheeks, my chin, and my lips. It tingled. 

      “Oh, that’s new,” Iagan said.

      “Prob—“

      “Quiet, you.”

      I had no choice, I had to trust the man. Or dwarf.

      Some scraping, more creme, a splash of something liquid.

      A grunt from Iagan.

      Then my face was rocked by a fantastic slap, and a huge amount of shockingly cold water was poured over me. 

      I gasped, and opened my eyes.

      Iagan was staring at my face.

      I reached up to touch my face. Because, you know, it was my face. But he smacked my hand away before I could touch anything.

      “Wait, you,” he said. 

      I waited. What choice did I have?

      He nodded, so I assumed whatever he was seeing he liked. Then he grabbed a bottle and held it ready to pour on me, but hesitated.

      A moment.

      Two moments.

      “Now,” he whispered, and he dashed the bottle at my face.

      I didn’t feel anything.

      He gave my face another smack, but it sounded different. It wasn’t skin on skin, it was skin on beard hair. 

      While I was being amazed, he’d filled a bucket with water, and he splashed it all over my face again.

      “Done,” he said, and started packing his things back into his valise. 

      “Done?” I asked. “What, I mean, what happened?”

      He sighed, pulled a mirror from the valise, and held it up to me.

      I smiled. Once again, I had a magnificent beard. Actually, this one was even more magnificent than my original: long, smooth, blonde, and practically perfect in every way. And my eyebrows and lashes were back too. However, I was still bald as can be.

      “Any chance you can do something up top?” I asked.

      “I do beards,” Iagan said. 

      “You did my eyebrows,” I said.

      “Facial hair.”

      “Ah. So no hair on top of the head?”

      “No.”

      He snapped his valise shut.

      “Your grace,” he said, with a slight nod. Then he walked out of the bathroom. A second later, I heard the bedroom door shut.

      I felt a little better. Having eyebrows again was pretty boss. It made me look human once again, even if I wasn’t actually. 

      There was a pounding on my door, followed by the slight creak of it being opened.

      “Time to go,” Ragnar called out.

      I sighed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      A much larger group left for the road digging project this time. In addition to everyone who’d come originally, I brought the minotaurs along, plus a hundred and twenty kobolds who’d volunteered to be in our military. And much to his supreme irritation, I brought Carpophorus the Thingman who’d been my weapons instructor. He was going to turn those hundred and twenty kobolds into a legitimate fighting force. It was my own little form of punishment to make up for him being so deliriously happy beating me into a pulp over and over again.

      Also, we added twenty dwarves to our digging team, plus Essie the geomancer. It was very much a dream team of sorts. And all of us delivered across the valley by Air Fritz, the best airline in, well, probably the world at this point. Fritz actually seemed to be enjoying his new role as public transport. I think because so many people gave him praise. Told him how amazingly useful he was being, how thrilling it was to fly with him. I thought about, maybe, getting some sort of colorful outfit for the giant bird. Make an Air Fritz logo. I needed to find a willing and imaginative tailor for that...

      We resumed work the following morning, again following the usual pattern. I was at the front with the prinkies. The dwarfs followed behind, doing cleanup work to make everything nice and pretty and ready for the road builders to lay stone. Carpophorus wrangled the minotaurs into helping him. Considering they were all professional soldiers, after the first week, the kobolds were actually looking somewhat like a decent group of fighters.

      I quickly got back into the routine: dig, dig, dig, summon prinkies, eat something, dig, dig, dig, eat something, sleep. Rinse and repeat.

      We had a few run-ins with the goblins. It seemed like they were continuing to probe our capabilities. Mostly hit-and-run attacks, which were very tough on the minotaurs. I noticed that when their blood got up, they were quick to chase. It took considerable effort on my part, and Carpophorus’s, to reign them in. There were no more slime attacks, but the vargr made several appearances. Most of the time they were being ridden, but twice they came just as a group. But the goblins hadn’t figured out their cannibalism problem, so as soon as the wounded piled up, the vargr just fell amongst themselves. 

      Fritz would come hang out sometimes. He still scratched words out in the dirt — it wasn’t the best means of communication, but it gave him, and me, something to do. He also wanted to get in on the fun with the goblins, and I knew he’d be a devastating ally, but I wanted to keep him as backup. Having a buddy capable of dropping ten-ton boulders on target would be a game changer. Nothing like having air superiority. At least, that was something Lee was keen on pontificating. It made me wonder what other mounts we might tame to get us in the sky.
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      Two weeks later, we made the final push through the trees, and we could see the end. It was a cool intersection of geography. The mountain walls that formed the boundary of Coggeshall Valley just sort of stopped, getting thinner and thinner until, at some point in the past, said walls just crumbled. A river came from the west and made a shallow lake covering the entire entrance to the valley. On the valley side, a nice wide flat grassy field gave way to the shallow lake. A gentle slope, and then the rest of the world. A river went down the eastern portion of the slope, again, super slow and mellow, as far as moving water goes, before disappearing into a forest. The forest covered the eastern portion of the outside world, while the western portion were plains. Amber waves as far as the eye could see. Across from us, far in the distance, were hazy mountains. 

      It was pretty, and we were the first to arrive. There was no army of Mahrduhm camped out on the plains, no horde of monsters or goblins or orcs or something else from the collective nightmares of humanity, and elfmanity, and dwarfmanity for that matter. Instead, it was just beautiful amber waves of grain.

      I left most everyone back with the dig, and made my way toward the lake, the opening, and the plains beyond. I wanted to find out a little more about the terrain we’d be digging and working through. Also, I figured it would behoove us to find a spot for a more permanent camp, a spot for all the workers to rest and recuperate while trying to build a fortress on the quick.. Walking through the open field, I couldn’t help but notice just how green everything was, almost preternaturally so. The ground was just a bit squishy, making me think the lake tended to grow and shrink over the course of the year. 

      Bear rode on my shoulder, Ragnar walked on my left, and Skeld on my right. It was interesting to hear their different footsteps. Skeld was much heavier now, and he sank into the grass-mud nearly as much as I did. He didn’t have the same set of abilities as me, so he was having a harder time walking through it, and I could hear him curse softly every now and again. I had the distinct feeling he was going to lose his boot to the muck. 

