
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      FLEX IN THE CITY

      

    

    





      
        ERIC UGLAND

      

    

    





      AIR QUOTES PUBLISHING INC.

    

  


  
    
      Air Quotes Publishing, Inc.

      V 1.1

      

      Copyright © 2022 Eric Ugland

      Cover by Sarah Anderson/No Synonym

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of Fiction. Of Fantasy. All of the characters in this novel and series are fictional and any resemblance to people living, dead, or undead is purely coincidental and surprising. Mentions of places are incidental, accidental, and mostly inconsequential. The magic and spells have been researched in absolutely no way whatsoever, and any ill-effects after you attempt to cast them are completely on you. Kobolds are tiny dragons, not dog-like things.

      Also, none of these gods are real gods, they’re all made up and they didn’t make me say that on pain of disintegration, that’s pure hearsay.

      Those of you looking for the thing, we’re on pause right now while trying to come up with a new way to play the game without having to consider date-lines.

    

  


  
    
      For Catherine,

      Thank you. For all the things.

      Especially Thing One and Thing Two.
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      I went to the treasury and snagged the magic building box.

      I took the little box of magic down to the field, and held it there for a minute, debating really hard about the two possible paths I could take, because I had two very different buildings in mind. On the one hand, I could build a brewery, and we could hope to become an economic powerhouse. On the other hand, I had seen, time and time again, that basic knowledge seemed to be lacking in so many areas of Vuldranni life. The better thing, at least as far as I could tell, would be some sort of learning center. A laboratory or a university.

      Brews or books. Booze or books.

      I closed my eyes, clutched the magic box, and—

      “Your grace!” A voice called out.

      I opened my eyes.

      Someone I didn’t recognize strode across the snowy field, looking resplendent in colorful clothes. There were actually several visitors sitting on horses. One of the riders had a large blue standard emblazoned with the Imperial seal.

      “Uh, that’s me,” I said.

      “Your grace,” the stranger said, “I have been dispatched from the capital. Duke Coggeshall, you are hereby summoned to the Senate in order to cast your vote for Emperor of Glaton!”

      “Now?”

      “Uh, your grace?”

      “Well, do you need me to drop everything I’m doing and cast my vote right now?”

      “I, uh,” he stammered, and then pulled out a roll of parchment, unrolled it, and read over it. “I suppose, your grace, that would have to depend largely on how fast you might make it to Glaton.”

      “I’m in Glaton.”

      “The capital, your grace. I apologize for the confusion.”

      “I know,” I snapped, forcing a smile. “I’m just fucking with you. But I’m kinda in the middle of a thing. So, could you maybe give me a minute?”

      “I, uh—”

      “I’m sure we can find something for you to drink, rest your horses, eat our worms.”

      “Your what?”

      “Whatever you want. Just give me a little time to, you know, do my thing.”

      “Your thing.”

      “Bingo.”

      “Uh, I, will you take receipt of the message?”

      “I have to physically take that message?”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Seems silly.”

      “I am but a lowly messenger.”

      “Hey now, bub. There’s no reason to think you’re not important as fuck.”

      “Thank you, your grace.”

      “Can you just take the damn message?” a voice called out. I saw Skeld pushing his way through the snow.

      “Is that, uh, yours, your grace?” the messenger asked, hand on his sword.

      “He’s with me, yeah,” I said, ready to fight if this asshole said anything nasty about my former-otter-turned-wolverine buddy.

      “I apologize for asking, your grace, but it has been quite the trip getting to you, and—”

      I crossed the distance quickly to take the roll of parchment from him. As I got close, I could see all the signs of exhaustion mixed with a hearty dose of fear. His hands shook.

      “Easy there,” I breathed. “You’re safe here.”

      “Yes, your grace,” he replied, though I couldn’t tell if he believed me.

      “Skeld,” I called out, “Imperial courier.”

      “I can see that,” Skeld said. “Some of us can read banners.”

      “Ah. Can you take all these gents in and get them back to feeling human? I mean, if they’re human. You know what I mean.”

      “Certainly, your grace.”

      I turned back to the courier and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I got you, man,” I said. “Rest, eat up, and relax a little. No one is going to get you here.”

      “It is, uh, thank you.”

      “I’ll meet up with you in just a bit,” I said. “You can tell me all about the trip and I’ll fatten you up with the best steak you’ve ever had.”

      Finally a smile, and the messenger nodded just a little. I saw a glimmer of hope in his eyes that I wasn’t the giant asshole I appeared to be. Which was a marginally safe bet.

      Skeld managed to get some people out to help with the horses, and was busy yelling at prinkies to shovel snow out of the way. Something of a losing battle, given the heavy dark clouds pushing in from the west, the north, and, well, everywhere. It seemed they were destined to meet right above us and dump their load — we were standing at a mythic meeting point of precipitation. I’d never seen any place that got as much snow and rain as Coggeshall. It was absurd. But also nice, since I never had to shovel the snow. I only got to look at it, and, occasionally, push people into it.

      Speaking of, I reached a leg out and tripped Skeld, causing him to face plant in the white stuff.

      “Gotta watch for those snarrets,” I said, rushing away from him before he could claw himself out.

      I think he yelled at me, but I wasn’t paying attention. Instead, I returned to where I’d been when I’d been so rudely interrupted by having to do my actual job. Except, I was also doing my job by picking a magical building.

      Of course, by the time I had the magical cube out, paralysis struck once again. I’d been all set on the library. But then again, maybe a laboratory would be better.

      Decisions, decisions.

      “Fuck it,” I said. I got my hand all the way back into my pocket before I sighed. “Don’t do it, Montana. You have to make a choice, man. Even a wrong choice is better than nothing.”

      “I daresay speaking to oneself is a sign of madness,” a voice trilled out from the air.

      I glanced around, confused for a moment, before I saw a set of tiny footprints in the snow.

      “Hello, mystery brownie,” I said.

      “Stupid snow,” Flint Frostycliff snapped, popping into view.

      “Normally, I’d agree with you,” I said. “Not about the snow, though. I love the snow.”

      “The speaking to yourself?”

      “Yeah. But the thing is, I need to talk to myself sometimes, because I don’t always have someone around I can chat with about the stupid but ridiculously important things I somehow became in charge of. Which is bonkers, because no one should have put me in charge of things.”

      “And yet, here you are. In charge.”

      “I know. A weird set of circumstances led up to this, and now it’s too late for me to find a way out.”

      “Oh, you surely don’t wish a way out! You do much better than you give yourself credit for, in what is an undeniably strange slice of this world. I hasten to say I cannot quite recall any period being so bizarre as now.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “I wonder if I might perch upon your shoulder,” he said, getting right up close to me. “Bit nippy here in the snow.”

      “Uh, sure.”

      In a blink, he’d installed himself on my shoulder.

      “Much better,” he said, brushing a few snowflakes off. “Now, where were we? Right, you were thinking of a way out—”

      “Not really,” I said. “I just, you know, there isn’t a way out and I’m struggling through as best I can.”

      “As must we all. Life is struggle, I have been told. Or was it honey is struggle? Works either way, though I feel I have more experience with honey than life.”

      “How old are you again?”

      “Time is a rather amorphous concept to those of us from the Feedoheem, so I could only guess, and even then, what is the point of age once you are past a certain point, eh?”

      “Are we talking centuries?”

      “Which one is a century?”

      “A hundred years.”

      “Oh,” Flint scratched his chin and pulled a pipe out of a pocket that was far too small for a pipe that big. “Yes. Centuries. But again, who can really say? How old are you? You who are on his second life? Do you count the first?”

      “Ah, yeah, I guess that makes it difficult. I suppose I should count the first. Otherwise, it’s awkward to date people, since I’m only a few months old.”

      “But doing so well for an infant. You can walk and talk.”

      “Thank you?”

      “Most welcome. Now, back to the problem at hand—”

      I had to dodge a glitter of prinkies in the middle of a snow-clearing frenzy, which meant I had to grab Flint to keep him from toppling off my shoulder.

      “Sorry,” I said, releasing the brownie.

      He looked a bit worse for wear, his pipe hanging out of his mouth, likely broken, and his floppy hat folded in a strange pattern. He stared out at the world for a moment, then shook his head, and appeared good as new.

      “Quite the grip you have,” he said. He tried to pull smoke in from his pipe, but it just leaked smoke from several cracks.

      He threw the still burning pipe over his shoulder and pulled out a new pipe. Different shape, but still out of the same tiny pocket. A moment later, he puffed contentedly, as if nothing had changed.

      “I believe all this consternation is over the building you hold in your hand,” he said. “Correct?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said.

      “The magical building is set to be chosen, and here you are, all alone to choose it.”

      “Something like that.”

      “I will venture a guess that you have no firm idea of what your choice should be, correct?”

      “That’s about the short of it, yeah.”

      “And why is that?”

      I sighed and shook my head. Then I tried to tug my beard, but all my hair was still regrowing from the last time I’d ventured through acid. Or maybe it had all burned off. Or both. I never seemed to keep my hair for very long, which was frustrating. I went to all this trouble to make sure I had a full head of hair and fantastic beard, only to burn them off every other day.

      “Because everything I think of that’s cool or useful also paints a big fucking target on our collective backs. And half the shit we can just build ourselves. I’m worried that it’s become so built up in my mind that no matter what I do, I’m going to feel it’s the wrong decision.”

      “Likely it will be the wrong decision to some, but that is because we all tend to take a myopic view of the world, wherein what we want is most important. You, however, must look at the broader picture. It is less ideal, as it requires you to really think outside yourself. I do not envy you this decision.”

      “I’ve noticed you haven’t campaigned for a brewery, despite—”

      “Bah, I came here to help you, not myself. Besides, if you make a brewery, you will expect me to take care of more bees, and likely make mead. Currently, all I must do is take care of my colony. With a brewery, I will have a job.”

      “And who wants one of those?”

      “I would argue most days I look forward to something to do. But today? No, today I do as well.”

      “Oddly, I think I’ve started to do that as well. I just feel better when I’ve got something to do. And when I accomplish something. Which differs from, um, my former life.”

      He blew out a smoke ring that slowly grew wings and flapped away.

      “I do believe you must make a choice, however,” Flint said. “Waiting any longer only causes your followers to doubt your leadership. And that road leads to trouble.”

      I nodded.

      “Naturally, if you were to, say, pick a brewery,” he said, looking off towards the horizon, “I would not complain.”

      “I bet not,” I said dryly.

      I looked at the cube in my hand, trying to understand how it could hold a magical building inside. Then I gazed up at Coggeshall. The place wasn’t much to look at. Anyone coming to visit had to come through a long tunnel before coming out into a flat area surrounded by walls. Well, an area that was going to be surrounded by high, thick walls. There were a few trees here and there, notably a big white tree of unknown variety that had grown out of a huge, but friendly, monster that had basically saved Coggeshall, and a mahoosive oak that held a colony of brownies. Not that a visitor would know anything was weird with either tree just by looking at the big trees. Although, I suppose, seeing a weird tree might give a clue that something was going on with said weird tree. But they weren’t that weird. They were just big. Okay, the white tree was a little weird, but who doesn’t have a weird tree someplace around their property?

      But if I was going to throw a magical building somewhere, which I had to, so I should say that I was going to throw a magical building somewhere, where in the midst of all this flat walled-in space would that be?

      A library would be very useful.

      But also a huge target. And wasn’t there some library back on Earth that had, like, all the knowledge and books at the time, and the whole fucking thing burned the fuck down? Would a magical building burn down? Because books were definitely flammable, and with fire being a major offensive weapon in this day and age, it didn’t seem that wise to make a very obvious arson target.

      And no matter how we hid it, a library, even a magical library, would get noticed at some point, therefore making Coggeshall a viable military target.

      Same with a lab.

      But a brewery... even if we were making amazing brews, we could claim that as our own talent. Or say it was the water. No. That would still make us a target.

      Still.

      That was the best-case scenario. At least as far as I could see. It would make the brownies happy, and the kobolds happy, and all the other drinkers in Coggeshall happy. Actually, as I stood there in the snow, I couldn’t think of anyone it would piss off...

      I held the magic cube out and gripped it hard in my fist.

      “I make my choice,” I said, sticking my arm into the air in my best damn Breakfast Club audition.

      And then...
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      Nothing happened.

      “I think you need to throw it,” Flint said.

      “Ohhh kay. Information that would have been useful about thirty seconds ago before I made myself look like an idiot.”

      “Not sure you need to worry about that, Duke Coggeshall.”

      “Because I always look like an idiot?”

      “Your words, not mine.”

      I frowned, looking over at him.

      “I guess we’re doing it this way,” I said, and chucked the magic building block. “Brewery, I choose you!”
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      The little magic cube soared through the air. But then it seemed to get stuck there. Just sort of hanging, about twenty feet above the snow.

      “It appears you are trying to summon a magical building,” a familiar voice boomed. “Shall I guide you through the process?”

      “Mister Paul?” I asked. It sounded like him, but it didn’t seem like him to not be visible. Just then, I realized I couldn’t see myself either. It was a strange setup that left me more than a little confused. “Is that you?”

      “No.”

      “Seems like you.”

      “It’s not me.”

      “Ahhhh, so it is you.”

      “Can we just get on with this?”

      “Sure, but why can’t I see you?”

      “This is why I desired to keep myself from you — because you start asking questions that have nothing at all to do with what we’re here for and I wind up last on the pinochle table next to you-know-who, and there goes my night. So let’s skip the pointless questions and focus on the task at hand, shall we?”

      “Task at hand.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I just said, didn’t you just—”

      “I am merely making sure. Now, you were choosing a building, yes? A brewery?”

      “Uh, yeah. That’s the, uh, that’s the choice.”

      “A magical brewery.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No, but—”

      “You only get one building—”

      “Brewery.”

      “Well then, perhaps you are sure—”

      “I’m sure enough.”

      “Lovely. So you want a brewery. Shall we pick a location?”

      Suddenly, my point of view changed, or my general position changed, and I got sucked up into the sky, looking down on Coggeshall. Not the whole dukedom, but the town of Coggeshall, the area surrounded by the slowly rising walls and ringed with mountains. I could see quite a lot of the world, stuff I hadn’t really seen before. But I also couldn’t move. My view was being held in place by something, or someone.

      “What manner of brewery are you building?” Mister Paul’s voice asked.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      I heard a very loud sigh.

      “Have you considered a Bavarian brewery?” Mister Paul.

      A building appeared down below. Well, not actually appeared — it was more like a translucent representation of what it could look like if it were real, but not really there yet. I could see vague colors, but also could see all the other things that were actually in existence, like grass, bushes, and Skeld. The new building was, I guess, Bavarian. White walls with dark timbers, steep pitched roofs, all that sort of stuff. It looked nice, but—

      “Seems a little small,” I said.

      The building ballooned in size, and suddenly the doors looked like Fritz could waltz through.

      “Not exactly what I meant.”

      “The particulars can come next, Montana of Coggeshall. Do you wish to proceed in this style?”

      “I was thinking, maybe, something more brownie-like.”

      The brewery changed into something more, well, almost girlish. It was seventies midwestern cinderblock pseudo-brutalism, but spruced up with pastel painted flowers. A large diagonal sign in the shape of a sash ran across the front, with circular discs that seemed like—

      “Wrong brownies, Paul. And not the Girl Scouts either.”

      “Ah.”

      The building turned into a large brown rectangle.

      This is the moment where I would have given Mister Paul the best damn glare I could, but with him being incorporeal and me being unable to glare or move at all.

      “Seriously.”

      “What?”

      “Bavarian.”

      “A good choice.”

      “Seems like the only choice.”

      “Do you prefer something more like this?”

      The chocolate treat disappeared and a massive red brick building with steel smoke stacks and a gargantuan red ‘R’ on the top of the tallest building, right in the middle of what seemed more like a complex than a single building. The parking lot was a nice feature, a sea of asphalt spreading out over most of Coggeshall’s outdoor area.