      As we got closer to the lake, naturally, my thoughts turned to fishing. What kind of fish swam here? It was an odd spot because we were quite high up, still mountainous, and the water feeding the lake had that distinct blue of a melting glacier. Which gave me pause, and I looked over my shoulder as if I could see into the western cave, the Night Goblins’ cave, and maybe spy a glacier hidden inside. Obviously, I couldn’t see much beyond trees and the tall mountains beyond. Back to the fish, I figured there’d be trout. The cold water meant a no for bass or really any warm water fish. And trout were hardy, they could take the cold. They’d handle the lake freezing over in the winter. Which it definitely had to do, considering how shallow the lake was.

      Maybe it was because I was embroiled in these deep and important thoughts that my gaze wandered from the plains past the lake to see a large grouping of boulders off the eastern side of the clearing. It had a dark spot in the center.

      “Whoa,” I said, “is that a cave?” 

      We stopped, and everyone looked where I was pointing.

      “Maybe,” Skeld said, “but is that really important at the present time? Shouldn’t we get closer to that camp? Make contact?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Cave.”

      Skeld sighed. Ragnar laughed. 

      “I vote cave,” Ragnar said. “There’s always the chance it will have treasure.”

      “Or goblins,” Skeld cautioned.

      “It’s been, like, hours since I’ve killed a goblin,” I said, “I think it’s only right we go investigate.”

      “I’m not going to win this one, am I?” Skeld asked.

      “The idiots presently outnumber you,” Bear said.

      “Hey,” I said. “If you vote, it’s a tie.”

      “She’s right, though,” Ragnar said. “There are a lot of idiots here.”

      “You know she means you, right?”

      “Sure, I’ve come to terms with my shortcomings.”

      “Short is right,” Skeld said.

      I had to grab Ragnar to keep him from trying to beat up his buddy. 

      “Cave it is,” I said.

      So we headed toward the potential cave, which was ever so slightly uphill. About a hundred yards away, I caught a tremendous stench as a breeze drifted from the direction of the dark spot.

      “Shit,” Skeld said.

      “Pretty sure that’s offal,” Ragnar said. “And shit.”

      “Bears?” I asked.

      “Yes?” Bear replied, and I could almost hear her smile.

      “Or something,” Ragnar said.

      “Bears usually don’t smell that bad,” Skeld said.

      “Tell me that when one isn’t riding on your shoulder,” I said.

      The brownie ripped one of my beard hairs out. I didn’t cry at all. 

      “So it’s probably a monster of some kind,” Ragnar said. “A gross one that keeps a lot of dead things around to feast on.”

      “Ghoul,” Skeld said.

      “You think everything smelly is a ghoul.”

      “Every ghoul is smelly.”

      “Yeah, but—“

      “Guys,” I said, “let’s figure this thing out first, and then you can have your argument about ghouls, okay?”

      Nods, and we continued on in spite of the growing stench besieging us. 

      As we neared, the brilliant green grass of the rest of the clearing died out, replaced instead by hard-packed mud. It was definitely a cave, a wide-open portal to darkness. There were a few carcasses in the mud, and no shortage of bones. All the bones looked like they’d been chewed and rejected for some reason or another.

      “Might be better if we brought more soldiers with us,” Ragnar said.

      “Nah, we got this,” I replied.

      Naturally, such a phrase would come back to bite me in the butt. That was just the way of things.

      Ragnar sighed, but he continued on. He took his spear off his back and got ready for a fight. Skeld followed suit, and was similarly ready.

      The stench was overpowering now.

      “Maybe whatever was in there died,” I said, “and that’s what we’re smelling.”

      The cave-dwelling creature decided that was the opportune time to roar. It was an earth-shattering, guttural cry of anger and rage, loud and rumbling enough to make the small pebbles bounce around the cracked mud.

      “Okay, fine. Whatever is inside is probably not quite dead,” I said, coming to a stop.

      Fingers seemed to come out of the darkness, grabbing the rock. They were mottled grey, nearly matching the stone surround exactly. Three fingers. Three really big fingers with an extra joint at the end. 

      My stomach started to sink, because I thought I might know what the fingers belonged to.

      A feeling confirmed when a face emerged out of the cave, and stared at us. Small eyes facing front, folded triangular flaps for ears, and a big fuck-off mouth with big fuck-off teeth. Not a ton of teeth — there were some pretty good sized gaps between them — but they were still huge and pointy and seemed perfectly-designed for maximum damage. The big head sat on top of the body with virtually no neck, and his jaw was absolutely massive. A pug-like nose was smack in the middle of his face. The body itself was heavily muscled, and just kept coming as the creature ventured forth out of the cave entrance. It was a huge version of….

      I felt Bear make a motion, and I got a little notification.
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        * * *

      

      Mature Rolegurdaüdi

      Greater Beast

      Lvl ??

      HP: Very High

      MP: Very low

      Known Strengths: None

      Known Weaknesses: None

      Threat Level: Unknown
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        * * *

      

      The mature version of the thing that ripped off my leg. Well there went my day. And probably my legs, given past precedence.

      “Run,” I said.

      “What?” Skeld asked.

      “Run.”

      Skeld turned and burned, sprinting toward the trees. I followed him. Ragnar, decided to take a different track, and he made for the lake. Which made total sense. He was not going to outrun anything on land, but in the water, he’d be nearly impossible to catch.

      The rolegurdaüdi seemed to hesitate for a second, but the tiny thing moving slowest was definitely the most tempting target, and it launched itself after him at a frightening speed. 

      Motherfucker was big and fast, which always seemed like it should be illegal.

      I slid to a stop, watching Ragnar with horror. It didn’t seem like he was gonna make it. The rolegurdaüdi could just wade in the water and snatch Ragnar up.

      I snatched the axe from my belt, hauled off, and threw it as hard as I could, even though I had my doubts the axe would do the slightest bit of damage to the creature anyway.

      Ragnar got to the edge of the water, took two steps into the shallows, then dove, slipping under.

      The axe bonked against the head of the rolegurdaüdi, but did nothing.

      The rolegurdaüdi skidded as he stopped, halting before he got to the water. 

      Ragnar surfaced, not that far away, and swam like his life depended on it. Which it did.

      Except, well, the rolegurdaüdi didn’t move. It stood at the lake edge, staring at Ragnar. 

      Ragnar stopped after a few yards, and chanced a look over his shoulder. He saw the standing rolegurdaüdi, and was definitely as confused as the rest of us. Why wasn’t the rolegurdaüdi pursuing?