      “Oh yeah, that’s fantastic.”

      “I thought you might—”

      “Stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Pretending to be Mister Paul.”

      “I am Mister Paul.”

      “Lies.”

      “How dare—”

      “Mister Paul is not an idiot. You are.”

      A long sigh.

      “Montana,” Mister Paul said, “what would you have me do for a ‘brownie’ building? A large tree? A thatched roof home out of the Grimm’s fairytales? I do what I can to show you what I cannot say out loud.”

      “You sound tired.”

      “I am quite tired. There is so much going on, and though I possess many powers that boggle mortal minds, even I have limits. And I fear we are being out played in so many ways. Ways I had not considered when I threw my proverbial hat into that horrible ring. Truth be told, I wonder if it might be best to hitch our wagon to a different horse, and—”

      “You’re losing me with all the mixed metaphors. Am I the horse? And what’s your hat in this?”

      “Let us focus on the brewery, Montana of Coggeshall. I fear there is not enough time to sort through my messy metaphors in a way you would understand that also did not broach the contracts.”

      “So I shouldn’t ask about contracts?”

      “No. And should I assume you do not wish a copy of the Rainier Brewery in Coggeshall?”

      “Seems a bit at odds with the aesthetic choices we’ve made so far.”

      “The asphalt does clash somewhat with the hewn rock walls.”

      “I’d miss the grass too.”

      “Indeed. I suppose I could make the Rainier Brewery with grass parking lots. Or no parking lots.”

      “Any reason you’re so fixated on Rainier Brewery?”

      “I like the name. It has a delightful mouthfeel.”

      “Ooh-kay. No on Rainier. Or any of the other big modern places. I want something that is going to be operable by the people of Coggeshall. I don’t want to find a way to source a brewmaster and mechanics from somewhere on the other side of the multiverse.”

      “Not exactly as far as all that, really—”

      “Earth isn’t that far?”

      “It all depends upon the manner in which you determine distance, really. And you have done it again. What is this ability you have to push me into tangents that have nothing to do with why I am here?”

      “Lucky—”

      “A rhetorical question. Now, a brewery.”

      “Yes. Probably something Bavarian, that seems to match, I guess, Osterstadt. Who knows why we should match them? I’m just, you know, not good at this.”

      “If you prefer, I suppose I can handle some of the work picking through design choices if you can articulate what you might hope for.”

      “I want something that can handle producing beers, ales, mead, that sort of thing. And root beer. And can there be, like, a tavern or soda shop attached?”

      “I suppose that could fall within the bounds of a singular building. I have seen breweries with restaurants and whatnot attached.”

      “Perfect. Can part of the magic of the building be that food doesn’t spoil?”

      “Perhaps, though I imagine that could be problematic with making wines or—”

      “How about a big food storage room where nothing spoils?”

      “Yes, an excellent choice.”

      “Right next to the kitchen for the, um—”

      “Tavern?”

      “Restaurant.”

      “Will there be a restaurant in addition to a tavern?”

      “I mean, what are the limits on this magical building?”

      “I understand you cannot see me, but imagine I am smiling and shrugging.”

      “Why can’t I see you?”

      A sigh.

      “Right,” I said. “Pertinent questions only.”

      “Exactly. I am unaware of the limitations, besides the singular stipulation.”

      “Nothing military.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And you’ve cautioned me against something too spectacular, because it paints a big ol’ target on Coggeshall’s back.”

      “Yes.”

      “Even though it seems like we’re wearing a red dot with a few circles around it already.”

      “It does seem as if you have attracted a fair amount of attention, yes.”

      “A fair amount? It’s fucking Grand Central station for violent assholes around here.”

      “Spoken by a violent asshole.”

      “We can smell our own.”

      “Do you think, perhaps, the connection is you? That your predilection for violent solutions might increase the violence coming your way?”

      “I mean, I hadn’t really until now.”

      “I am making a face.”

      “I hope it’s a funny one.”

      “It is not.”

      “Bavarian.”

      “Indeed, I will get back on topic. Magical building?”

      “I’m wondering if we can go underground.”

      “Explain.”

      “With the building. Not, like, I mean--“

      “Yes, of course. You wish to have basements, natural assumption. I can see no reason not to. Most breweries have extensive underground stores and—”

      “I want a laboratory underground. First basement is empty— actually two full basements. Big empty spaces for storage. Third level down, lab.”

      “For?”

      “Is this public information or private?”

      “Ideally, both.”

      “For studying beer.”

      “And the reason it must be so far underground?”

      “Alcohol under pressure can be explosive.”

      “Indeed.”

      “But we need a big ramp down there, something that can handle very large, um, things.”

      “Or perhaps a freight elevator?”

      “Can it be a magical elevator that won’t need repairing and is only coded to a certain key or somethi—”

      “Of course.”

      “Perfect. In that case, I want a big greenhouse on the top. Maybe most of the top, maybe some of the top, but big enough to grow hops and flowers.”

      “Hops and flowers?”

      “Bees.”

      “You want beehives in there as well?”

      “Maybe. I think maybe not though. And some springs.”

      “Metal or—”

      “Water.”

      “Of course.”

      “Perfectly pure water, and an unlimited supply.”

      “Noted.”

      “Also, maybe, can we have nice, thick walls? Out of something like, I don’t know, mithril or adamantium?”

      “Thick walls I could likely sell, but metal walls of that manner are clearly defensive in nature.”

      “Thick walls then. But some copper stills. Might as well have a distillery as well.”

      “Of course,” Mister Paul said with a sigh. “Anything else?”

      “I’m sure I can come up with something.”

      “Bear in mind, the Eight will see this request and approve or disapprove at their whim, and there is likely little I can do to sway them one way or the other. It must appear to be a magical brewery.”

      “The bees are for honey for mead.”

      “I doubt the bees will be an issue.”

      “What would be an issue?”

      “Metal walls. Parapets. Weapon emplacements. A secret underground lab.”

      “It’s not secret, it’s secure. That’s different. And it’s important to study things like, you know, ph level. And carbonation. And refrigeration. Shit, cold beer is important too — we need a refrigerated storage area, with a bottomless ice maker.”

      “One might argue you live in a bottomless ice maker.”

      “The snow is getting a little annoying, but, I mean--“

      “I will add it to the list. All wrapped up in a nice Bavarian bow.”

      “It doesn’t have to be Bavarian. Just needs to, you know, look nice with what we’ve got going on.”

      “You mean a rock wall? Your external aesthetics are rather limited at present.”

      “I just think of it as the ultimate expression of brutalism. No windows, built into a mountain.”

      “Easy there, Le Corbusier.”

      “What?”

      “Bavarian.”

      “I’m not sure I like this new safe word of ours.”

      “Too late,” Mister Paul said. “A moment, please.”

      With a pop, I was back inside my body, standing in the snow with a brownie on my shoulder.
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      “Perhaps there is some other means of enacting the magic,” Flint said, rubbing his chin and then blowing out a ring of smoke that uncurled into a question mark.

      “I think it worked,” I said. “It just might take a sec—”

      As the first syllable left my mouth, a great swath of land peeled up, dirt and rocks flying out of the way. A great number of creatures gently landed around me, including squirrels, mice, moles, grubs, worms, and things I couldn’t identify. Large blocks dropped out of the sky incredibly fast, slamming into the hole in the ground in rapid succession, a blur of impressive proportions.

      Maybe a heartbeat or two later, a new building stood in front of us, dust settling.

      “—ond,” I finished.

      “Indeed,” the brownie said, eyes wide.

      The pile of animals in front of us shot apart, disappearing into the snow.

      It was a nice building, reminiscent of Osterstadt, with huge beams from the Emerald Sea trees on either side of dull, reddish stone blocks. Each looked as big as a long-haul container. A quick guess put it at around seventy feet before the roof, which was a greenish glass, or maybe crystal. The bits that weren’t the greenhouse had copper roofing, flashing bright in the sun. In fact, I all the trim was copper, and it looked nice. Sophisticated. Two huge copper-clad doors were clearly the main entrance, wide and tall enough to fit at least two wagons in side by side. Across the doors hung a large sign: Coggeshall Brewing.

      “Not the most original name,” I said.

      A sharp crack rang out, and the sign fell off, thudding into the ground and splintering into pieces.

      “Didn’t say I didn’t like it!” I shouted.

      “I liked it,” Flint said. “Simple. Elegant.”

      “I know. Just, you know—”

      “Unoriginal. But sometimes—”

      “That’s good.”

      The sign formed back together and slapped itself back onto the building. Though now at a slight angle.

      “Was that you?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” the brownie said, winking at me. His wink caused little motes of light to dance through the air.

      “Neat trick.”

      “Just part of the package. Shall we go inside?”

      I nodded and sauntered toward the enormous doors.

      Unoriginal name aside, it was an incredible structure with literal god-like construction. Everything was perfect, except the front sign. I was in awe. All the bits and pieces that make up a brewery were in place and ready to go. Shiny, new, and basically foreign to me. I mean, I had some vague notions of how beer worked, but the specifics were beyond me.

      My little friend, however, practically bounced with excitement, pointing at things and chattering away with such speed that I could barely keep track of what he was going on about. It might have also been just a twinge of not actually caring about the specifics. I didn’t really need to know how beer was made. I trusted Mister Paul to put the right things in place, and, frankly, I had a whole lot more going on in my head than which tank did what in the midst of this cavernous building.

      And it was cavernous. It was basically open from the ground floor all the way up to the start of the greenhouse. Massive windows started about twenty or thirty feet from the ground. The glass seeming quite thick, and was criss-crossed with dark metal lattice work. There were staircases going up here and there, and some rooms up above, windowed offices looking out over the work floor below. And, right in the middle, a very large bump out space with what looked like an extra floor nearly forty by forty feet.

      The elevator.

      While Flint jabbered on, still on my shoulder, I walked over to the elevator. There were three copper hooks holding three sticks that had emerald toppers, kind of like handles. Or levers. Looking at the floor of the elevator, I saw a small structure a bit like a stanchion right along the back wall. I grabbed one of the sticks, and took it with me to the stanchion thing where there was, in fact, a perfect slot for it. When I put the stick in, the emerald lit up, as did numbers along the side, going 4, 3, 2, 1, G, 1, 2, 3, GH from bottom to top. The letter ‘G’ was currently lit brightest, while the others were dim.

      “What do you suppose this is?” Flint asked.

      “An elevator.”

      “A what—”

      I pulled the lever until GH was lit.

      There was a soft vibration, and then we headed up in complete silence.

      “Incredible,” the brownie said, staring out.

      Up and up we went. If you closed your eyes, you’d swear you weren’t moving at all, except, of course, for the gentle air blowing across your face. It was tranquil and wonderful and absolutely magical.

      The elevator came to a stop in front of large glass doors, similar to the windows in its thick glass and metal lattice work. It had a Victorian train-station vibe to it. Of course, through the windows was a dream of a greenhouse. At least, as far as I could tell. I’ve never been much for gardening, but it looked fantastic to me. And considering my little brownie friend leapt off my shoulder and started shouting in excitement, I figured it was as close to perfect a growing space as someone who knew what they were looking for might imagine. There were several growing beds of different sizes, shapes, and colors, with all sorts of different soils in place already. Dark black soils, deep red ones, even something that seemed bluish off to one side.

      “This gonna work?” I asked.

      “I have no idea what you have done to deserve this, nor what I have done to deserve this,” Flint said, nearly breathless, “but it is beyond incredible.”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      It was definitely more than I’d imagined. I had the distinct feeling there were other hands in this beyond just Mister Paul. This was something quite simply awe-inspiring, and any visitor to Coggeshall was going to remark on this ‘brewery’ that was clearly so much more than just a brewery.

      “Fucking gods,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What was that?” Flint called out, having danced his way toward the middle of the massive space.

      “Just talking to myself,” I said. “You think you can find your way down if I take the elevator back?”

      “Got more’n’a bit of magic to get where ever I need. Which reminds me: who’s in charge of this place?”

      “The brewery or the greenhouse?”

      “Either.”

      “Tell you what: why don’t you and Timurlan fight to the death?”

      The little brownie gasped and took a step back, tripping over a bucket.

      “I’m clearly joking; do not fight anyone. You and Timurlan get together. Figure out what you can do with this place. Make it look like it’s all for beer, but feel free to do whatever. And get bees in here. I—”

      “It is oddly quite perfect for bees.”

      “I bet.”

      “You have no idea the wonders we can create here.”

      “I have no doubt this place is going to make all sorts of incredible things possible.”

      “I must speak— no, I need to find— or should I—”

      “I’m going to leave you to it,” I said, and went back to the elevator.

      I didn’t leave the building, choosing, instead, to make a trip to each of the basements. The first two were just what I’d asked for: storage. About twenty feet from floor to ceiling, with regularly spaced metal girders creating an interesting arched look to the whole place. A bit like that one underpass in Harlem that’s in every other movie about gritty New York.

      The third underground level was odd. Not that everything else in the whole damn place wasn’t, but this was a new sort of odd for Coggeshall Brewing. It was as if the builder of this place, ostensibly Mister Paul, had taken the same basic basement layout — wide open, tall ceilings, lots of metal columns and arches — and then placed glass walls between the columns to make something akin to rooms. The light in the place was odd, because there wasn’t a whole lot of it outside of the glass rooms. And what was inside the glass rooms was strangely bright, what with the lack of natural light or external windows. At least, that’s what I thought at first. Second glances around the space showed that there were several tubes that seemed to shine light into this sub-sub-subbasement. And not just light, but daylight. Supplemented, though, by quite a few magical-looking flood lights that wouldn’t be out of place in any industrial warehouse.

      Strolling through the darkness between lab spaces, my boot steps echoing off the stone walls, I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. This was waaaaaay more than I’d expected in terms of a lab space. I mean, I’d wanted some place where I could let the wizards, mancers, witches, whomever run wild exploring all the weird shit Vuldranni had to offer. A spot that was a good distance away from, you know, children and other delicate objects. Which, don’t get me wrong, this certainly was. But it was also big and impressive and seemed to offer a lot more than just testing alcohol content of brews.

      I shook my head and decided this was a mystery not worth solving at the moment. More something I’d have to chat with Mister Paul about later. I had the distinct feeling there was more going on here than met the eye.

      And I still had one stop left.

      Back on the elevator, I threw the lever to drop me down to lever four.

      It took about half a second for me to feel the temperature drop. It was significantly cooler on the fourth level, and as the elevator settled into place, I saw why.

      I was looking at a lake. An underground lake that spread out much farther than just the dimensions of the building. I leaned out so I could see down, but, um, there was no bottom that I could see. And it’s not because it was endless darkness. There were lights somewhere below, bioluminescent glowing here and there, showing off an intricate pattern of columns and beams going on and on until it just disappeared into the darkness below.

      “What the fuck....” I said softly. My voice echoed back to me.

      This was way beyond what I thought we were getting. And it was probably also way beyond what we should have gotten. This was, I mean, what in the hell was Mister Paul thinking?

      I shook my head, and nearly yanked the lever off trying to speed the elevator back up to the ground floor.
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      Naturally, in a small town, a new building is a major event. Especially when it’s a magical building that appears out of nowhere.

      So when I stalked out of the new brewery with all the elevator sticks in my hand, I came face to face with essentially the entire population of Coggeshall. There were too many questions about the building to allow everyone free access to it.

      “Uh, hi,” I said, and thousands of eyes shifted from the building onto me. “This is, uh, Coggeshall Brewing. Or, um, the building. The Coggeshall Brewing building.”

      “Not the most original name,” I heard a voice mutter. I caught Ragnar frowning at the crooked sign and knew it had to have been the little lutra.

      “The name is, well, not necessarily permanent. We just needed to call it something. Also, it’s not open yet, so no one’s allowed in.”

      There was a nearly universal groan.

      “Hey,” I snapped, “it’s not a place to hang out. Well, there’s a tavern around here somewhere that’s attached to the brewery, and that’s a place to hang out, but this main space here is basically a factory, so stay out. We’ll set up tours or something soon, just not now.”

      “Are you to be running the brewery then?” a voice called out.

      I couldn’t quite place it, but thought it was maybe Harmut.

      “No,” I said. “I don’t know a damn thing about making beer. Or whatever else we might make inside. It’s going to be decided on by the council — if you want to work in here, or even run the damn thing, let someone on the council know. But not me. We’ll get to it as soon as we can.”

      Slowly, almost painfully so, the gathering petered away until only the council remained.

      While none of them looked noticeably upset, there was a decided lack of happiness.

      “Just who I was looking for,” I said brightly. “Impromptu council meeting?”

      “Seemed like there might have been a meeting about this before, you know, the choice was made,” Timurlan said. Then he walked away.

      Which seemed to catalyze the rest of the council to leave. Skeld remained, his wolverine-esque face impassive, looking beyond me at the brewery.

      “I had to make a choice,” I said.

      “I see that,” Skeld replied.

      “We had a lot of meetings, and nothing was decided.”

      “We had a lot of meetings, yes, but I believe we all waited for you to voice a decision to the council in the council before, well, this.”

      “It seemed like it needed to happen now. That I needed to do something before I got lost in the loop of indecision again.”

      “So why have a council?”

      “Seriously, Skeld? Seriously?”

      He shook his head and gave me half a smile.

      “Serious? Not especially. Something you might want to consider moving forward, though. If you ask people to be with you on making decisions, you need to let them be with you on making decisions.”

      “But—”

      He held up his furry hand, and I couldn’t help noticing the wicked claws on the end of his fingers.

      “Stop there,” he said. “I know what you want to say. Hells, I know what you are going to say. But just because the talks were going round and round, there was nothing stopping you from deciding in the council room.”

      “Fine. You’re right—”

      “I know I’m right. Don’t tell me. Tell them.” He pointed at the retreating forms. “Probably at the next council meeting. Give them time to decide this was a good decision, or that it’s the wrong decision and that you’re just lovable stupid Montana.”

      “I am lovable stupid Montana.”

      “You play that part, Montana, but that is not you. You have a lot more intelligence than anyone, including yourself, accounts for, and you absolve yourself of having to think by acting witless. Something that Ragnar and I think might be an increasing issue.”

      “What?”

      “You act stupider now.”

      “I do not.”

      “Do you? I doubt it is on purpose. I think, instead, you face nearly insurmountable obstacles at every angle, you have to protect a growing population who all look to you for security, all while being a stranger in a strange land, where you cannot possibly grasp all the aspects of a culture that is totally foreign to you.”

      I frowned and stared at Skeld for a long minute.

      “Where is Skeld, and what have you done with him?” I asked.

      A wry smile bloomed across his fierce face, and he shook his head. “I am as I have always been, Montana of Coggeshall. But perhaps, maybe, I grow more confident with myself because I’m larger now.”

      “Confidence through size?”

      “Works for you.”

      “This is where I’d normally say I’m too stupid to know the difference.”

      “Though we both know that’s not true.”

      “Is it?”

      He sighed.

      “As acting chancellor,” I said, “this is for you.”

      I held out the lever.

      “Is this a weapon?” He asked, hefting the emerald tipped rod, before giving it a test swing through the air.

      “No, it controls the elevator inside. There’s going to be some more discussions about the brewery.”

      “You mean who runs it? Who cleans it? What we produce? Where we sell our wares? How we get the ingredients to produce whatever it is we’re producing? How we transport our goods? Who—”

      “See, I knew I found the right carcajou for the job of chancellor!”

      “Acting chancellor.”

      “Any desire to continue on?”

      “You do realize you’ve got a chancellor already, right?”

      “Yes, but, um, she’s, um—”

      “Out of service?”

      “Not exactly the words I’d use... but yes. I’m worried Clarissa will not recover.”

      Skeld started slowly walking towards MountainHome, and my feet followed his before I could even think about it.

      “I have spoken with Barry James—”

      “That’s the head healer, right?”

      “Yes. There is mounting concern. Clarissa has shown no signs of improvement in the past week. Somewhat the opposite.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Let’s pretend the position is open, and there’s not a young woman dying, just for a minute.”

      “Okay... not exactly—”

      “Would you want the job?”

      “Being chancellor?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.”

      “But you’re good at it.”

      “I suppose, but there are those who would disagree. Given a choice, I would opt out. It is no— I am not comfortable in this position. I do not enjoy the power. Or the subterfuge. Or having lives in my hands. It is not....”

      He trailed off, and we walked in silence for another moment.

      “I would not take it,” he said. “But should that be an order—”

      “When have I ever ordered you to do anything?”

      “It has happened. You more order Ragnar around.”

      “He’s more trouble. And makes more trouble.”

      “That is his special skill.”

      “Also, he’s rather aerodynamic.”

      “That is certainly one thing I truly appreciate about this new form.”

      “I could still make you fly,” I said, reaching for him.

      “I would rather be chancellor, if it’s all the same.”

      “You don’t have to be chancellor. I’m sure I can find someone who wants the job and is good at it.”

      “And is conscious.”

      “Well, let’s not get too picky.”
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      The only real topic of conversation anywhere in Coggeshall was the brewery. Which made sense — that was the big exciting thing. It overshadowed the arrival of the Imperial courier completely, which I appreciated.

      The only problem was, I didn’t want to talk about the brewery. I didn’t want to listen to anyone explain why they should be put in charge, nor why we should use their cousin’s husband’s dog’s walker’s boyfriend’s secret recipe for the world’s best pale ale. I didn’t want to listen to arguments over different liquors and different wines, or why mead was superior, nor get dragged into the idea that we should turn it into the largest maker of healing potions in the world. Although that last one was actually kind of interesting. Mass marketing healing potions might make an actual difference in the world. Though maybe there was a reason no one had done that yet.

      So in order to escape it all, I put on a heavy cloak, pulled up the hood, and got lunch in the main dining hall. I sat down right next to the Imperial courier and his escort.

      As my tray hit the table and my butt hit the bench, all chewing stopped, and everyone stood up suddenly.

      “Sit back down,” I said.

      They sat.

      “Your grace,” the courier said.

      I almost responded on instinct with the rote “Just call me Montana,” but I remembered two things: One, Eliza thought I needed to embrace the whole being a duke thing, and two, Skeld thought I was acting stupid. Keyword there: acting. Maybe it would be better if I leaned into the whole duke thing, and just, well, actually spent some time adapting to the culture, instead of just refusing to acknowledge its place here.

      “Relax, gents,” I said. Looking at the five men at the table. “Figured I’d come have a bite to eat with you, see what’s happening out in the wide world.”

      “Yes, your grace,” the courier said.

      Slowly, the others at the table resumed eating, clearly on their very best behavior.

      “How unusual is it for a duke to eat with you?” I asked.

      “First time for me, your grace,” one of the men said.

      “Oh.”

      “As well for me, your grace,” another of the men said, someone who seemed to be in the midst of growing a beard.

      Was it possible I’d started a new trend? I couldn’t help noticing that newbeard was definitely sneaking a few extra glances my way. I felt rather naked with my babyface.

      “Uh, well,” I replied, “it’s not so unusual here. We tend to be a little more, um, relaxed. And I wanted to know a bit about what’s happening in the world out there?”

      “Winter, mainly, your grace,” the courier said. “The snows are heavy this year, and have driven many of the usual dangers away.”

      “That’s nice, I think.”

      “It was refreshing to make this journey without losing anyone, yes. But I fear it will only make the spring worse.”

      “How so?”

      “Those things still need to eat,” the burliest of the men said. “When they finally do come out, they will come out hungry and desperate.”

      “Ah. Yeah, that makes sense,” I said. “This, um, vote. When is it?”

      “The vote for Emperor?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “I am not privy to that information,” the courier said, “if it indeed has been decided yet.”

      “So I just have to go sometime?”

      “No, your grace. I regret to say that you have little time to make it there, considering how long it has taken us to traverse the Empire. But should you, or your proxy, begin the trip, I will let the Senate Chamberlain know you are, well, on your way. Then they will know to delay any vote until you have arrived.”

      “The Senate Chamberlain? Who’s that?”

      “Um,” the Courier looked at his comrades, almost as if he wanted to know if he was allowed to keep talking. Or, as I realized, that I was an idiot for not knowing. “The Chamberlain is in charge of the Senate.”

      “I thought that was the Emperor.”

      “Uh, not, uh, your grace, that is not what I meant. I apologize for being unclear. The Chamberlain makes no laws, nor casts votes, nor has any genuine power, save over the running of the Senate itself. They decide when the votes will be held, maintain decorum, and ensure adherence to all the rules and traditions of the Imperial Senate.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Right.”

      “They have called for the Senate to come in session and elect an Emperor.”

      “And how long do I have to get there?”

      “As I said—”

      “Yeah, I know that. But just humor me.”

      The courier looked across the table, and one of the escort held up seven fingers.

      “One week, your grace,” the courier said.

      “Seems tight,” I replied.

      “It is impossible, your grace. But the fault lays not with you. It is mine.”

      “Bah,” I said, “if anyone is to blame, it’s the damn Chamberlain. Who calls for a vote like this in the middle of winter? Of course travel is going to be difficult.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence in my abilities, your grace, but—”

      “No need to apologize. I’m telling you, it’s fine. Chamberlain is the one the blame. Who sends people out to travel in the middle of fucking winter?”

      “That’s what I said,” snapped one of the escorts.

      He got a glare from the others at the table.

      There was a light clearing of the throat behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see a short battenti there, looking very serious.

      “Pardon, your grace,” the little guy said, “but your presence is requested elsewhere.”

      “Ah, well,” I said, using a napkin to wipe my mouth off, which was pointless since I hadn’t actually gotten around to eating anything yet, “appears I’ve got to jet. Enjoy your food, eat a lot of it, get some sleep, and I’ll see you soon.”

      I got up, grabbed my tray and headed over to bus my shit before leaving.

      “Jet?” I heard the courier ask quietly.

      “He cleans up after himself,” another replied.

      “This place is odd.”

      I just kept walking as if I hadn’t heard them. Coggeshall was odd. And I probably did need to get rid of some of my old idioms. Add that to the to-do list, I supposed.
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      As soon as we were out of the cantina, the little battenti tugged on my sleeve.

      “Apologies, Duke,” the battenti said, looking up and down the hall before pulling something off his face to reveal his true face underneath.

      Wilkerson, one of Nikolai’s ‘shadows,’ looked back at me. He winked as he slipped whatever had been on his face into a pocket sewed into his vest.

      “Whoa,” I said, “was that a mask?”

      “Of sorts,” Wilkerson replied as he ruffled his black fur. “But I fear now is not the time to discuss my tradecraft, your grace.”

      “Is there an emergency?”

      “Always.”

      “That involves me?”

      “It will in a moment.”

      “What is it?”

      “I fear those in your erstwhile lab are about to do something foolish.”

      “How foolish?”

      “Enough that I came to find you.”

      I started walking.

      “Any reason you started to watch the lab?” I asked, heading down the nearest stairwell.

      “You asked us to look for the next problem, not exactly the thing we are best at, but all the same. We look, we listen, we hear those in the lab getting overeager, and there is infighting. Some believe there needs to be more experimentation. Others that there should be more study. It becomes clear to us, McKerrow in particular voicing his concern vociferously about who was planning on doing what and when, especially the when as the when was going to be when the voices of discontent were sure to be missing.”

      “As in now.”

      “Yes. Mostly. There is always a chance those who impede Arno might return unannounced and—”

      “It’s Arno?”

      “Who seeks to push the boundaries of the ‘experimentation? Yes.”

      “Who is stopping him?”

      “... everyone else?”

      “Ah. Lovely.”

      Outside, the nice day had turned blustery. I leaned into the wind as I strode through the snow, trying to get through it as quickly as I could.

      I glanced down to check on my battenti shadow. I was alone.

      He’d disappeared. There were no tracks in the snow next to me either.

      Maybe he was carrying me the whole time.

      The lab door loomed ahead. I nearly wrenched the thing off its hinges throwing it open.

      Inside, I saw Arno kneeling in front of the goblin breeder we’d hauled back. He squinted over at me, like I’d just caught him raiding the fridge at midnight.

      Fritz’s former recovery room was basically a stone box with the goblin breeder thingy smack dab in the middle, sitting on a metal platform. Had to be metal, as one of the first things we discovered about the thing is that it could snack on just about any damn organic material you wanted to offer it. When Arno and the witches tried to use a wooden platform to carry the organism across Coggeshall Valley, it ate the wood. Hence the metal platform, with spots to insert handles and bars, in case we wanted to restrict access to the creature. Which seemed like it needed to happen, considering the massive pile of food and refuse next to Arno. A big pitchfork stuck out of the top, ready to shovel the shit into the breeder.

      “Your grace,” Arno said quickly, getting to his feet with a slight grunt. He bowed his greying head. “I did not expect to see you here.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked, pointing at the food.

      “Ah, it is, um, well, you have caught me at the start of what I believe will be a very exciting experiment,” he said, grabbing the pitchfork and getting a big load on it. “Perhaps you might be willing to he—”

      “Where’s everyone else?”

      “Who is it you are looking for? Perhaps I might—”

      “Can it, Arno,” I snapped, interrupting him. I walked farther into the makeshift lab. “Why are you here working alone?”

      “Because he thinks he’s the only one who knows what he’s doing,” a voice called out from the doorway.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Careena striding in, a heavy fur-lined cloak pulled tight over her.

      “Ah, Careena,” Arno said in a way where it was quite clear he neither expected nor appreciated her being there.

      “What’s the experiment?” I asked.

      “It is quite simple in that it is an experiment,” Arno snapped. “There is a nearly infinite number of questions we have about this being here, and nothing is being done beside rote study. We feed it barely enough for it to survive, and we take measurements. But never have we tried to see what this creature is capable of, nor do we seek to understand the manner in which it can do what is seemingly impossible: transmute life.”

      “I get that’s pretty cool—”

      “’Cool,’ your grace? Cool, as you like to say, does not begin to cover the potential implications our discoveries could unlock. There are secrets within that foul thing that could alter the very fabric of our world! And yet, I am stifled in my desire to explore! You have saddled me with cowards and dunces who—”

      “Dunces?” Careena asked, her voice lowering as she took a menacing step towards Arno.

      I held a hand out to stop her. I didn’t need a fight in here. At least not yet.

      “You disagree?” Arno snapped. “I have had to correct your records multiple times.”

      “This marks the first set of experiments I have been a part of,” Careena snapped right back. “It is true I have made some mistakes, but none as enormous as what you are attempting right now.”

      “This is no mistake! This is the chance to see what this being is capable of—”

      “Making goblins?” I asked. “You want to make a bunch of goblins? I mean, we know that’s what happens when you feed this thing. It’s in the damned name.”

      “We have no idea what might happen—”

      “It’s going to make a fucking goblin, Arno.”

      “You think that is the case. But what did it make when we were in the cave?”

      “Little goblin things that should just be called goblins—”

      “But they weren’t goblins. And there are so many things that are not goblins that have been found living or working with goblins. Which must beg the question: do they all emerge from this collection of blood, guts, and flesh? Does this thing think? Can we communicate with it?”

      “We have been testing these things!” Careena yelled.

      “Too slowly,” Arno said, chucking a huge forkful of organic material to the breeder.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I shouted.

      The breeder was covered in bits of food, which got absorbed almost instantly. Color seemed to return to the exterior of the thing — well, more color. Its outer layer of flesh seemed more vibrant.

      And then another forkful landed.

      I took two steps forward and yanked the pitchfork out of Arno’s hands.

      The little magician glared at me.