      “He’s afraid of the water,” Bear whispered. 

      “Can’t be,” I said.

      “Must be. Why else would he stop?”

      “Can I point out that any second now he will remember we’re here,” Skeld said, “and we’re not anywhere close to water.”

      “Point,” I said, and we resumed running.
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      The rolegurdaüdi prowled along the lakeshore, watching Ragnar. Ragnar, meanwhile, stayed comfortably in the water, swimming in an almost relaxed way.

      I watched from the edge of the forest. Work had stopped for the moment, and all non-combatants had been pulled back even farther to make sure there was no chance they’d get the rolegurdaüdi’s attention. There was no way to get Ragnar out of the water without going past the rolegurdaüdi, but I wasn’t overly concerned because, well, Ragnar was an otter. A big sentient otter, but still, he was made for the water. And he could just swim out the other side if he wanted. 

      There was definitely a bit of a time problem as I didn’t doubt the goblins would be showing up when night came, and that would present problems. If we hadn’t resolved the rolegurdaüdi issue by then, we’d be hit on both fronts. To make matters worse, dark clouds were moving in, and thunder rolled in the distance. It had all the trappings of a wicked storm.

      Swell.

      Amber knelt next to me. “I don’t know anything about that beast,” she said.

      “Not part of ranger school?”

      “I did not, uh, is there a ranger school?”

      “There’s one in Georgia, yeah. But I don’t think they know much about this thing either.”

      “Georgia?”

      “Never mind, not important.”

      “I just know what Wulf the ursus told me. That these are rolegurdaüdi, that the ursus stayed out of the central part of the valley because of them. And that the one you tangled with is the juvenile, theoretically from this mating pair.”

      “Wait. That last bit, say it again.”

      “The juvenile?”

      “No. Fuck. Pair. There’s another one somewhere.”

      I stood up, closed my eyes, and reached out with tremorsense. 

      Nothing. But... there was something. An absence. A spot where I couldn’t sense, well, anything. 

      I opened my eyes, and I looked over to the right, toward a group of old trees with thick gnarled grey trunks. It had to be there. She had to be there.

      “Get Tarryn. Signal Fritz, prepare to evacuate the digging crew,” I said quietly. “But move like you’re unconcerned.”

      Amber nodded, then nonchalantly walked back along the dig to the holding area.

      “Wait,” I hissed.

      She stopped.

      “Better idea,” I said. 

      She walked back over, equally as nonchalant.

      “Your grace?” she asked.

      “There’s no way we can get everyone out fast enough,” I said quietly, “but we can probably get everyone into the lake, to some degree at least, and head across the water.”

      “You want everyone to try and run across the open field past that thing to get in the water?”

      “I mean, that’s half the plan?”

      “What’s the other half?”

      “Me,” I said. “Go and send Tarryn this way. When you see the signal, get everyone moving as quickly as they can.”

      “This has all the signs of a quality Coggeshall plan, your grace. But might I ask what the signal might be?”

      “You’ll know it.”

      “Even better,” she said, with a wary smile. “Please be safe. Ish.” 

      She reached out and touched my face for a second. Looking into her eyes, it seemed like she was trying to decide something. Then she just smiled again, and gave my beard a little tug. She walked away quickly, but calmly.

      I watched her go. And not just because of the tails. Don’t get me wrong, the tails were hypnotic, and fluffy, and— not just because of the tails. I was trying to figure her out. At least understand where her head might be at. She was an odd one at the best of times, thrown into a life she didn’t want, then taking a huge risk to break out of it into the life she thought she wanted. A city girl who dreamt of being in the country. And now we were leaning on her more than nearly any other ranger. She had yet to buckle under the pressure, which was great, but I was also noticing her demeanor toward me changing, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. Or how to go about dealing with it.

      Thankfully, Tarryn came striding up, a goofy smile on his face. I didn’t have to think about interpersonal relationships until, hopefully, much later.

      “You have a grand plan, oh master of all we survey?” he asked.

      “I have a plan,” I said. “I don’t think it’s grand.”

      “Is it that you get the shit beaten out of you by a big monster while everyone else runs away?”

      “I was going to phrase it in a more, uh, impressive manner, but that’s gist of it.”

      “How do I fit in?”

      “Without looking directly, can you see the group of large trees over there, the light grey ones that are grown together?”

      He gazed out at the lake, but was actually looking out his peripheral vision.

      “I think I see it,” he said. “But you’re also asking me to look for a group of trees while standing in the edge of a forest.”

      “I want you to blow the shit out of it,” I said. “Biggest thing you can handle.”

      “I mean, I can do that, but I’m not sure I see the point.”

      “That’s where the other one is hiding.”

      “The other one?!” 

      “Also, you think you’re going to be able to run after you throw this spell?”

      “Run?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’re not using Fritz?”

      “Did you signal for him?”

      “No.”

      “So, no.”

      “But—“

      “Okay, I’ll carry you until someone catches up to me.”

      “What? Wait—“

      “Let me get a weapon out,” I said, standing up and stretching my arms out, “and then unleash hell.”

      “Wait, you want me to open a portal to--“

      “No, fire. I think. Or water. Can you do something destructive with water?”

      “Water?”

      “I just don’t know how that’d work. Drop it from really high up? Ice? But they can’t be afraid of ice.”

      “Ice? What are you talking about?”

      “These things, the rolegurdaüdi, they’re afraid of water.”

      “I got that bit. Hence why you’re having everyone run to the lake. But—“

      “There’s one in the trees over there.”

      “And you want me to do what to it?”

      “Something big and painful. Keep it busy.”

      “Big and painful or keep it busy?”

      “Where’s Essie?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “I have another idea. Go get Essie, bring her back with you.”

      “I—“

      “Hurry,” I said, “that thing in the trees is just waiting for the right time to attack.”

      “You’re insane,” Tarryn said, but he did turn back toward the group.

      A minute or two later, and there was still the blank space where I believed the other rolegurdaüdi to be. The first rolegurdaüdi was still stalking the shores, and Ragnar was doing some impressive swimming back and forth, hurling insults and water to keep the big guy focused.

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to do to keep their attention while over a hundred snacks ran past the rolegurdaüdi into the lake, but I figured I’d come up with something. I had a battle axe out, but decided that a shield might be better. My first fight with the juvenile had not gone well, and I’d been trying to fight with an axe then. Sword and board it was.

      Out came my biggest tower shield, a new one I’d grabbed from Zoey’s smithy because the slimes dissolved my last one. That plus the greenskins’ bane, because at least it was magic. Might make it more resistant to things like breaking. Maybe even help it cut through the rolegurdaüdi’s impossibly thick hide.

      Tarryn and Essie strolled up, Essie doing a rather shit job at looking like she wasn’t about to shit herself. She stared at the monster prowling the lake.

      “That’s the thing?” she asked.

      “Rolegurdaüdi,” I said.

      “I can’t, I mean, I can’t do this,” she said, her voice shaking. “I—“

      “You got this. It’s nothing. Just some spells.”

      “I don’t know attack spells.”

      “I don’t need attack spells. I want you, if you can, to make a wall or a tunnel or something from here to the lake. Can you do that?”

      She was already shaking her head. “No, I—“

      Tarryn peeked over, and looked at the distance. “Nah, no way she can,” he said. “Should have brought Mercy. Hydromancer’d have that water ringing the beasts. No problem.”

      “She’s five levels lower than I am,” Essie countered.

      “Maybe, but—“

      Essie pushed Tarryn behind her, and stared at the ground. I could feel pulses of energy coming out of her. 

      I took a step back to give her space, and leaned over to whisper to Tarryn.

      “As soon as she’s casting something,” I said, “fuck up that thing in the trees. I don’t want Essie distracted if that thing attacks.”

      Something poked me in the head.

      I looked up to see Bear’s brownie face looking back at me.

      “I can cast spells too,” she said. 

      “I know that,” I said, pretending that I hadn’t at all forgotten about her. “What can you do though?”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Whatever you can do to keep our people safe while they get to the water.”

      She frowned and looked over at Essie. Then she hopped off my head, walked over to the geomancer, and touched her. 

      Essie started to glow. Bear leaned in, pushing harder, her tiny brownie hand looking so fragile against the tanned skin of the human. The two of them were fairly thrumming with power. 

      Then the earth started to move. A long round hill started to grow out of the ground.

      And there was a huge boom as a series of trees was blown apart.

      “That’s the signal,” I said softly. 

      And I charged.

      Completely forgetting I’d told Tarryn I’d be carrying him.

      Oops.
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      There’s always something about running with a sword and shield that makes me want to yell. It’s primal. It’s probably a bit daft, but, then again, so is running with a four-foot long blade. So, you know, while I charged, I also yelled. 

      The rolegurdaüdi at the tree roared in fury and pain as the trees it was hiding in went up in an explosion of purple flames. The rolegurdaüdi by the water turned and looked at me. I think it smiled. Food was coming to it.

      So it charged at me.

      And, for good measure, the one in the trees came out of hiding, and started running in my direction as well. It wasn’t really able to hide any longer, what with being covered in licking purple fire, but, the fire also didn’t seem to bother it all that much. It’s not like its hide was blistering or turning black.

      Being that both beasts were coming to me, albeit from different directions, I got a chance to compare the two. The one at the lake was larger and darker, and it had two more teeth in his upper mouth. Just going off of traditional earth-based sexual dimorphism, I figured that was the male, and the one who’d been sneaking through the trees was the female. Might have been wrong, but it seemed right at the time.

      They both moved impossibly fast for their size, and I was having trouble figuring out where I was going to come into actual contact with them. I thought the male was going to hit me first, but the female was burning across the ground. Both literally and figuratively, since she left a trail of smoking grass behind her. Maybe it was good that a storm was on the way, it’d probably keep the forests from burning down. I really needed to tell Tarryn to stop using fire as a first weapon.

      It was probably dropping into that thought that caused the male to get the drop on me.

      He’d closed the distance, and as I looked his way, I could just make out the blur of a fist coming toward me.

      I got my shield in place just in time to take the blow. Which caused me to rise up into the air and do a little flight routine before slamming into the muddy turf, leaving a furrow as I slid.

      I popped up to my feet immediately and reset myself, getting my shield up and ready. Pain pulsed in my body as it seemed to realize the hit we’d taken. I shook my head and gritted my teeth, tamping it down. No time to think about that now.

      The male rolegurdaüdi stared at me, perhaps getting a better sense of his opponent. 

      Nope, he was keeping my attention.

      “LEFT SIDE!” a familiar curmudgeonly voice roared.

      I looked left just in time to see the female lunging for me. 

      I dropped down to a knee, but got my sword pointing in her direction.

      She missed me by inches, and ripped the sword out of my hand. Also set my beard on fire.

      “TARRYN!” I shouted, purely instinctually.

      Despite being massive, she rolled in the mud, and got back to her feet. Which helped the purple fire that had been covering her body sputtered and started to go out.

      I stood, took a few steps back, and reached into my knapsack to pull out my next weapon. A spear. 

      The male was moving on me, slower this time. Cautious. He was circling a bit to my right.

      His mate held her position between me and the water, more on my left. They were smart hunters, working together. 

      But I wasn’t trying to get to the water. I checked over my shoulder. My people were hurrying into the tunnel, and had already started emerging into the lake. Carpophorus was there, watching.

      “Focus!” he shouted, seeing me looking at him. “Trust your people to do this! You need to stay alive!”

      The male took a lunging step further right, and I had to turn my body to keep him in view, but I also pulled up my tremorsense, and now that I knew what to look for, I could track the absence that actually marked the female rolegurdaüdi who was moving up behind me.

      I paused for half a second, knowing I needed to make the timing work for me.

      She was getting closer and closer.

      I spun, and thrust out with the spear, and caught her in the lower leg.

      She roared in surprise, and tried to get out of the way. But it didn’t matter, the spearhead didn’t pierce the skin.

      I stabbed again, and she just stood there, almost as if she was curious to see what was going to happen.

      Nothing.

      I mean, the spear pushed against the rolegurdaüdi’s hide, but it didn’t pierce. I looked up to see the rolegurdaüdi’s beady little eyes looking down at me. I could have sworn she was about to laugh.

      “Well fuck,” I said.

      She roared in response. 

      I spun and threw the spear at her mate.

      He ducked out of the way.

      Then I bolted, sprinting for the lake. I needed to rethink my strategy.

      Problem was, something grabbed me from behind. And that something was a big fucking monster. The female rolegurdaüdi just snatched my leg as I was running, and hauled me up like I was nothing.