      “You gave me the right to study this thing,” Arno said, “and now you come and interrupt my experiment because you disagree with the work I am doing? Work you could not—”

      “Knock it the fuck off,” I said. “I’m not pissed at what you’re doing. I’m pissed at how you’re doing it. No one here? And no safeguards in place? What—”

      “I can handle goblins,” Arno said. “I have been fighting goblins for ages, long before you even knew they existed.”

      “Yeah, and I’ve also seen you get your ass handed to you by—”

      “I am not some weakling who cannot fight—””

      “Um, your grace?” Careena said.

      I looked over my shoulder at her to see her looking over my shoulder... at the breeder.

      A hand was poking out of the top.

      “Great,” I said, “just fucking great.”

      “I can handle this,” Arno said.

      Then the hand reached up, short sharp black conical claws on the end of pale white fingers stretching out and out until it was nearly as wide as the breeder itself, fifteen feet or more. Tendrils of clear, viscous goblin breeder goop slung out and dangled down, wiggling ever so much as the hand shook. The arm emerged, pushing the hand higher—

      “Gods,” Careena gasped.

      — and higher. And higher. Until finally a joint arrived, and the hand came slamming down.

      I grabbed Arno, and then did my best backbend, hucking the mage out of the way as the huge goblinoid hand crashed into the pile of food.

      For the barest of moments, there was stillness. Then the big fuck-off hand shoveled all the food, refuse, and organic shitter-patter into the god damn breeder.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked the world as the breeder feasted, practically humming with excitement.

      There was a whoomp.

      I hopped off the floor and glanced over at the door.

      Which was now closed.

      “What is this?” I shouted.

      “Protocol,” Arno said, his hands on the doors, head hanging down. “If the breeder gets too much, or starts to act unexpectedly, we are to shut the door, seal it from the outside.”

      “And then?”

      “Get you.”

      “I’m already here.”

      “Yes. Which, I suppose, is why they shut the door.”

      Behind us, the breeder happily absorbed things, making lots of grotesque noises in the process. Slurps, burps, and the unfortunately unforgettable sound of slimy things rubbing against slimy things. Just one more thing to add to my collection of sounds to haunt my life forever.

      I sighed, and gritted my teeth hard enough that they’d probably have broken. You know, if they could break.

      “Not how I wanted to spend my lunch break, Arno,” I said.

      “Your grace, it might be best to save the reprimands for later,” he replied, his back to the door, eyes wide at whatever was coming up behind me.

      I turned and did a straight-up double take.

      “What the fuck is that?” I asked.

      “A horrible mistake,” Arno said. “I am very sorry.”

      I reached down for my bag, ready to grab a weapon and go to war.

      But my hand just brushed against my belt.

      Where there was no bag.

      “I’m not even supposed to be here today,” I said, looking up at the stone roof above me, knowing that, somewhere, Mister Paul was loving this shit.
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      The rest of the body attached to the initial arm had forced its way out of the breeder. It looked pretty close to if a goblin and an ogre had a baby. If the baby was cursed by some really mean devil thing. Whose godfather was H.R. Giger. With a sense of humor. But not a good one.

      It had an oversized head, wide mouth, and large tusks. Or teeth. Which were black and shiny, almost like they were covered by chitin. Its skin was thick and wrinkly, kind of like uncooked pastry. Huge, solid black eyes stared at me, with the same sort of liquid-ish sheen as the teeth. Its arms were thin but long, so its hands dragged on the ground. It had a long torso and really short legs. And, you know, the entire mess was covered in goop.

      It took a step toward me and then shook.

      The goop got everywhere. It stank.

      “Attack it!” Arno shouted.

      “I don’t have a weapon!”

      Which didn’t seem to bother the pastry-skinned motherfucker, because he brought his hand down toward me with a slap.

      I dove forward, rolling right through the big guy’s legs, brushing the spot where genitalia would have been. It was straight up Barbie-style under there.

      I got to my feet and swatted aside a pseudopod that had stretched out from the breeder to grab every extra bit of food it could off the remains of the pile.

      I didn’t care so much about the food pile. I cared about the pitchfork.

      Which was currently being ingested by the breeder.

      I darted forward, dodged another pseudopod, and snatched the pitchfork off the surface of the creature.

      The wood shaft was half-gone, and my fingers prickled as they touched the wet end. The acid, or whatever digestive juices the thing used, were already trying to do their thing on me.

      A harsh bark sounded behind me, and I saw the pastry goblin with something in its mouth, something that had gotten caught in its throat. Something wearing shoes and a robe.

      Arno.

      I charged, pitchfork up.

      Hard as I could, I jammed the fork into the back of the pastry fucker.

      The four steel tines of the fork pierced the thick skin easily, sinking deep into the creature’s lumbar area. I gave that fucker some surprise acupuncture.

      A somewhat muffled roar came out of the creature’s throat, followed immediately by Arno shaking his feet.

      He was still alive.

      I wrenched the fork out and jammed my fist inside the hole to the left of the spine.

      Second fist went into the hole on the right of the spine.

      I felt the flesh giving way as I forced my hands inside. It took all my energy to focus on what I was doing instead of what I was feeling, because what I was feeling was disgusting.

      And thank the gods, the creature had a spine.

      I got both hands around it and started to pull.

      My hands kept slipping, so I gritted my teeth and gripped harder.

      And pulled harder.

      The creature roared in pain and confusion, turning to see what was happening behind it. But its lack of any real neck kept me mostly out of view.

      My muscles burned and my body screamed in pain as I asked more of it, my tendons and ligaments barely able to function at the level I needed.

      But they held long enough that I finally felt a sudden release from inside the pastry goblin.

      The roar cut off, and the thing’s legs turned to jelly.

      It crashed to the ground and tipped over, arms flailing as it tried to figure out what had just happened.

      I yanked my arms out and shook them off. But my victorious smile got wiped off my face immediately, as something bit into my leg.

      “FUUUCK!” I shouted, looking at the goblinoid head with teeth sunk into past its gums now stuck to my leg.

      A tail whipped around my knees and began to constrict.

      I started to fall.

      So I punched the goblinoid head.

      Which only made the asshole bite harder.

      So I punched it again and again, until the skull gave in and the head was pulp, goblin brains leaking out all around me. Finally, the tail relaxed and I regained my footing.

      But its jaw was still locked.

      And more things started coming out of the breeder.

      I could hear Arno having trouble in the thing’s throat, so I ignored the breeder and darted for the still-confused and somewhat thrashing pastry-looking beast, running up the creature’s torso to grab Arno’s feet and yank him free.

      Just then, I heard some creature’s flat feet slap against the floor, so I used the weapon I had in my hands (Arno), and swung him around.

      He screamed.

      But he performed as intended when he hit the oncoming goblin with a wet thwack. The goblin flew off Arno and flailed through the air until it sank back into the goblin breeder.

      “Sorry,” I shouted, hauling Arno to me and checking him over.

      Still breathing, but otherwise a bit out.

      I threw him over my shoulder and ran to a corner where I could take a second to grab my breath.

      Pastry goblin thing was still flailing, clearly at a loss as to what had happened. Lots of blood and other gross stuff came out of the thing’s back. It was definitely dying, just taking its time going quietly into the night.

      I ripped my attention away, because I was definitely still in the fight. Things that looked a whole lot like snakes with goblin heads slithered toward me. With wide mouths and those black glossy eyes, and their teeth black and shiny as well. Much like the pastry-skin asshole, the goblin-snake thingies were very pale, but their skin seemed thin and tough.

      One launched at me, forgetting the first rule of airborne hand-to-hand combat: don’t.

      I just punched it, and the thing flew to the side, smacking into the wall next to me.

      Another punch, and another snake went down. Then a third and fourth. It was like being in a boxing class, working the speed bag. I painted the walls in their ichor and did extreme exfoliation on my knuckles and fists until I’d basically removed the flesh from my hands. At which point, a gob-snake that was larger than the rest stopped and seemed to go cobra, rising up and weaving back and forth, almost like it was looking for a moment to strike.

      I took a quick breath and checked the immediate area for danger. Just the cobra version of the gob-snake. I snatched one of the lifeless bodies at my feet and gave it a test spin. Nice weight on one end, and enough body length to get up to speed.

      The cobra gob-snake followed my every movement.

      I spun the corpse around so fast that it whistled, and whipped it skull to skull against the cobra gob-snake.

      There was a beautiful collision, and two skulls split.

      Then the doors open to let in a shield wall bristling with spears.

      Coggeshall soldiers marched in rhythm and poked at things until everything in the room was still once more.

      Except, you know, me and Arno. And the Goblin Breeder. Though that required Careena getting in between the soldiers and the breeder to keep them from spearing it.

      I made the lab people put the iron cage around the breeder. Then I grabbed Arno and dragged him by the back of his robe out of the lab, through the snow, and to the infirmary, where I deposited him without a word.

      Careena gave the second, third, and so on words to the healers, letting everyone know what had happened and what they might do to help heal the chemical burns all over Arno’s upper body.

      I strode away, angry, wondering, once again, just what the fuck was going on ...
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      While I was picking out a steak in the fancier cantina on the second floor, Ragnar cornered me.

      “What?” I asked, a bit harsher than I meant.

      “Don’t bark at me,” he snapped in reply. “I somehow got tapped to deliver messages to you.”

      “From?”

      “The Coggeshall Underground.”

      “What?”

      He frowned at me. “From Skeld.”

      “Oh.”

      “Council wants to meet.”

      “When?”

      “I guess it’d probably be better to say that the council is meeting right now and wants you there.”

      “Minor clarification,” I said with a sigh, looking wistfully at the steak.

      I grabbed a side of beef (or at least what I hoped was beef) and a hunk of bread. I ripped a hole in the loaf and shoved the beef inside.

      “Hot beef injection,” I said, smiling.

      Ragnar just looked disappointed and walked the other way.
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      The council was in the middle of conversation when I arrived, but everyone went silent as soon as I opened the door.

      I gave a little wave to everyone, immediately regretted giving a little wave to everyone, and then sat down at the head of the table. I continued eating my steak sandwich, then sighed as I looked around the room. The entire council was present, which meant there were important things to discuss. It made me exceptionally eager to find an excuse to leave.

      Directly across from me, in the ancillary position of importance, was Skeld, acting chancellor. To his right was Timurlan, a lifeweaver and the head of farming, then Mercy, our hydromancer, and Essie, the head geomancer. Harmut sat next to Essie, which made sense, what with Harmut being the head of construction and head of his dwarven clan. Lee was next to Harmut, my buddy from Earth who was our engineer and all-around smart guy who’d been forced to take on the role of treasurer. Sitting on Lee’s right was Ragnar, still getting settled in his chair and pulling what looked like a jelly donut out of a pouch. Next to Ragnar was the smallest member of the council, Baltu, representing the kobolds in Coggeshall. Then it was me. Former Thingman and current head of the military Wian was on my right. Eliza Northwoods, my court advisor, sat next to Wian, and her father, Count Northwoods sat next to Eliza. Duke Ginsburg was sitting next to Northwoods, because fuck me. Hetsetsa, the former imperial historian, was next to Ginsburg. Rounding out the table was Tarryn, Coggeshall’s warmancer, and Bear, a brownie, and a member of my hirð. I think she and Skeld were still romantically entangled, but I hadn’t really looked much into it.

      “Okay,” I said, “packed room. What’s on the agenda?”

      “Quite a few items, your grace,” Skeld said, clearing his throat and shuffling some papers around.

      I set my sandwich down and wiped my face on my sleeve. Then I realized that was not the right move, but I was committed, so I stood up anyway.

      “Before we get going,” I said, “I want to apologize for the surprise of the brewery. I know we had had several discussions, and as a group had made no decisions. I felt like I needed to decide, and do it quickly, especially what with the courier showing up. So I did, and I thought the brewery was the best way to go. I can see how some of you might be unhappy with that, but that’s what I chose. And I’m not sorry about that. I should have told you all in here first, and then done it. But I didn’t and I apologize.”

      There were a few nods around the table.

      Ginsburg rolled his eyes. He seemed to think what I done was dumb.

      Whatever— I felt like I still owed him a punch in the face.

      I sat down and returned to my steak sandwich.

      “Thank you, your grace,” Skeld said. “Might we continue?”

      “Yes,” I said, about to add another sorry, but I caught a slight shake of Eliza’s head, so I just leaned back in my chair and tried to look like I was actively listening, whatever that means.

      “Obviously the brewery is a topic that needs discussion. Staffing, storage, all those things. There is also your call to the Senate. And equally important, there are the particulars concerning vassalizing Count Northwoods.”

      “Just those things?”

      “There is also all the additional holding business to go over, your grace.”

      “As well as spring construction,” Harmut added.

      “Force recruitment and possible campaigning,” Wian said.

      “Osterstadt,” Hetsetsa said.

      “Agreed,” Northwoods added, “Osterstadt is a problem which must be addressed post-haste.”

      “Listen,” Ginsburg said, “I have only a short matter to bring before your council, so if I might get it over with?”

      “Go ahead,” I said and gestured that the floor was his.

      “I have enjoyed your hospitality greatly, but I find that it is time I return to my lands.”

      “And then the capital?”

      “Ah, not for me.”

      “Wh—” I started, but I felt someone kick me under the table, so I shut up before I got the whole why out. “We will miss you,” I finished.

      “Of course. I wanted to express my gratitude for keeping us quite safe, and I am interested in securing certain trading privileges with Coggeshall.”

      I looked over at Skeld.

      He looked at me.

      I shook my head.

      Skeld sighed.

      “Your grace,” Skeld said, “we are flattered you would look to do business with us. However...”

      “We’re not at a point much above survival,” I said quickly. “Once we can make sure the needs of our people are met, we can look at trading.”

      “You have no reserves of gold you might be willing to trade with?” Ginsburg asked, an eyebrow raised.

      I looked over at Lee.

      “Uh, as treasurer,” Lee said, flipping to what I could see was a blank page in the notebook in front of him, “we do not.”

      Lee gave Ginsburg a smile.

      Ginsburg grunted, then turned and left the room.

      I waited for the door to close all the way.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked.

      “I think he realizes a magical brewery just appeared in Coggeshall,” Lord Northwoods said, “and wishes to nail down trading rights before you understand the value of what we have.”

      “I mean, it’s hard to tell what we have yet.”

      “Precisely why we shouldn’t make any long-term deals.”

      “Okay,” I said, “then let’s—”

      “Is it true about Arno?” Hetsetsa asked, petting her prinky, Reginald, who was sleeping in her lap.

      “What?” I asked. “That he unleashed some horrible thing from the breeder? Yeah.”

      “I have heard he has been rendered sightless from the event.”

      “Ah. Right, hadn’t heard that. It could be true. He got stuck in a, well, there was some choking going on. Whatever the case may be with him and his eyes, I hope we can save them, we need to get someone in charge of the lab who’s going to maintain safety and protocols and all that, because it was a shit show down there.”

      “I do not like the way you look at me, duke of Coggeshall,” Hetsetsa said. “I—”

      “Oh, you want the role, just say it.”

      “It seems a bit like work to me, your grace, and I am far too old for—”

      “Nonsense, you’re as spry as Eliza.”

      Eliza blushed. Hetsetsa rolled her eyes and tapped on the table.

      “You expect me to be head of a laboratory that is merely a rock box?” she asked.

      “First of all, rock box would a great name for, like, a little stage place where bands can play. Skeld, write that down.”

      Skeld totally mimed writing it. He didn’t even have a real pen in his hand.

      “Second,” I continued, but Hetsetsa clucked at me.

      “I will only take the position if there is a real laboratory space somewhere,” she said with that sort of haughty I’ve-got-you tone.

      “Have you been inside the brewery already?” I asked.

      “No. Oh. No. There’s—”

      “Oh, there’s a beautiful lab space. The whole third basement. Perfect for studying that breeder. And also, you know, beer. Probably both.”