      And right there was a serious issue I still had to figure out in this new world of mine. No matter how much strength I gained, unless I gained an equal amount of weight, I’d always be a mere plaything to the bigger creatures.

      She brought me up to her mouth, upside down. 

      I contorted my torso around and got my shield in her way. 

      The rolegurdaüdi bit down, and the shield exploded at me, spraying my face and body with splinters. I didn’t have much armor on because I had yet to get a set that actually fit. It hadn’t seemed like I needed it with the goblins, and now, I was paying the price.

      She looked at me with those beady little eyes again, like she was disappointed in me. Then she opened her mouth wide, and shoved me in.

      I got my arms on her lower jaw, and my legs on her upper. When she bit down, I flexed. 

      It stopped her from closing her mouth.

      Also, her breath stank. It was horrible in there.

      An aspect made worse when she roared, and flecks of her spit covered me as my whole body vibrated.

      She doubled down on biting, and it was actually getting difficult to hold her jaws open. But it was either that or be eaten.

      I got an idea. Based off a cartoon, but there was a decent chance it would actually work. 

      When she bit down hard again, I let my body ‘v,’ and it shot me out of her mouth.

      I flew through the air like a beautiful bird. Or, you know, like a brick. I landed in the mud with a squelch, and slid a few feet. 

      Quick as I could, I got up from prone, only to see the other rolegurdaüdi headed my way while the female tried to figure out what had just happened to her morsel.

      I reached into my bag, desperate for another weapon.

      “Bludgeon ‘em!” Carpophorus screamed. “Cuttin’s doin’ nothin’!”

      Good call. Warhammer time it was. I snagged a warhammer from the bag, and got down in my best batter-up stance.

      The male rolegurdaüdi didn’t slow his forward momentum. He was coming in low, using his arms to help power him along the ground. 

      So I just swung for the fences, hard as I could.

      Smack! Right in the kisser.

      It knocked him off course, he stumbled sideways a little. But that gave me an opening, and I sprinted for the lake.

      I heard the rumbling steps of the rolegurdaüdi behind me, already recovered from my pounding. I knew it was going to be close. I juked left, went right, and dove for the water.

      It was not very deep, so I did a little face-planting in the eight inches of water there. 

      But it was enough to stop the rolegurdaüdi.

      I did an undignified crawl through the water until it was waist deep. Then I stopped and looked behind me.

      Both rolegurdaüdi were at the shore, growling at me. Or at us.

      We were all in the water.

      My stupid plan had mostly worked. Of course, we were now stuck in the water with nowhere to go.

      But, you know, at least we weren’t food.
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      I studied my opponents, and they studied me. The rolegurdaüdi were pacing back and forth, neither one really taking their eyes off me though. 

      Those of us in the water were gathered in something akin to the council. Ragnar was on my shoulder, Bear on my head. Tarryn and Essie were standing next to me, while Skeld and Carpophorus were on the other side. 

      “Any ideas?” I asked.

      “Move faster and hit harder,” Carpophorus said. 

      “Why didn’t I think of that?” I asked. “I can’t cut them and they don’t really seem to care when I hit them.”

      “Fire did nothing,” Tarryn said.

      “What other spells do you have?” I asked.

      “Lightning?”

      “Want to try it?”

      “Sure.”

      He took a few steps away from me, did a little fancy hand work, and a great big bolt of lightning shot from his hands right at the nearest rolegurdaüdi. The lightning hit with an audible crackle. For a moment, electricity seemed to dance across the hide of the giant monster. Then it went into the ground.

      Steam rose off the creature. It looked pissed off, but it didn’t seem to faze the rolegurdaüdi any more than that.

      “Something else?” I asked.

      “I’m thinking,” he said. He looked tired. Big spells.

      “You got anything, Bear?” I asked.

      “I could try to charm one of them,” she said after a moment’s thought.

      “Would they fight each other?”

      “No, but they wouldn’t fight us. Unless, um, you started fighting one of them, and then they’d probably start going after you again.”

      “I mean, I appreciate the thought, but it doesn’t really alter our current situation.”

      A crackle of thunder reverberated around the valley.

      “Might be wantin’ to do something soon,” Carpophorus said. “’fore we all get electrocuted by the real god of lightning throwing bolts at us.”

      I sighed. This was shaping up to be a shit day. I couldn’t even throw myself at the monsters with no regard for my personal safety, because I still didn’t know if Mister Paul was going to be able to bring me back. I could be killed, like really killed. I mean, better that happen than the rest of my people get eaten, but unless I managed to take the rolegurdaüdi down with me, it wasn’t worth it. I could try and get one of them to eat me, not the hard part of the plan, and then try and cut my way out from the inside... but what if their insides were as tough as their outsides? Then I’d just be giving the fuckers a free meal. These were creatures I couldn’t best with strength. I needed to outthink them.

      We were fucked.

      “What do you have in the bag?” Skeld asked.

      “The unfillable knapsack?” I replied. “A ton of shit. Random shit. Probably stuff I shouldn’t just empty out into a lake.”

      “You might have something in there that can turn the tide against these things.”

      “What if there isn’t anything that can do that?” I asked.

      “There’s no creature that is immune to everything,” Tarryn said.

      “What about a dragon?” I asked.

      “Dragons be tough,” Carpophorus admitted. “Ornery creatures without any flaws. I hate even the idea of fighting one.”

      “Have you?”

      “Once.”

      “And?”

      “We killed it.”

      “So they aren’t immune,” Tarryn said.

      “Took three Legions. We came away with half of one.”

      “So, maybe we need a Legion or two,” I said.

      “You want a kobold charge?” Carpophorus asked.

      “You think that’ll work?”

      “No, but it’ll be better than standing in this water while you do nothing. I hate wet feet.”

      “You aren’t the most helpful sort,” I said.

      “I’m not known for tactics so much as instructing those in the arts of combat and warfare.”

      “And this isn’t combat?”

      “Combat would be going out there and fighting the fuckers. Tactics is trying to figure a way out of this mess without fighting the fuckers unless you absolutely have to.”

      “So what do I do?”

      “I told you what to do: hit harder, move faster. You’re playing into their strengths so far. Can’t go toe to toe with those beasts, they’re too strong. Too big.”

      “See, that’s what I don’t get, my strength is over 100.”

      “So?” 

      “Shouldn’t that mean I’m as strong as them?”

      “A rabbit with strength a thousand will still get creamed by a dragon with strength 1,” Carpophorus said. “People think the numbers mean everything. They forget how much is still outside the character sheet.”

      “But, I mean, I,” I stammered, trying to get my brain into gear. There was just so much I didn’t know. Not just about the rolegurdaüdi, but about myself. And the world.

      The world came off like a game, but a game was built from the ground up as something to be played. There is a sense of balance and purpose in a game. But here, that was gone. This was a real world, and there were certainly issues with balance in the real world. In this real world and the last one. Some creatures just had more than others. Some were bigger, stronger, faster, smarter. In this case, it seemed like these things were bigger and faster. And that just seemed unfair. But that was life. If this were a game, these rolegurdaüdi would have some innate flaw I could exploit and destroy them. And yet, I couldn’t see it. I knew I had one surefire thing in the bag. I had the taming thing I got from Mister Paul. Provided the creature wasn’t a sentient being, it would be my pet. But there was a real issue there, because these rolegurdaüdi seemed awfully smart. Smart enough that they might fall under the other side of things. Was this the moment to break out the one-time taming only? Then there was the water thing. Sure, they hated water, but did it do something to them? Did it burn them? It didn’t seem possible. I mean, if they stayed out when the rain came—

      “Can anyone make the rain come faster?” I asked.

      “The what?” Bear replied.

      “I want to see what happens to them when it rains. I’m hoping there’s a reason they hate water.”

      “Maybe they tend to sink,” Amber said. “And didn’t you fight the other one in the rain?”

      “Right,” I said, realizing I had done just that. Nothing had happened to the kid in the rain. He’d fought just the same.

      “You fought one of these before?” Carpophorus said.

      “Yeah, he tore my leg off.”

      “Seems like you got it back.”

      “Yeah, well, benefit of being me, I suppose.”

      “All right,” Carpophorus said. “I’ve had enough of this lollygaggin’ around and swappin’ knitting circle stories.” 

      He pulled his pack off of his back, grabbed a shorter sword from said pack, and dropped the pack into the water. He gave his sword a quick swing, and I saw it was a gladius. 

      “You got a round shield in there?” he asked, gesturing to my bag.

      “I do. But where do you think you’re going?”

      “To give you a reason to get back to hitting those creatures where it hurts.”

      “They’ll rip you to pieces.”

      “Then you’d better get in there and stop ‘em, eh? Never mind about the shield then. Let’s go play.”
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      Carpophorus didn’t charge pellmell out of the water. The old man moved cautiously, leading with his sword and watching the two rolegurdaüdi. They split their focus, the male keeping his stare on me, the female transitioning hers to Carpophorus.

      “Fuck,” I said, pulling a round metal shield out of my bag, and then a second. “Guess I’m going in.”

      “What should we do?” Bear asked.

      “Distract them? Kill them? I don’t know.”

      “With what?”

      “Tits, I don’t know.” I got a hammer out of the bag. 

      I ran up to Carpophorus, and passed him the shield.

      “Think on their strengths,” Carpophorus said, sliding his arm into the leather straps on the shield. “They think they’re stronger than us.”

      “Which they are.”

      “Right, but we’re smarter.”

      “Not so sure about that.”

      “Bah, ‘course we are.”

      Both rolegurdaüdi were now coming toward us, with only about ten feet of water separating us.

      “Keep the water to your back,” Carpophorus said. “Ready to jump back into it if you need. That’s how we stay alive.”

      We got closer and closer.

      The female rolegurdaüdi swiped out.

      Carpophorus got his shield around, blocking the blow, but the rolegurdaüdi just palmed the shield, picked Carpophorus and threw him over her shoulder. He flew through the air for twenty or thirty feet, then crashed to the ground with a bit of a crunch.

      “Fuck me,” I said.

      I lunged forward, slammed the hammer down on the female’s foot, then immediately jumped back.

      The male swiped at me, but he was off, and wound up hitting his mate.

      I darted forward, and swung with the hammer, hitting him in the back of his knee. The hit caused his knee to buckle, and he sunk into the muddy terrain.

      A quickstep back, almost to the water, and I looked over to see the female coming for me.

      I dropped my shoulder to the shield, making it look as if I was going to accept the charge, but at the last moment, I spun, feeling her claws rake across the shield as she grabbed at thin air. I slammed the hammer down on her foot again before I danced back out of reach of the two of them.

      Almost in a single instant, rain fell down in great sheets. Enough that I couldn’t see across the lake any longer. It was one hell of a storm.

      The male was still getting his knee unstuck. I started to have the inkling of an idea. Both an idea of why they disliked water so intensely, and also a means of actually winning a fight against the monstrous duo. 

      For starters, I had to get rid of my weapon, which made me nervous.

      But it had to be done.

      I threw the hammer at the female as she pivoted toward me. She managed to drop her head just enough that the hammer sailed harmlessly over, landing with a squelch in the mud behind her. But her dodge drained all her momentum, and I managed to get some distance from her.

      Reaching into the bag, I pulled out rope and a grappling hook. I’d never had to tie a knot without looking a the rope while I did it before, but I didn’t want to break eye contact with the rolegurdaüdi. If she was anything like other predators, as soon as I wasn’t looking, she’d leap for me. I got a knot tied into the iron loop of the grappling hook, and I hoped, really hoped, that it was the sort of knot that would have done my scout leader proud. Of course, knot tying was never my strongest suit.

      I started spinning the hook around and around to the side, just a lazy sort of circle, preparing. 

      The rolegurdaüdi paused, taking a half step before stopping to watch what I was doing. She narrowed her eyes to follow the hook. I guess she decided it wasn’t something she needed to worry about, because she pounced.

      I threw the hook straight up, and then I dove to the ground.

      The hook went into the air, and the female rolegurdaüdi flew over me. She caused the rope to go go taut, which caused the hook to come down at speed, and it hooked into the wrinkles of hide at the top of her head.

      I dug my heels into the mud and wrapped the rope around my arms, holding on.

      She tumbled forward, feeling the rope and the hook and trying to shake it off. I yanked back as hard as I could, and she slipped on the grass. Then I surged forward and sprinted up the back of her leg. I jumped up and over her head, the rope tailing behind.

      As I sailed over, she looked behind her, trying to figure out where I was, especially because she’d just felt me on her back.

      I dropped to the ground and did a quick loop around her legs, a step in front of her as she turned around try and get eyes on me.

      Two times around. Three.