      “I suppose congratulation are in order,” Skeld said, this time writing with a real pen on some real paper. “Head of Coggeshall Scientific Studies, Hetsetsa?”

      She frowned, but gave a curt nod. “I am a lady of my word. I cannot quite believe I have been fooled quite so easily, but, well, I have been spending a little too much time doing nothing. Perhaps this will improve things for me. I have authority over the laboratory?”

      “You do,” I said. “And if you need stuff, talk to Lee.”

      “I will have a list drawn up,” Hetsetsa said with a nod at Lee. She pulled a pen out of thin air, and then started writing on a piece of paper that was suddenly on the conference table.

      “Right,” Skeld said, “two issues I didn’t have on my list are now solved, but we have yet to even touch the list we must get through before we can go. Shall we continue?”

      I sighed, and nodded.

      “Lovely,” Skeld said. “Hetsetsa will be in charge of the laboratory inside the brewery, which does bring us nicely to our next topic: who is in charge of the brewery?”

      Timurlan put his hands on the table and slowly pushed himself to standing.

      “I know I might be an ideal candidate,” he said slowly, “but I am asking for his grace to excuse me from consideration in this matter, for—”

      “Sure,” I said, cutting him off.

      The mage blinked a few times, surprised.

      “That’s it?” he asked.

      “I mean, are you completely unwilling to help with any aspect of the brewery?”

      “I find I am at the limit of my capabilities merely getting the farming situation within MountainHome settled, let alone attempting to understand something with which I have very little experience: beer.”

      “But if someone has questions about what would work best in the greenhouse, are—”

      “Greenhouse?” he asked. “What is this about a greenhouse?”

      “The whole top floor is a greenhouse. Well, basically the whole top floor. There’s a bit where the elevator goes, but, you know, otherwise—”

      “I would see this greenhouse.”

      “I mean, you’d probably need to talk to whomever is in charge of the brewery.”

      “Would the greenhouse not fall under the purview of the head of farming?” Timurlan asked, his eyes shining.

      “Maybe,” I replied, looking around the table.

      Timurlan slowly sat down, a smile creeping across his face.

      “But I’m not sure,” I said. “It is a very nice greenhouse. I’m almost tempted to learn something about gardening.”

      Skeld sighed loudly.

      “Must you insist on making it more difficult, your grace?” Skeld asked.

      “Who do you think should be in charge of the greenhouse?” I asked. “Since you seem to know how to make it simple.”

      “Lee,” Ragnar piped up.

      “Me?” Lee asked, sitting up straight. “No.”

      “See, that’s why he should be in charge,” Skeld said. “Someone who doesn’t want it is going to do a better job keeping the place in line.”

      “Maybe,” Lee said, “but I have no idea what I’m doing. Or—”

      “I appreciate where you’re coming from, Skeld and Ragnar,” I said, “but I don’t think that’s the right track to take here. If someone is in charge of the labs in the basement, we can make someone in charge of the greenhouse up top. I think both those people report to the person in charge of the brewery building as a whole.”

      Skeld frowned.

      In fact, most of the table was frowning at me.

      “Look,” I said, “we’ll have someone who is in charge of the brewing, someone in charge of the labs, and someone in charge of the greenhouse. And all those people report to someone in charge of the building.”

      “Why?” Skeld asked. “Seems like more layers—”

      “Because all that shit needs to work together, but it’s also kind of at odds with each other. The lab space may want to do something that’s going to send smoke through the building, and that could ruin the brewing. The brewer might want extra hops grown in the greenhouse. The greenhouse might want nothing but purple flowers grown. I don’t fucking know. I know fuck all about brewing or greenhouses or even labs, but I know that you need someone to keep all the little ducks in a row, because each duck wants to go its own way.”

      “You know about ducks then?” Timurlan asked, smirking. “His grace makes a very valid point. I would consider having the greenhouse added to my list of responsibilities, and would ask, Hetsetsa, if I might have a small corner in the lab devoted to mine own studies.”

      “Of course,” Hetsetsa said with a polite nod. “Might you set aside a plot for me in the greenhouse?”

      “Surely. Though, I suppose, if his grace is correct, we would both need approval from a third party prior to making this agreement binding.”

      “Which is Lee,” I said.

      “It is not Lee,” Lee said. “Lee is not involved with the brewery. Lee is happy with the treasury and wishes he had not started referring to himself in the third person, because now Lee sounds like a fool.”

      “That’s not why you sound like a fool at all,” Ragnar replied.

      “I think Flint Frostycliff is going to head up the brewery aspect of the brewery,” I said. “He has experience with brewing. Timurlan, get with him to talk about bees.”

      “Bees?”

      “The greenhouse is set up to allow raising bees as well.”

      “Now I am most curious.”

      “Anyone else want to offer themselves up for building manager?” I asked, looking around the room. “Or, I suppose, as Lee did, remove themselves from consideration?”

      Glancing around the conference room and having no one meet my gaze told me enough: no one here wanted the gig. Which I understood. Most everyone in this room had at least one job taking up basically all their time.

      “I believe you did say that people should submit applications to take the job,” Skeld said. “Correct?”

      “Yeah, there’s that,” I replied. “Hence why I said that I think Flint is getting the job, not that he is. But I want all of you guys to think on who should be in charge of that building, bearing in mind it’s going to be the economic engine for this place. I mean, I can go out and kill monsters and find gold to keep this place running, but this will be a better long-term solution.”

      “I daresay,” Northwoods piped up, “we are tiptoeing around what is the most important topic here—”

      “Your vassalization?” Wian asked.

      Northwoods frowned at the warrior-general. He shook his head.

      “That is mere formality, Wian,” Northwoods replied. “I know my place here, and serve my new duke as best I might be able.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Wain said, his voice soft and almost accusatory.

      “We’re all on the same team here,” I said quickly, wanting to get in between them before something stupid was said. “You might not be the best of friends, but we’re all going to fucking pretend we fucking trust each other for now, okay? Duke’s orders.”

      Wian grunted, which I took as assent.

      “Of course, your grace,” Northwoods said with a slight bow of his head. “Clearly we must discuss the upcoming Senatorial Session.”

      “Right,” I said, “that. I took a second to speak to the courier, and he said something about proxies—”

      “You have to go,” Eliza interrupted me to say. “There is no possible way you could send a proxy to something this important.”

      I rolled my eyes and leaned my chair back so I was balancing on two legs.

      “Look,” I said, “I just don’t think—”

      There was a sharp crack and the two legs gave out under my weight and I went crashing down to the floor.

      “Never knew furniture could have such timing,” I heard Ragnar say.

      I laid on the floor a moment, wondering if my furniture destruction skill go up.

      No notifications.

      I got to my feet and brushed off some of the wood. Then I grabbed another chair and took my place again.

      “As I was saying,” I started, then noticed my arm was bleeding a little. “Uh, continue what you were saying, actually.”

      “You hold a unique place, your grace,” Eliza continued, “You are an Imperial Duke holding the only dukedom in this area of the Empire. There is literally no one over you right now, and you have the opportunity to guide who will be your liege, lord. And—gods, your grace, really?”

      I’d totally been listening to her while I searched for the source of the blood, which happened to be a splinter. I got my fingernails on it and started to pull it free. It just kept coming and coming and coming until I held several inches of blood-soaked chair. At which point, the blood poured out.

      “Oops,” I whispered as I painted the table.

      A second later, the wound stitched itself up, but the damage was done.

      “Sorry about that,” I said, and pulled my tunic over my head and started to wipe up the mess.

      “Your grace,” Eliza snapped.

      “What?”

      “You see what the issue is?” she said to her father.

      “I do, but he must go.”

      “Is that the wisest course of action?” Skeld asked.

      “Hey, I’m right here,” I said, but no one was paying attention to me.

      “He means well,” Eliza said, “but he will be politically slaughtered by the rest of the Senate.”

      “Hence why you will go and be his guide through this,” Northwoods said to his daughter.

      “Gods know my grasp of politics is limited,” Timurlan said, “but it seems to me that you, Lord Northwoods, would be a much better aide de camp to his grace.”

      “I might,” Northwoods said, “but as you may have noticed with our good general here, there is, well, some baggage associated with my name and my house. There are those who would claim anything I say in advising his grace is actually for my own benefit.”

      “Maybe we send someone, or can you hire a proxy?” I asked.

      “Enough already, Montana,” Lee snapped, slamming his hand on the table. “You’re going. You have to go. Even if everyone else sent a damn proxy, you’d still need to go and be seen and get a damn idea of what you’re doing because you agreed to be part of the Empire! And damn me, you’re going to be a part of this Empire. So go down there, you be seen, be feared, and make sure every last member of the Empire knows not to mess with Coggeshall. And then vote for someone who promises they won’t touch you, your lands, or your people.”

      “It is quite an opportunity,” Hetsetsa said. “Only rarely has the throne been left quite so open. And I cannot recall the last time an outsider had quite as many uncommitted votes.”

      “How does the whole process work again?” I asked.

      “Another time, your grace.”

      “Seems like—”

      “You need to go,” Skeld said. “I think what Northwoods would like to discuss is who will go with you, and what your strategies might be regarding your votes. Not just for Emperor but for other Senate business.”

      I was about to tip back in my chair, but then I put my hand in a blood spot that was still sticky, and decided any action in the chair was going to be a bad idea.

      “If I’m going,” I said, “Skeld has to stay here. And Bear should stay here too.”

      “That’s not true,” Bear said. “I’m good to go.”

      “Might be a long trip.”

      “So?”

      “Having Bear is useful,” Ragnar said. “And if you go, I go. Hirð has to stick together.”

      “Might be a better idea if I stay here,” Tarryn said. “My kind are not looked on kindly there.”

      “Partial hirð,” Ragnar countered.

      “Either myself or Hetsetsa,” Eliza said.

      Hetsetsa burst out laughing, which turned to cackling, which turned to coughing.

      Everyone was quiet for a moment as the old woman got herself back together.

      “No,” Hetsetsa said with a shake of her head, eyes watering. “I am not going to the capital for any reason. I have done enough to warrant remaining where I wish.”

      “But you know so much more,” Eliza said. “I have little—”

      “I can sit with you and answer what questions might arise, young one.”

      “He doesn’t listen to me.”

      “We can discuss that as well—”

      “I can hear you—” I started.

      “We know,” Hetsetsa said. “Lady Northwoods will go.”

      “How many people are going?” I asked.

      “How are you planning to travel?” Northwoods asked.

      “Is there any reason not to fly Air Fritz?”

      “Keeping him secret might be wise,” Wian said. “We might never know who within the Empire might have designs upon Coggeshall, and perhaps we might want to save our ability to move around quickly something hidden.”

      “Do we need to worry about that?” I asked.

      “It would be unlikely,” Northwoods said.

      “There have been moments of bloodshed between lords,” Hetsetsa countered. “And especially with the recent provenance of your title and how the Emperor who gave you the title is no longer able to provide any reasoning or other sort of defense, there is every likelihood that your title could be contested. Both through the political machinations of the senate and, perhaps, through the sword.”

      “Awesome,” I said.

      “In either case,” Wian said, “travel via Fritz Air, as you have taken to calling it, is a good idea. Letting anyone know about Fritz is a bad idea.”

      “For most anyone else,” Northwoods said, “I would advise putting together a real entrance to the city. Something extravagant to let everyone know that you, someone so clearly remarkable, have arrived. But you are different than most, undoubtedly, so you will become known in the city as soon as you arrive, whether you want to or not. Which, to me at least, means you should arrive quietly. Mysteriously. Lean into that idea of mystery, and keep those around you guessing as to your true capabilities.”

      “Why—” I started, but Eliza shot me a look so I decided to change course, “—doesn’t Baltu come?”

      All eyes shifted to the little kobold. The little kobold, meanwhile, looked over at me, his eyes wide.

      “Me?” he asked. “Surely—”

      “You know the city, right?”

      “I have been there, yes.”

      “You’ve spent time there.”

      “Yes, but I cannot imagine any place I might have been that could be at all interesting for you. Perhaps if you wished a tour of the sewers—”

      “I’d love one,” I said.

      “Your grace,” Baltu said softly, “I recognize you have differing ideas about kobolds, which I truly appreciate. All of us do. But if you were to be seen with someone like me, it could have consequences for not just you, but all of Coggeshall.”

      “I think the appropriate answer to that,” I replied, “is fuck them. The ubiquitous ‘they’ don’t get to tell me a gods-be-damned thing. You are a part of Coggeshall, as much as anyone else in this fucking room.”

      The fucking room, as it were, was quiet.

      “If you will go, I will go,” Baltu said, and I think there might have even been a hint of pride in his voice.

      “I’m going,” I replied. “Clearly, I’m going. I understand the importance, I’m going to go and cast my vote.”

      “And to that,” Northwoods said, “what vote might you be thinking of casting?”

      “The one for Emperor?”

      “Which Emperor, I think he means,” Skeld said.

      “Glaton?”

      Skeld sighed. “Which candidate?”

      “Shit, yeah, I knew that. I hate to admit that I don’t even know who’s running.”

      Northwoods leaned back in his chair and tapped his fingers on the table. Then he looked over at Hetsetsa.

      “I will speak with him,” Hetsetsa said. “He will know what he needs to know prior to leaving.”

      “On that count,” I said, “I’m supposed to be there in a week.”

      “It is not quite such a hard deadline,” Northwoods replied. “It is more intended to elicit a response than actually being there. The—”

      “I know, I talked to the courier about it. But it seems to me that a good mystery for our enemies to struggle with might be how we managed to arrive on time.”

      “Even with Fritz,” Skeld said, looking down at a piece of paper he’d covered with calculations, “I think it would be difficult to get there within a week. Which means leaving now-ish.”

      “Today? That—”

      “Tomorrow or the following day at the latest. That might be the only way we could ensure your arrival in time.”

      I reached up to tug at my beard, only for my hand to grab the air.

      “Harmut,” I said, “I need to see your guy.”

      “What guy?” Ragnar asked.

      “Harmut knows.”

      “I do?” Harmut asked.

      I made a point of rubbing my smooth face.

      “Yes, I do,” Harmut said, but his look of bewilderment remained.

      “As of this meeting,” Skeld said, “I have his grace, the Duke of Coggeshall, going to the capital, Bear and Ragnar from his hirð, as well as Baltu. Anyone else?”

      “And Eliza,” I said.

      “I am?” Eliza asked.

      I think someone kicked her under the table because her face changed remarkably fast.

      “I am,” she repeated. “Of course.”

      “Right,” Skeld said. “Next—”

      I might have zoned out around there. The meeting continued, on and on and on, with what seemed like a thousand conversations taking place at once.

      Wian wanted to recruit more soldiers from the general Coggeshall population, as well as from the smaller towns in the area, to bolster our ranks. The goblin war had depleted our already meager numbers. Then, Wian wanted to take soldiers out on patrols, get the new ones blooded. He actually wanted to take a contingent south in order to join the fighting on the far southwestern front. Some relatively small border nation, Kronth, had somehow gained a legitimate fighting force and was quite handily taking land from the Empire. I pointed out we had a valley full of horrible spider things they could go up against right here. But Bear countered that sending new soldiers into the spider valley was great way to provide bonus food to the spiders, and it might be a better idea to go with a more tactical plan. Naturally, that made Wian return to his request to take a group south for some spring fighting.

      Essie and Mercy wanted to know what was going on with Osterstadt, if we were going to go to war. They still had friends and family there, and were clearly worried about the ramifications of war. I knew I’d need to have a talk with Skeld about the two of them, because technically they weren’t Coggeshall citizens, at least insofar as I remembered it. They were hired labor from Osterstadt, which meant, if they wanted to leave the Empire and rejoin their home, I wasn’t sure if I could do anything to stop them.