      The male had gotten his leg out of the huge hole he’d made, and was readying for his own attack on me. I had seconds to finish. 

      I stopped running around the female. Then I leapt through her legs and started running for the water.

      Naturally, she saw where I was going, realized she was still attached to me, and put the brakes on. But I had momentum on my side, so when she put her brakes on, that gave me the oomph I needed to tighten the loops I’d tied around her legs. The rope made such a satisfying zzzooop noise as it cinched. The female rolegurdaüdi toppled over like an AT-AT on Hoth. 

      I didn’t stop running though. I hauled on that rope as hard as I could, powering along the short shore and into the water. The beast behind me struggled for all she was worth, but was unable to get any purchase on the slick grass. I charged into the water, splashing every which way. 

      She started to panic as her legs came in contact with the water, struggling but just pulling the rope tighter around herself.

      Great noisy roars echoed off the steep mountain walls.

      Lightning flashed and thunder crashed.

      I stopped and looked back at her.

      Tiny eyes as wide as they could go, she thrashed around, trying to get free, trying to get out of the water, and, yet, sinking in the soft muddy soil that made up the lake. 

      We smaller folk weren’t heavy enough to drop into the silty bottom, but the rolegurdaüdi were massive enough they couldn’t stay up. So even the slightest step into the water meant going down.

      The male rolegurdaüdi stayed back on the shore, roaring for his mate. Though it was weird to consider, it seemed like there was genuine concern for her. That he was freaking out that she might be in pain, might be about to be lost.

      He even reached out for her, and that’s when I lost it. These weren’t monsters. They weren’t horrible creatures, they were just, I mean, but they were just living the way they always had lived. They were above us on the food chain, but maybe we could co-exist. I’d staked my life in this new world on trying to be a better man, and drowning this creature felt wholly wrong. 

      “OKAY!” I shouted, “okay!”

      I ignored my followers, who looked at me like I was crazy. I threw the rope down and stomped back in the water until I got to the rolegurdaüdi. 

      I smacked the rolegurdaüdi in the face, and looked in her eyes.

      “Listen,” I said, “I can kill you. You remember that. But I don’t want to. I want to be friends. Okay? Friends.”

      Just for showmanship, I reached my hand out, and I summoned the throwing axe. It soared through the air and smacked into my palm. I used the axe to cut through the rope, and then grabbed onto the big girl’s leg to help get her out of the silt and onto the shore.

      The male rolegurdaüdi grabbed his mate and hugged her.

      If the heart-wrenching cries before hadn’t been a clear indication of caring and empathy, the hug was.

      They separated, and looked down at me.

      I stood there, really hoping I hadn’t done something fundamentally stupid.

      They looked at me, then they looked at each other, then they looked at me. This seemed like it was a new sort of a situation for them.

      “Me too,” I said. “It’s new for me too. Are you, I mean, can you understand me?”

      Nothing. But they didn’t attack me, so that was something.

      I turned my back to them, and I gestured at Bear to come to me.

      She shook her head.

      “Get over here,” I said.

      “I’d rather not,” she replied.

      “I need you.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “Maybe, but you knew that when you signed up.”

      “Not true.”

      “Too late now.”

      “That’s true,” Skeld said. “I’ll come with you.”

      Bear nodded, and climbed up on Skeld’s shoulder. The two walked slowly out of the lake and stood next to me, nearly in between the massive rolegurdaüdi. 

      “What do you need?” Bear asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Any chance you have something like a speak with animals spell?” I replied.

      “You want to talk with them?”

      “I do.”

      “But—“

      “Can you do it or not?”

      “Of course I can. I’m a brownie, aren’t I?”

      “And I’m a boy scout. Let’s go,” I said, pointing up at the rolegurdaüdi.

      “Spell goes on you, Robert Baden Powell,” she snapped back, and I got really confused and interested. How did she get that reference? Did the fairy world, the Feedoheem, did it actually connect to Earth? Before I could ask a follow up, she closed her eyes and put her hands out toward me. A tingly warmth rolled over me.

      An icon appeared in the corner of my vision, a green mouth.

      “Can you understand me now?” I asked the rolegurdaüdi.

      They both took a step back, and looked at each other and then me.

      “You speak?” the male said. His voice was loud and uncouth, and it felt weird on my ears. I could see Skeld wincing under the auditory onslaught.

      “I speak,” I said. “I would prefer to be friends with you, but I can’t have you hurting me or my people.”

      “Friends,” the male said, and looked to the female. 

      She looked at him, and I think gave the rolegurdaüdi equivalent of a shrug.

      “You know,” I said, “like we’re part of the same, uh, pack. You and me and all my friends. We’re one family.”

      “Family. Know family. You want be family.”

      “Yes. That’s what I want. Be family. With you, her, and then all those over there.”

      He looked over my shoulder at all the people in the lake.

      “Is many.”

      “Sure, but a big family is a happy family.” Which wasn’t necessarily the truth, but it didn’t seem like the appropriate time to engage in a philosophical conversation on family dynamics. “You guys are very big, very strong, and a bit scary. But I’ve chosen to let you live. And, I chose to let your child live, when I fought him.”

      The male nodded.

      “You fight. Not run.”

      “That’s me.”

      “And we become family?”

      “I mean, I’m asking you to join my family, yes.”

      “And you no kill?”

      “No. I don’t kill my family. I help my family.”

      “You help. Food?”

      “I can bring you food if you need.”

      “Might need if no eating other family.”

      “You can eat all the goblins you want,” I said. “Just none of my people. Our family.”

      “Who is people? Who is family?”

      “To start,” I said, “all those over there.”

      I pointed at the people who were very clearly quite miserable in the lake.

      “But there are more,” I said.

      “Big family,” the rolegurdaüdi said.

      “We are. But you would be a welcome addition.”

      He grunted, which was still really loud.

      “You strong. Smart. You family head?”

      “I am.”

      He gave a wide smile, and his tongue fell out the side of his mouth a little.

      “Like family,” he said, and I think he tried to pet me. 

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a  HIDDEN QUEST!

      Secure the Valley I

      Dangers untold and hardships unnumbered fill the valley. You must secure and make it safe before you can claim victory.
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      Well how about that?

      “All right,” I said. “How about we meet the rest of the family, and I’ll let you know what we’ve got planned for this little spot of ours.”

      I waved the rest of the group over. Oddly enough, no one came.
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      It took a while before anyone was willing to leave the safety of the lake and meet the rolegurdaüdi. But once there was a modicum of trust, the rolegurdaüdi were actually pretty nice creatures. After an examination from Bear, we discovered they were sick from the rotting things inside their cave, and, in a sense, it was good we’d come when we did. Bear started working on a treatment regimen for the two while I tried to ignore the fact that I’d been fighting sick and weakened rolegurdaüdi and almost died.

      Carpophorus, for his part, was rather injured. He had a few broken bones, and while I wanted him to go back to Coggeshall proper, he refused, saying that he needed to stay with his soldiers if there was any hope of the kobolds becoming and actual fighting force. I didn’t feel like fighting him, so I told Ragnar and Skeld to watch over the old man as best they could.

      I had a quick meeting with Essie, going over potential designs for the fortress, initially thinking we’d be able to get some cool magic going and have a fort just rise out of the water while we were camping there. But after a short talk where Essie pointed out a few unpleasant realities about magic, it was evident that neither one of us knew enough about fortifications and I knew too little about magic to make any real decision. So we decided it would be best to send for Lee and Harmut on Air Fritz.

      We got tents up, fires going, and had food cooking. The kobolds and a horde of prinkies went over to the rolegurdaüdi cave, and began a clean out.

      And as the rain let up with night falling, I watched blips of light popping up in the distance. I was hopeful they were just fireflies, but considering the blips didn’t move, I figured they were fires. Someone was coming. And from the west, which meant it wasn’t Mahrduhm.

      “Fuck,” I said, pointing out what I saw to Amber. “Are those campfires?”

      She stared out in the distance, then nodded, “I think so. Do you want me to check them out?”

      I was about to tell her yes when there was a great wind that nearly blew Amber off her feet.

      Fritz landed with aplomb, and there was some eyeballing between Fritz and the rolegurdaüdi. A size-off, if you will. In my eyes, at least, Fritz won.

      A lithe human woman dropped off the side of Fritz and ran over to me. She handed me a note.
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      You are needed here for a quick meeting.

      Please come at once.

      -Nikolai
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        * * *

      

      I sighed.

      “Hold off on leaving the valley,” I told Amber. “Let everyone else know where I’m going.”

      She nodded, and darted off.

      I climbed on Fritz, and gave him a good scratching on the back of his head. He made a noise that was a bit like cooing and purring mixed with something really scary because he was horrifying and huge. Then he launched us into the air, and we winged our way across the valley on Air Fritz, flying through the freezing rain. 

      Once at Coggeshall, I went straight to Nikolai to give him the rundown on where we were at.

      He listened, impassively.

      “There’s a representative from Prince Valamir headed to meet with you tomorrow,” Nikolai said. “It would be prudent of you to appear as if you are actually nobility.”

      “So, like, shower?”

      “That would be a good start. I’ve asked Eliza to meet with you on the morrow. She will guide you in certain matters of etiquette. I expect you might need a series of lessons with her.”

      “Do I have to?”

      He frowned at me.

      “I’m kidding,” I said. “Oh hey also, we have some new members of the family.”

      “What family?”

      “Coggeshall.”

      “You adopted someone?”

      “I mean, I guess that’s technically the right way to phrase it.”

      “What? Who?”

      “They’re these really big mean monster things that tried to kill us, but they’re actually kind of cuddly and caring once you get to know them?”

      “Sounds like you.”

      “You think I’m cuddly?”

      “Why did you adopt them?”

      “It didn’t seem right to kill them.”

      “You’ve been dealing death since you stepped onto this world. Why stop now?”

      “Isn’t it better for me to stop at some point?”

      “I just don’t want these creatures to become a problem.”

      ‘They’re not going to be a problem.

      “How do you know?’

      “Belief. They’re happy to be part of the family.”

      “Are they sentient?’

      “I think the jury’s still out.”

      “Do I need to meet them?”

      “Probably at some point.”

      He sighed.

      “I know it’s difficult,” he said, “but please try and bring in some more traditional members into our community at some point, instead of just the more esoteric ones.”

      “There aren’t any out there.”

      “Perhaps you should look inward.”

      “Inside me?”

      “My gods, what was Benedict thinking...”

      I took that as my leave, and I went upstairs into my private chamber where I took a fantastic shower, wishing I had more hot water.

      Finally, I laid down in my bed. I sighed, I nestled down in my blanket, and went to sleep.

      Or at least I tried to.

      It’s just that as soon as I closed my eyes, I felt someone watching me. 

      And when I opened my eyes, I was looking into another pair of eyes. Familiar eyes that shouldn’t be in existence any more because the last time I’d seen them, they’d been in a disembodied head that was sitting on a table. With no body anywhere to be found. Emeline had been beheaded by the Master, and now she was in my room, her head seemingly reattached to her body, staring at me in my bed.

      “Evening Montana,” Emeline said. “I think it’s time to have a chat.”
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      ME TOO!

      

      Four Beheadings and a Funeral

      Coming out June 4, 2020!!

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!
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      March 20, 2020

      

      I’ve been trying to write this for a while. Not the book, that was a struggle of its own, but the note here at the end. It’s hard to know what to say at a time like this. Obviously, I love all of you and thank you from the bottom of my heart that I’m able to live my dream because y’all are kind enough to read my stories. You help feed my family and keep a roof over our heads. During these turbulent times, I’m able to stay at home, with my family, and be safe, and still work. It’s a marvelous luxury, so, once again, Thank You all for reading my books.

      I hope things out there aren’t too rough for y’all. This shelter in place pandemic is probably one of the few times where writers are oddly prepared. I’ve been barely leaving my house since I moved in last June. Basically keeping my ear to the grindstone and putting the words on the paper. Or screen. Both. I don’t really write longhand as much as I would like. I love the physical act of writing, and on bad days, that’s how I get myself going again.  I know these times are tough, and I’m glad I can offer a port in the storm. A spot to rest and take a minute for yourself. I’ll be pushing myself these coming months, and I’m going to try and get some extra stuff out. Make sure you all have an escape if you need/want one.

      As always, I love y’all. Thank you. Be nice to each other, from a distance. And share the toilet paper.

      If you want to chat or connect with me further, or talk to other readers about my books, I’ve got a very active discord: Come stay awhile, and listen. :)

      

      P.S. For those of you who are looking for the things, it’s above. A phrase from a movie. Email me the movie first, and you get the next Mister Paul gift.
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