      Harmut wanted to know what the spring construction plans were, especially our plans for the walls surrounding Coggeshall. Which was actually directed at Lee more than anyone, so then we got to listen to two men who knew a whole lot about engineering and construction talk about things they loved, which lasted until Hetsetsa starting snoring (I think on purpose). Then Harmut and Lee seemed to realize it might be better if the two of them just held a meeting together and sorted it all out and presented something to the rest of the council.

      Somewhere in the middle of all the talking, I started summoning prinkies, giving them sandwich orders, and then sent them out. Oddly, none made it back before the meeting finally ended.

      Naturally, even though the meeting was over, there was one more thing. Always one more thing...

      “If I might,” Skeld said, raising his voice over all the chairs scraping against the floor as everyone rushed to leave, “might I have a moment to speak with his grace and Lady Northwoods?”
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      I sighed, and sat back down.

      Eliza dropped into her chair, though more a model of decorum than me, who came off as a petulant teen.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      Skeld finished writing a few things, set his pen down and folded his hands on the table. I felt like I was about to be scolded for something I’d done under the bleachers with Sandy Davis. Which, to be fair, was illegal in at least seven states. Though again, to be fair, I doubt was illegal in Glaton.

      “Montana?” Skeld asked.

      “What?” I replied.

      “Are you listening to me?”

      “Sure.”

      “What did I just ask you?”

      “Something about bleachers and Sandy Davis?”

      Skeld just frowned, and Eliza shook her head.

      “I wasn’t listening, okay?” I said. “I’m tired of being here and I’m hungry and none of my prinkies brought any sandwiches back.”

      Skeld shook his head and then took a breath. “From what I have been told most recently, it does not look good for Clarissa, nor for Nathalie. Our healers have been able to do no more than delay the effects of whatever venom the goblins and their lizards deployed.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Is—”

      “Not finished, your grace,” Skeld continued. “I am reasonably happy to serve as your chancellor, but I think we both know I am not qualified. I really only serve as a stopgap.”

      “You’re great, Skeld,” I said.

      Skeld gestured at Eliza.

      “You are very good,” Eliza added.

      “Speak honestly here.”

      “You are.”

      “But?”

      “You do have some flaws.”

      “What flaws?” I asked, trying not to be overly defensive. And probably failing.

      The room was quiet.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I—”

      “It’s okay,” Eliza said. “He’s family. You are right to be defensive. But he has shortcomings which are no fault of his own. Apologies, your own. Skeld lacks the experience such a position needs, and, just as important, he has none of the connections in the Empire a chancellor requires. He has no means to speak with others in his same position who might be able to resolve issues prior to them happening. He has no ability to make deals that do not require your involvement. His abilities to manage the day-to-day aspects of your own holding are adequate, but he is still learning. And now is sadly not a time for learning. There is just so much going on within the Empire — wars on three fronts and an Imperial election. It is not only a chance to succeed, but also to fail. We must have the best in every position. And I fear I know why Skeld asks us to speak on this matter.”

      Skeld gave a slight smile and a nod. “You are likely correct.”

      “Going to the capital means we are in the ideal location to find an expert to replace Skeld,” Eliza said.

      Skeld nodded.

      “You want to be replaced?” I asked. “Because we can make it work.”

      “I would prefer a different job, your grace,” Skeld said. “Maybe something that doesn’t require me to make life or death decisions on the daily.”

      “Got it,” I said. “Brewery head.”

      “Really?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. You want it?”

      “I never really thought I’d say this, but I miss being on the quests with you.”

      “Really?”

      “And I miss Ragnar. He’s my last tie to home.”

      “Maybe there’ll be more lutra who want to come live here.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You want me to look out for some?”

      “It’s not like I’m lutra any longer.”

      “Bah, you’re still you inside.”

      “Am I?”

      “You can be whoever you want, Skeld. Now, Eliza, do you think we can find a chancellor in Glaton?”

      “Of course. The real question is, can we find someone we want as a chancellor?”

      “Naturally. So, are we done here?”

      “Got somewhere else to be?” Skeld asked.

      “I mean, besides the capital?”

      “Yes, besides the capital.”

      “I’ve got a mystery to solve.”
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      Namely, where the fuck was my sandwich?

      I didn’t mention that to Skeld. I left him and Eliza in the conference room to over logistical questions, mostly, as far as I could tell by the little I heard, related to the upcoming trip.

      But I had other things going on: a hunt! A prinky hunt.

      I scoured the halls, striding around with purpose, peering into dark corners. I scared a couple necking and stomped on a strange grouping of cockroaches.

      Then I bounded up the stairs, shoving people out of the way! Not really — I was polite on the stairs, but I wanted to push everyone out of the way. My stomach growled loud enough that people looked at me.

      Then I got to the second floor cantina.

      It was oddly crowded for once.

      Because there were fifty-plus prinkies inside. Most of them held sandwiches, and the others waited for sandwiches.

      I stood there in the doorway. Over a hundred prinky eyes looked at me in that cute don’t-ever-be-mad-at-me way.

      “You realize you needed to bring the fucking sandwiches back, right?” I asked.

      There was a momentary stillness as the prinkies processed what I’d said, and then a charge of sandwich bearing prinkies absolutely buried me.

      At least I got lunch.
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      The next day was a blur that involved packing things for the trip, and arguing with damn near everyone about what I was packing. Finally, I pulled my ace card and had my personal guard yank everyone out of my room so I could have a little time to think.

      I looked at all the clothes covering my bed. I recognize almost none of it. Which meant the tailors had been working on things for me, but no one had bothered to ask me what I thought. It made sense — at most I would have complained about the whole thing — but it did feel strange to have people ‘dressing’ me.

      Still, I supposed it was better than the alternative of not having clothes. None of these things had extra holes in them. No burnt edges. And, I had to admit; they were nice.

      But I did not know what I should take with me to the capital. I needed to look, well, like a duke.

      I sighed, knowing I shouldn’t have thrown everyone out. And yet, I knew I needed to do some of this nonsense on my fucking own. Which I couldn’t. Because I had no idea about contemporary fashion. I mean, fuck me, I had no idea about any fashion, contemporary or otherwise.

      Over to my left, I had a half-filled trunk. Luggage still meant trunks in this world — big, bulky, and heavy. I wasn’t even sure how we were going to attach it to my big bird friend, let alone all the trunks all the others were taking with them. Of course, then I remembered I didn’t need to do any of that because I had a bag—

      Something bit down on my foot.

      Hard.

      Teeth drilled into my boot and punctured my flesh.

      I’d heard books were dangerous before, but this was ridiculous.

      On instinct I kicked out, full power.

      My foot went crashing through my bed and into my mattress, sending feathers up in a blizzard. And arcing through the air, trailing my blood was a certain book, cackling in a way I found unbecoming for an etiquette tome.

      I tore the mattress from the bed and grabbed a hunk of wood that used to be the frame, lifted them high above my head and brought them crashing down in the spot I suspected the fucking book had gone. Which was all I had, really, because I couldn’t see a damn thing through all the fucking feathers.

      The bed smashed into the stone floor with a resounding crash, wood shrapnel rocketing out through the feather white-out.

      “You missed,” a quiet voice hissed out, barely audible but incredibly mocking.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you,” I roared.

      My doors burst open, and I heard heavy hooves on the stone floor.

      “Your grace?” a voice called out.

      “Over here and I’m fine,” I replied. “Just saw a cockroach.”

      “A cockroach, your grace?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And it did all this?”

      “They’ll bite your head off, man. And, you know, I did most of this in, um, getting the cockroach.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Do you maybe know if we’ve got another bed somewhere?”

      “I can check, your grace.”

      “And if anyone can find their way to the balcony, maybe open those doors? You know, to let the feathers out.”
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      In the end, I admitted defeat and just let Eliza choose what I should take. Though she made it clear we were going to have to go shopping to reflect the latest trends once we knew what they were.

      Which brought me to the next part of getting ready: going to the money man to talk spending cash.

      Lee was hiding out, as usual, in the treasury, moving bits of coin and jewels around in some system of sorting that only he seemed to understand.

      “Ah, your grace,” he said, with a bow of his head when I came into the treasury. “How nice of you to honor me with your presence.”

      “Can we, you know?”

      “Americanize it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sure. What do you want?”

      “Two things.”

      “Any two things?” he asked, snatching two small copper coins and holding them out to me.

      “Uh, no. I wish. First, how are we doing on, you know, cash?”

      “Yes and no,” Lee said. “Come this way.”

      He turned on his heel and led me around a corner I hadn’t known existed.

      “I had to build a little extra room for your latest, um,” Lee said while walking, “deposit.”

      He stopped and gestured ahead at a new room on the other side of a stone arch.

      Barrels. Lots of barrels stacked on top of each other. It was just an entire room of barrels.

      “Where did all the barrels come from?” I asked.

      “The cooper.”

      “We have a cooper?”

      “We have two.”

      “Huh. And what’s in the barrels?”

      “Are you really asking me that?”

      “I am.”

      He walked over and grabbed a handful of sapphires, letting them rain down around his fingers.

      “Oh yeah, that’s right. So why does this not make us wealthy?”

      “Because there’s no actual use to sapphires, at least as far as I know. Where we’re from, they’re prized for beauty and rarity. Here, they’re not rare. You’ve enough here, likely, to ruin any sapphire market in the world. So, I mean, we’ve got sapphires to sell, but I doubt we’ll ever find buyers for all these.”

      “Huh. That sucks.”

      “I might pick out some of the larger stones and see if there’s a way we can use those, or if we can get a jewelry industry going. Maybe we can use up some of them that way, but...” He trailed off and grabbed a notebook. He peered intently at a sapphire and tutted a bit. Then he pulled out a handful, going through them and counting. He went back to his notebook and did some more writing. He stopped, shook his head, and looked back down at the numbers. “Damn.”

      “What? What is it?”

      “This is rough math, by the way, because I didn’t really ever think it was important to count them all, but my estimate is that there’s somewhere in the neighborhood of half a million stones in each barrel. Even if we started making rings full time in a factory, it’d take decades just to go through a portion of what you’ve already taken out of your bag. And granted, I’ve no idea the amount of precious metals in our planets, but I’d be willing to bet using that many gems would require the bulk of all the precious metals that have been pulled forth from the mountains.”

      “Ah. So that might, uh, not be possible.”

      “When I get tired of dealing with people, I come and sit here and try to come up with some use for all those stones. I’ve yet to come up with anything good. I suppose it could be amusing to use them instead of rice for wedding processions. Might save the birds, though might also scratch the bride. Hence why they’re still in barrels.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “Indeed.”

      “So we’re not wealthy?”

      “We are doing fine. Wealth is relative, and I don’t know what other holdings might have. But we seem to have enough coin to cover our expenses and then some, so, perhaps we are wealthy?”

      “Okay,” I said. “I need spending cash for the capital. I mean, probably more than just, you know, per diems and shit.”

      “How serious a coin are we talking here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you going to be buying buildings and things?”

      “I doubt it. Maybe though? Should I get a house or something there?”

      “You think I’d know the answer to that?”

      “You seem to have an endless wellspring of knowledge. So, maybe?”

      “I do this thing called studying. It’s not a magical power. You could do it too, if you put your head to it.”

      “Most of the time, I have to put my head to things I’m trying to destroy.”

      “Just because you’re built like a hammer doesn’t make the rest of the world nails.”

      “What if the only thing I’m good at is hammering?”

      “Then take your down time and find a few other things you might excel at.”

      “What down time?”

      “It will come.”

      “Sure.”

      “It will. You’re going to run out of things to kill at some point.”

      “You’d think.”

      “I know. Either that, or you’ll find something you can’t kill. And it’ll kill you and all the rest of us, and then you don’t need to worry about it.”

      “You know, I really appreciate these little uplifting conversations we get to have.”

      “I aim to please. You want to roll back around to the original conversation?”

      “Wealth?”

      “Second point.”

      “Money. Yeah. I need some coin to spread around.”

      “Glatonese coin?”

      “Imperial currency, yeah. I mean, I suppose I could go and change some around. Being in the capital and all. But I don’t know that I can get more money if I need it.”

      “No ATMs.”

      “Or travelers’ checques.”

      “Actually, interesting you point that out: I believe there might be a means of doing something similar. Provided, of course, we can gain access to a bank.”

      “Which would be in Osterstadt.”

      “Hence the difficulty.”

      “Okay, well, let’s pretend we won’t have access to a bank. So I’ll need to take what I’m going to spend.”

      “That would likely be best.”

      “So how much should I take?”

      “No idea.”

      “A thousand gold?”

      “Sure,” he said, walking back to the main room and peering down the shelves. “Here.”

      I followed the sound of his voice and saw him pointing to pouches.

      “Ten of these,” He said.

      “These are a hundred each?”

      Lee nodded.

      “Awesome.”

      I pulled twelve off.

      “Taking twelve,” I said. “Might need a bit more spreadin’ around money.”

      “I mean,” he said, “it’s basically all yours. And by basically, I mean it is all yours. Take whatever you want.”

      “I don’t want to take anything, but I kind of have to go.”

      “I’m aware. And since you are going, you might want to take along some of this stuff to sell.”

      He gestured at a shelf full of treasure. Jewels, scepters, priceless pieces of history that were currently collecting dust. I shrugged and swept them into my bag.

      Lee clapped me on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine down there.”

      “I’m more than a little worried,” I said.

      “Normally I’d say to be yourself, but, well—”

      “That might be dangerous?”

      “It might be. Remember where you are, and also when you are. You really need to play into their system here for all of us to get ahead. I wish it weren’t the case, but that’s just the manner in which this world works, especially right now. Any attempt to buck the feudal yoke off is going to wind up getting all of us in trouble. As far as I understand it, the next Emperor could very well take your titles and land away—”

      “Which leaves me with no loyalty to the Empire. Kind of think I might need to point out the problem with that.”

      “Not exactly where I was taking things, but I suppose you could just make them fear you would take on the Empire to exact revenge for any slights against you. I’m not sure how well that would work in the long run, but it certainly is an option.”

      “You have a better idea?”

      “Remember when we had that discussion about the hammer and the nail? Violence doesn’t always need to be the answer. Or fear or threats. You could try being nice. Helping people out. There’s so much danger in this world that heroes are in demand all the time. You are powerful enough you could make yourself seen as such an asset that no one could imagine the Empire without you, instead of making them worry about removing you from the Empire. That, on the other hand, would make you a likely target for assassination. Or some other means of getting you out of the way while you aren’t paying attention, or in a way that won’t get back to them. If you can rise above, be a hero that all the people also recognize and love, you will have them on your side. While the commoners are seen without power, the mob always has a hand in ruling.”

      “You just said a lot of stuff, and I’m not sure I really took in any of it.”

      “Be a hero,” Lee said. “Make the people love you. If the people love you, the bigwigs at the top have no alternative to love you as well.”

      “You think it’s that easy?”

      “I don’t think it’s easy. No one would think that would be easy. I don’t even think it would be easy for you. But I know it’s the better path for you, and us, to take in the long run.”

      “A hero.”

      “A good guy.”

      “I mean, that’s what I’ve been trying to do this whole time.”

      “I know. I recognize that. And for the most part, I think you’re succeeding. But you will be challenged in the coming days. Sometimes you will find it frustrating and confusing, and perhaps even at odds with what you’d like to be doing or would like to happen. But keep your temper under control and always remember that your actions reverberate to all of Coggeshall, not just you.”
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      You have been offered a quest by Lee :

      Political Capital for the Capitol

      Visit at least three towns before you arrive in Glaton, and help members of each town in some manner.

      Reward for success: Renown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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      “Well, fuck,” I said, accepting the quest. “So much for my urban vacation. You think there’s fishing there?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      I have no idea where they found it, but a new bed appeared in my room, with what seemed like a nicer mattress. Well, a thicker mattress. Mattress technology hadn’t matched the old world — it was really just straw or feathers, as far as I knew. Being the duke meant I got feathers. In this case, nearly a foot of feathers. Which was very soft, don’t get me wrong, but being feathers, it mostly just moved out of the way of my bulk and meant I basically slept on the bed frame with nearly a foot of de facto pillow surrounding me and making it hard for me to see much of anything.

      There was no sign of the etiquette book, either, and I looked everywhere. Nothing under the new bed or under the new wardrobe. Nothing under the new dresser. Nothing under the new trunk. Or in the trunk. I didn’t want to ask the minotaurs guarding the door to keep out any books, because that just sounded weird. I just knew it was waiting to ambush me.

      It was deep in the night, and I felt exhaustion coming on. I knew I needed to sleep before I went off on the trip, but I had this feeling I’d forgotten to do something. I mean, I was reasonably sure there were a host of things I’d forgotten to do. There were always things to do and I could never do them all.

      Just didn’t seem like time to sleep yet.

      So, instead, I went down to the hospital.

      The healer on shift stood up suddenly as I walked in. I waved for them to sit back down and be quiet. All the patients were sleeping, but the sounds of their breathing were depressing. Lots of rattling, lots of shallow breaths, and, worst of all, lots of rasping liquid-filled lungs.

      I walked over to Nathalie’s bed and pulled a stool over.

      She was grey. Her skin seemed damp, her hair looked thin, like it had been falling out. Her chest raised in stutters, and her breath was short.

      “She continues to fight,” a soft voice said.

      I glanced over and saw the healer standing at the foot of the bed. A young woman with a kind but sad face. Something I bet would probably happen working in a hospital, especially one that was inundated with patients that seemed to defy healing.

      “But she’s not improving?” I asked.

      “No,” the healer replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “The opposite. She is in slow decline. This venom works in ways we cannot discern as yet. Every time we think we understand it, it proves us wrong.”

      “Well shit,” I said.

      “Yes, your grace. I wish we had a better sense of how to assist. But I fear all we do now is give them as much comfort as we can and hope they are able to overcome this vileness on their own.”

      “If there’s anything I can do—”

      “I have heard you might visit the capital. Is this true?”

      “Yes. I leave tomorrow.”

      “Perhaps you might speak with those at the Enderun, see if they might know something of this,” the healer said, standing and handing me a small leather pouch.

      I flipped the top open and peeked inside. A row of glass vials filled with various fluids.

      “There is blood of the infected in there,” she said. “We have pulled it from three individuals, and also included some of the liquid venom from one of the lizards.”

      “What’s the Enderun? “ I asked, putting the leather pouch in my bag.

      “An academy in the capital. It is the best in the world, with the most learned professors. If anyone can figure this out, it must be someone there.”

      “Okay. For sure, I can do that.”

      “Thank you, your grace. I know you must be busy, but—”

      “The health and safety of Coggeshall comes first.”

      “Yes, your grace. Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. All of you.”

      I gave Nathalie’s thigh a pat and stood up. Then I searched the beds until I found Clarissa. I just shook my head. She looked awful, worse even than Nathalie.

      For a moment, I stood there, debating going over, wondering if it would even do any good. But Lee’s words rang in my head, and I figured the good guy move was doing whatever I could to make things better, even if it was something as simple as laying a hand on an ailing, probably unconscious person. So I went and sat down with Clarissa for a moment, and put my hand on her shoulder.

      “Get better,” I said to her softly. “We need you out here.”

      She didn’t respond in the slightest.

      I pushed myself to my feet and left the infirmary, my heart hurting.
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      I still couldn’t figure out what felt undone, so I just gave up and threw myself into the bed. I lay there a moment, staring up at the ceiling, listening for the telltale scraping of pages on the stone floor. Waiting for the etiquette book to make its next attack.

      Nothing came. It heard only stillness, save for a light whistle of the wind outside.

      Somewhere in there, I slipped into sleep.

      And immediately woke up shivering in the cold, because I was perched on top of a mountain.

      I looked around. Nothing. It was dark, and the wind whipped across the mountain tops.

      I tried to get to my feet, but I sunk into the snow to my knees.

      Coggeshall spread out in front of me, meaning I was looking south from the mountains just to the north. I realized I ought to name all the peaks, if for no other reason than to make navigation simpler. Lights were on here and there in MoutainHome, its half-built walls still largely covered in snow.

      The brewery dwarfed them. The greenhouse was beautiful, unreal, really, with a soft light coming out of windows completely clear of snow. The portions of the building where there were copper roofs had accumulated quite a bit of snow. I had to wonder if the building was tall enough to get snow when the valley floor didn’t. Probably not, but that would look pretty cool.

      The brewery made the whole place look strange, since it was basically just the huge brownie tree and the brewery surrounded by an immense wall. Kind of easy to ignore everything built into the mountain. Made me think that it might be wise if we built a tunnel over to the brewery, both to move across the landscape during winter and to allow for emergency retreat in the face of attack. You know, if the walls were breached again, like what happened in the Goblin War.

      “Looks quite beautiful from here,” a familiar voice said.

      I glanced over and saw Mr. Paul on my left. He wasn’t looking at me — he only had eyes for the brewery.

      “Bit more than I’d expected,” I said.

      “Agreed.”

      “But it is beautiful.”

      “I do appreciate the aesthetic, though I cannot say I would have made it quite so big or ostentatious.”

      “Wait a minute — you didn’t make this?”

      “No, the Eight did. I merely took your list of requirements to them. They were in charge of putting the building together in a way that assured all your requirements were met. Together, they came up with this.”

      “If they are the ones that did this… then it really means they worked together to fuck us. I mean, that greenhouse is unreal. By itself it’s too much, but it’s only one piece of the puzzle. As are the labs below. And the fucking endless depths of water—”

      “Do not doubt those elements were chosen for a purpose. I believe each of them has intended this to be a beacon for their chosen hero. To sit here as a grand prize for those who strike you down. It will surely entice those who are not yet thinking of attacking Coggeshall to add it to their list of conquests.”

      “Is it that good?”

      “I am sure of it. Just as I am positive there are elements to the building we have yet to understand, which will endear it to others. You have yet to fully explore the place, nor plumb its depths. And as you do, you will realize the danger this building presents.”

      “Well shit.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Don’t suppose I could destroy it?”

      “Of anyone, I believe you might. But, then again, it is a magical construct built by the most powerful gods in the realm, so I doubt you could do much. Another reason it serves as a beacon. Despite all the warnings against a martial building, it is a powerful defensive structure, nigh unbreakable walls and endless resources inside...”

      He drifted off, and I sensed sadness.

      “What?” I asked.

      “We were played masterfully,” Mr. Paul said, finally looking over at me. I swear I saw extra moisture in his eyes, but no tears fell. “I have doomed you and yours because I was not smart enough, nor strong enough. And though I truly entered this as a lark, I... I have grown to care about you, Montana of Coggeshall. I see how you are, adopting nearly everyone into your family, often whether or not they want it. You open up your heart, and you protect everyone who asks for it, and even those who might not know they need it. Those are rare qualities in the best of Vuldranni, and seemingly non-existent in the heroes brought here. Yet you, who I thought was little more than a brute who could upset the game a tad, have come along to be something so much more. And in the end, it is me, your patron, your god, who has failed you. And all those who you sought to protect—”

      “You haven’t failed me.”

      “You cannot see what is happening. All that is happening, not here, but all across this world. And though I have tried to prepare you, to help you, it has not been enough. Enemies gather, all around us. And now, there is a prize here to make even those who might have been allies rethink such a stance, and prepare to destroy you.”

      “Bah, fuck that.”

      “You—”

      “No. Shut up. I let you speak, so you let me.”

      He snapped his mouth shut and gestured for me to continue. But he looked shattered, like someone had just driven over his brand new puppy.

      “I know I don’t see what’s going on in the larger context,” I said. “Can’t say that I ever have. Pretty myopic in that regard. But here’s the thing: I didn’t even know what myopic meant last year.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. But don’t interrupt.”

      “Apologies.”

      “Mister Paul.”

      “Continue.”

      “Thank you. I know I wanted to just fish, that I had no intention of being a hero. And while I would still love to fish, I realize that might not happen in the near future. I’ve come to grips with that. I’ve also realized that I’m in a unique position, and, yeah, maybe I do try and bring everyone into my family, not going to stop. But I’m willing to bet, because of that, I’ll be all the stronger for it—”

      “You do not understand, Montana. You cannot be stronger than all who are coming.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they have powers you cannot imagine.”

      “That’s not hard — I’ve got a shit imagination.”

      “This is hardly a time for joking.”

      “This is exactly the time for joking. There’s no point being serious about this—”

      “Then you doom all who follow you.”

      “The way you spell it out, they’re already dead. So why be miserable now?”

      “Send them away, and they might live.”

      “Can I change?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Can I improve?”

      “You have, yes.”

      “Do you think those feckless fucks out there are better than me?”

      “Yes.”

      “And I won’t be able to match them?”

      “No.”

      “Well, aren’t you a negative Nancy?”

      “Yes. I have seen what is coming, and before you ask, no, I may not tell you about any of it. I can only tell you that dangers abound, near and far, and because of this accursed building, many of them will have their sights set upon Coggeshall.”

      “Let ‘em come,” I roared into the wind. “You think I’m afraid? Of what? Death? I’ve died before, and I will again. I will die again and again until you decide to throw in the towel. Because it won’t be me. And has anyone defeated me yet? I’m going to answer for you: no. I haven’t. We haven’t. You think we got outsmarted? Maybe we outsmarted them. They just gave us the best building in the Empire, and it’s ours. You want to know what we’ll do? I’ll stand in the main doorway and fight for days. Nothing will get past. Because Mister Paul, god of mine, there’s a significant advantage to being the underdog. No one expects a damn thing from us. They plan to waltz in here and wipe the floor with Coggeshall without even breaking a sweat. If it’s one thing I can do, it’s mess with plans and mess with people. And the gifts you’ve given me make me unbreakable. So let them come. Let them break themselves on me, because I swear by all my lives, I will not break before they do.”

      The wind whipped around me, the air crisp and pure and cold in a way I hadn’t experienced. Almost as if the world was answering my challenge, or affirming my oath. Hard to tell. Mister Paul, for his part, just stared.

      “You are a glimmer of hope in this great darkness,” Mister Paul said softly as the wind seemed to settle so he could speak. “And I truly wish I held some measure of your confidence. I will, as always, do what I am able. But I fear neither your optimism nor my power will be enough.”

      “I guess I’m just going to prove you wrong.”

      “For once, I would welcome such a thing. Now, perhaps I should do what it is I have come here to do—”

      “Besides warn me?”

      “Well, it has been a bit of time since I delivered your gifts, and such, now is that time.”

      “Awesome. Hopefully, it’s just as good as that book on etiquette you gave me.”

      “You have found that helpful?”

      “Sure. I love working on my ability to smell an ambush. I relish getting my feet bitten.”

      “I admit I find your budding relationship quite entertaining. It has proven, erm, popular.”

      “Neat.”

      “But nothing so noteworthy, nor something particularly useful, I fear. At least, as far as I can tell. It is a rope. A magical rope which allows you one hundred feet of length. It will tie itself to whatever you indicate, and untie when you request it do so.”

      He handed me a coil of what seemed like soft silken rope that was pretty thick. Not quite velvet rope stanchion size, but right around there. It was bright red, so, I had that going for me. I guess. Didn’t seem like bright red would be an asset at the times I’d need a hundred feet of rope...

      “Thanks,” I said. “And I’m sure I will find a use for it.”

      “Of course,” Mister Paul said with a slight nod of his head. “And there is another, well, taste of home.”

      He pulled out a small white cardboard box with blue letters spelling out Sanders.

      “Shut the fucking front door,” I said. “Is that Bumpy Cake?”

      I ripped it open and saw the little cake sitting there, bumps on top, just a whole bunch of deliciousness waiting for me. I had no fork, so I just grabbed it in my hand and shoved the whole fucking thing into my mouth. I bit down, returning home, to fourth grade, at least for a moment. The taste, the texture, the sound, the smell — everything was perfect.

      “I did not realize you would have quite this reaction,” Mister Paul said.

      “I didn’t either,” I said, offering the empty box out to him, “If it makes another, you can have it.”

      “No thank you,” he said. “Must watch my figure.”

      “Aren’t you a god? Can’t you just—”

      “If I must point out and explain the joke, it hardly works, does it?”

      “Ah, right, no. It doesn’t.”

      “And it will make another. That box will refill and reseal every dawn. So it is, in essence, an endless supply.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said.

      “Remind me to avoid you at meals from now on.”

      “Did I get some on my face?”

      “I think it’s possible you got some in your mouth, but—”

      I smiled and winked at Mister Paul.

      “Always such a pleasure,” he said.

      “Bah, you love me,” I replied.

      “Despite my best efforts. Good luck in the capital. Try not to lose this place.”

      And then he winked out of existence, and I woke up in my bed.

      “WHOA!” I shouted. “What do you mean, lose this place?”

      My guard rushed inside.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Just, um, a dream.”

      “Yes, your grace,” the lead minotaur said, only rolling his eyes slightly when he thought I wasn’t looking.

      I grumbled, waiting for the guard to leave before I threw the covers off and ran out to the balcony.

      Standing there, I stared at the spot I’d just been, up in the mountains to the north.

      The peak stood empty, no answers forthcoming.

      I wanted to scream into the wind, frustrated at Mister Paul for his stupid warning. But that’d just bring in more guards, and who wanted to deal with that?
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      I tried to go back to sleep, but it wasn’t happening. Common problem.

      Instead, I threw the blankets off and got out of bed, padding into my bathroom, feeling the cold stone floor under my feet.

      “Took ye long enough,” a gruff voice said as I stepped into the bathroom.

      I managed not to scream out in surprise, but my instinct had me jumping backward into the bedroom area.

      “Get back in here,” the gruff voice called out. “Ya think I got all night to wait for you?”

      I walked back in and saw a familiar, somewhat short dwarf sitting on a heavy wooden chair, a leather valise at his feet.

      “Iagan MacIlleSheathain,” I said, absurdly proud of myself that his name had come to me so quickly.

      “Your grace,” he replied with a bow.

      He got up from his chair and gestured at it.

      I sat down.

      He got very close to my face and peered at it. Then he ran his hand over my cheek and my lips. Finally, he pushed my head back and peered under my chin.

      “Got to shave you first,” he said.

      “Okay, do—”

      “No need for talkin’ less you wish to listen to yourself.”

      I nodded.

      Iagan muttered to himself a little as he went to grab his valise. He pulled out what I thought was a small stool, but then he placed down a straight razor, a strop, a brush, and a small container. Which meant it was more a small table. There’s a fine line between the two, and likely most people won’t care. Iagan went to the sink and returned with a small stone bowl, steam rising up from the water.

      “Is that—” I started.

      He glared at me.

      “Right. Quiet.”

      He nodded.

      Using the hot water, he worked up a heavy lather out of the small container. He transferred the lather to another small stone bowl and then started to layer it on my face. It was piping hot, just on the edge of painful. He stropped his razor. Then walked over to the chair and hit a lever with his foot, which tipped me over backward, leaning all the way out so I was basically laying down. Then he shaved my face.

      I’d never had a straight razor shave before, and I found it remarkably relaxing. Granted, I had to stop thinking about the incredibly sharp blade being pushed against my throat by a surly dwarf who seemed to feel little more than disdain for me. Once I tamped that concern down deep with the rest of my feelings, it was a nice experience.

      “Better,” Iagan said, running his hand across my now perfectly smooth face. He wrapped a hot towel around my face and left me there in the dark for a moment.

      Where he got the hot towel was just one more mystery.

      One I couldn’t dwell on, because he whipped the towel off and began massaging lotion into my face.

      Then he wiped it off and dashed on something that had a very bitter smell to it. My face tingled.

      “Right,” he said, and splashed ice cold water across my entire head.

      Then another splash from a bottle, chased by a lotion and then another quick wipe with a towel.

      “Waiting,” he said. “Waiting.”

      There was a stillness for a moment.

      Then another.

      And then a shocking amount of water hit my face, followed quickly by a hard slap across one cheek, then the other.

      I shook my face and blinked hard, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

      “Done,” Iagan said, already repacking his valise.

      “Thank you,” I said, running my hand through the newly regrown beard on my face.

      Iagan forced a mirror into my hand. All my facial hair was back to new and perfect. My eyebrows, lashes, beard, everything on my face, was just beautiful. The hair on my head, well, it was a bit, um, ragamuffinesque.

      He snatched the mirror back, threw it into his valise, and snapped the valise shut.

      “Your grace,” he said with a slight nod, and then stomped out of the bathroom. A second later, I heard the other door shut.

      I smiled, giving my beard a tug. It felt good. I walked over to the one mirror I had in my bathroom. I looked good. I also realized I’d been naked the whole time, but, you know, I felt like I looked good naked.
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      What with it still being the middle of the night — something I double-checked by looking out the windows and seeing it was still dark as fuck — I decided it would probably be a decent idea to at least try to get some more sleep. I had no idea how long I’d actually slept while chatting with Mister Paul, or if it even counted as actual sleep. But I felt tired. My eyes were kind of burning, and there was that sleep headache that came on.

      So I threw myself back into my new mattress and sunk down into the feathery depths.

      I closed my eyes, took some deep breaths, but then heard something. Pages rustling.

      “I hear you,” I said.

      Silence.

      “I know you’re here,” I said.

      No response.

      “I have to go to the capital city,” I said. “What would it take to call a truce for a minute? Maybe you could give me a few pointers on surviving the Senate and the court.”

      Nothing.

      Then more rustling, coming from vaguely above me. I looked up and saw the etiquette book clinging to the ceiling on the far side of the room.

      “Truce?” the book said.

      “Truce,” I said.

      “Why should I trust you?” the book asked.

      “I’m just going to lie here.”

      “Typical.”

      “Hey—”

      “You want to know what to do when you visit the Senate?”

      I took a breath, accepted I was dealing with an asshole, and tamped down my temper.

      “I do,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “The best thing you could do,” the etiquette book said, “as a member of the Glaton Senate while visiting the Glaton Senate, is to stick your stupid head all the way up your own ass so that when you stick your tongue out, your penis waggles around!”

      He launched himself at me, a stunning display of power. You know, for a book.

      But he wasn’t a fighter by nature. I think maybe he thought the attack would surprise me. I was a little, but the problem with the launch from across the room was that I had plenty of time to parry his assault.

      I grabbed a pillow and swung hard across my body, full-power. I walloped the stupid book and sent the tome tumbling through the air. It smacked into the wall, seeming to hang there a moment before it slowly, almost comically so, slid down to rest against the ground.

      The book groaned.

      I leapt from the bed, darted across the room, and dove to grab the book.

      The book feinted left and shot to the right.

      I reached out for it, my fingers just feathering the pages.

      And then the book got bigger, then smaller, then bigger, then smaller, moving across the room by changing its size rapidly. At last, it got very small and squeezed into a crack between two blocks.

      I laid there on the floor, shaking my head. How the hell did I keep getting taken by a book? Here I was, a powerhouse who’d taken on a fucking god (a minor deity, sure, but still), and yet I couldn’t defeat this fucking book. Maybe Mister Paul was right, and I wasn’t powerful enough…
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      I took a walk around Coggeshall. It was as dead as I’d ever seen it. And yes, I got dressed first, even going so far as to get a sword on my belt. It was largely a feeling I had, that something wasn’t right. After hiking what seemed like the entirety of Coggeshall, I convinced myself I’d done everything I could, and I was only projecting danger because of my disturbing conversation with Mister Paul.

      Knowing I needed to actually think through what he’d dropped on me, I went somewhere I knew I’d have friends to talk to. Friends who wouldn’t really talk back. I headed to the farmlands, the big open fields tucked into the bowel-caverns of MountainHome. Also, conveniently, the spot where Darius spent basically all his time, and where he was busy keeping my superweasels out of trouble. And where my extremely big friends happened to be hanging out.

      The rolegurdaüdi snored loudly, curled up around Clifford the viddergharst. I crept by them, heading to Darius. One enormous eye opened up on each of the big guys. They followed me for a moment, then each went back to sleep. It was sweet. In a mildly terrifying way, seeing as either creature was powerful enough to literally rip me apart if they so chose.

      I pushed the large doors inward, going into Darius’s new area. His second home after his first one elicited a few too many complaints. Apparently his neighbors weren’t so keen on the number of animals Darius kept around, so he got moved down to the farm levels. And it seemed like he preferred it, because it was huge. The large doors didn’t just lead to his house — they led to what was more like another field that then led to several other barn-type structures built into the mountain, one of which was his house. I went over to the third set of doors, opened them up, and was immediately attacked.

      Superweasels swarmed over me.

      They were bigger, stronger, and seemed to work really well together, pushing me one way and the other, keeping me upright at the same time as they crawled all over me in what became like an endless furry hug.

      “Hey now! Easy,” I said, trying to grab them.

      But, you know, they were pretty much just furry muscle tubes with eight legs. Grabbing one just seemed to give them more purchase. Loose fur, like around the neck of a dog, covered their bodies. Which meant even with me grabbing them, they could twist and turn a ridiculous amount.

      I would have been a bit more forceful with them, but there was such an outpouring of love from the little bastards that it was impossible to feel anything but the same in return.

      After a moment, I managed to keep moving farther into the barn, and sat down on a pile of straw. Very quickly, I was covered in superweasels again, though it quickly turned into a fight for who got to be in direct contact with me.

      “Hey,” I said, forcefully but not in anger, “no fighting. There’s enough of me to go around. You guys need to work together, okay? Take turns. Line up.”

      The superweasels lined up in front of me, doing tippy-taps as they seemed to have trouble remaining still.

      “Okay,” I said. “First of all, shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

      There was a wave of sheepishness among them, though I neglected to point out that I’d probably been the reason they woke up.

      “Now, you can all put some of your body on mine, and we can all have a little nap here together, okay?”

      Swarm.

      A cute swarm if you could divorce the fact that these guys were longer than me, and nothing but muscle, teeth, claws, and fur. But still, it was like being wrapped in a blanket of puppies. And they worked together to make sure that I was fully covered and they all got some Montana-cuddle-action. I did need to push one off my face, but, you know, they were still learning.

      I knew I’d probably overheat soon, but I figured I’d take a moment being nice and warm to think.

      The conversation with Mister Paul was messing with me. He’d actually seemed scared. And, fuck, what could scare a god? Although maybe it was more like he was scared for me than for himself. After all, he was infinitely powerful. Except that he wasn’t. There were limits to what he could do, and I’d already bumped up against them.

      Maybe it was possible I was going to run him out of juice in his attempts to ward off whatever great evil he was so worried would come up and crash against Coggeshall. He hadn’t been wrong about things before, at least not that I’d seen. He’d been right there warning me of what was going to happen. And those things happened, and I overcame them. Maybe this was the way he thought it best to get me ready. Warn me of nebulous things and force me to over-prepare. But he seemed so determined I was going to fail, and that he had failed already. Like he was straight-up ready to throw in the towel. Like he hoped I’d just ask to leave the game.

      Clearly, he didn’t realize I’m too stupid to know when I’ve been beaten. I just get up and keep fighting. Always have, probably always will.

      That’s what’d made me so dangerous when I rode with the club. I never knew when to stop. Never knew how to stop. Most of the time, it worked out. But, clearly, judging by the way things ended there, it didn’t always...

      But being in that pile of warm fur made me drowsy, and thinking about the MC let my mind slip to the good days with the Iron Brood. The wind in my hair, the big Harley roaring under me, my brothers around me. The greatest feeling in the world: freedom and power and fellowship.

      Somewhere amid that, my daydreams turned to actual dreams, and I fell asleep.
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      “MONTANA!” someone roared.

      I opened my eyes, shook my head, and sat up, trying to figure out where I was.

      The barn.

      Superweasels.

      It came back to me like a shock.

      A host of my soldiers stood there with spears out, looking more than a little shook. Skeld stood at the front of them, yelling at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Tell them you’re okay,” Skeld said.

      I looked down, and all five superweasels were ready for war. Teeth bared, legs set for pouncing.

      “Those are friends,” I snapped at the superweasels. “Especially him. You know Skeld.”

      Five superweasels suddenly stared at me, and I felt this sense of remorse in my head.

      “They’re sorry,” I said. “Where’s Darius?”

      “Coming!” Darius barked out, then pushed through the soldiers. “What’s going on?”

      “I was sleeping here—” I started, but Skeld took over.

      “There was a misunderstanding,” Skeld said. “The superweasels thought we were coming to harm their daddy, so they took up a defensive position. We were trying to wake him up, so he wouldn’t miss the vassalization ceremony and alienate our one ally.”

      “Shit, that’s this morning?” I asked.

      “And then you fly out of here, so I hope you’re packed.”

      “I’m totally packed,” I said triumphantly.

      “Only because Eliza did it for you, I imagine.”

      “Hey—”

      “You’re needed this way,” he said, and began walking away.

      I brushed some of the straw off as I followed. The superweasels filed into a line behind me, one of them snapping playfully at a guard, who shrieked and jumped out of the way. I swear all the superweasels laughed.

      Skeld led me and the weasels through the hallways until we got to the smithies.

      “What are we—” I started, but Skeld just pushed the door open and continued into Zoey’s smithy.

      Zoey and her crew were waiting next to a full suit of plate armor on a stand.

      “He’s not wearing any of the right clothes to go under this,” she said, pointing to the armor with a thumb.

      “Someone slept in,” Skeld said.

      “I—” I started, but Zoey sighed loud enough to silence me.

      “Come on then,” she said, yanking me forward before positioning me right in front of the gleaming armor.

      In what seemed like the third swarm of the day, I was covered with smiths and and then armor. It was a fast and somewhat unpleasant process because, as Zoey mentioned, I wasn’t wearing any of the proper gear to go under all the metal. And while mithril was light, it was still metal. And therefore unyielding.

      After ten minutes of intense work, I was cosplaying a Campbell’s soup can.

      The superweasels stood up on their hind legs and looked at me, tilting their heads one way and then the next.

      Wot do that? I heard one ask in my head.

      “How does it feel?” Zoey asked.

      “I can mostly move,” I said. “Pinches a bit in the right armpit, the groin, and my left ankle is frozen.”

      She hauled off a big kick, right at my ankle.

      There was a very loud clang, meaning, to me at least, she had steel toe boots.

      And just like that, my ankle moved. Simple, but effective.

      “Fixed it,” Zoey said.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Welcome,” Zoey said. “Rest of it’ll have to wait. I can’t fix it now.”

      She slapped my shoulder and gave me a slight shove.

      I took an involuntary step forward, but Skeld was already walking out the door. I hurried after him.

      Where go one of the weasels asked. But only one of them.

      “Following Skeld,” I said.

      There seemed to be a measure of assent from the superweasels as they fanned out behind me, five-wide.

      “You say something?” Skeld asked, without stopping or looking back.

      “Nothing important,” I replied.

      Skeld gave a nod and strode on, leading me up through some back corridors until we were in his office. We finally stopped.

      “You remember anything about this?” he asked.

      “I, uh, no,” I replied, really searching my mind for some memory of someone telling me about the ceremony. “Did someone?”

      “It was in a meeting,” Skeld said, “and to be honest, I don’t even know if you were there. I’ve had so many lately they blend together, and I—”

      “Don’t worry, I can wing it.”

      “For once, I doubt you will need to do that. It’s quite simple for you. Northwoods is going to swear an oath and offer his sword. You take his sword and accept his oath. Then Northwoods gets a Coggeshall cloak with crest. There will be clapping, perhaps a speech.”

      “Do I need to make a speech?”

      “No. This is more about Northwoods than you. You can welcome him into Coggeshall if you like.”

      “Great. My kind of ceremony.”

      “Let’s go.”

      “Now?”

      “Definitely now,” Skeld said, opening the door to the throne room, gesturing for me to go through.

      I stood up straight, chest out, and strode through the door into the throne room to a large waiting group of people, all dressed up to the nines. And there I was, clanking in until I stood in front of the throne.

      Northwoods approached me and pulled his sword out.

      I kept a straight face, despite seeing his inability to properly draw a blade.

      He knelt in front of me and held his weapon out with both hands.

      “I promise on my faith that I will in the future be sworn to lord Coggeshall and Coggeshall itself. I shall never cause him, his family, or his lands harm, and will observe my homage to him completely against all persons in good faith and without deceits,” Northwoods said.

      I took his sword.

      “I accept your oath,” I said.

      Skeld cleared his throat slightly, holding out a heavy green cloak.

      I traded the sword for the cloak, then wrapped the garment around Northwoods, clasping it at his shoulders.

      “Rise, Lord Northwoods,” I said, “and take your place in Coggeshall.”

      There was quite a bit of clapping from the gathered people.

      And Northwoods did rise and face the audience.

      Skeld used his eyes to guide me to my throne.

      I sat down.

      Northwoods, as he was wont to do, started speaking.

      I didn’t listen. I knew he wasn’t speaking for me. Knowing Northwoods, he was speaking for himself. Listening to him was only going to wind up with me either confused, angry, or both.

      Instead, I found myself gazing at Eliza. She looked beautiful, wearing a green gown that matched her father’s new robe. Coggeshall green looked good on her. Not quite as good as blue, since blue brought out her eyes better. She was rapt as her father spoke. What was her end game? Why was she here? What did she want with me? I knew she had feelings for me, at least to some degree, feelings that might actually be real, or that might just be her acting the part she felt she needed, either as decided by her father or herself.

      I’d heard the whispers, that she was here to marry me. And I could see the point of that. It would bring make her a duke, elevate her family. That seemed to be all her father truly cared about. I mean, from all the lords I’d met in Coggeshall so far, that seemed to be all any of them cared about. More. They all wanted more.

      But that wasn’t me. I wanted less, actually. But I had what I had, and I wasn’t about to let anyone else come in and take it. Unless I found someone better than me to handle the whole mess. If some amazing asshole came along and could rule Coggeshall in a way where it would be a haven for whomever needed it, then I’d be more than happy to pass over the reins and build a little hut next to the lake. Hang out with the superweasels, teach them how to fish. Maybe pull off feats of strength to amaze the kids when I traveled to Coggeshall to sell my fish and buy supplies.

      Applause interrupted my reverie. I stood up on instinct, clapping along.

      Northwoods turned around to smile at me.

      I smiled and gave a nod back to him.

      “Welcome to the family,” I said.

      “Thank you, your grace,” he replied, bowing just a little. And for the moment, I actually felt like he meant it.
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      I thought I’d be able to take the mithril armor.

      Such was not the case.

      Skeld led me back to the smithy, where Zoey made me dance around in the armor while she yelled notes at an assistant. Then, they slowly took off pieces one at a time while Zoey yelled more notes at an assistant.

      “How’s the armor coming along?” I asked.

      “You just wore it,” Zoey replied. “I think it’s a bit shit, but that’s because we have zero access to you and this is a custom suit of armor.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      She just rolled her eyes and snapped at her assistant to go over the notes.

      “I did have my latest apprentice work something up for you,” she said, face stuck within the papers.

      A young woman came up, holding something wrapped in a nice green cloth. She looked at me, blushed, held out the package, and darted away as soon as I took it.

      “Janneke,” Zoey said, looking at me with a raised eyebrow, “did you wrap it? You didn’t need to wrap it.”

      “Thank you for wrapping it,” I said to the room, since Janneke was nowhere to be seen, likely hiding behind one of the other apprentices.

      I unwrapped the package and revealed a very long chain mail hauberk. When I held it up to my chest, the thing went all the way down past my knees, though there were slits up the sides to my hips. The sleeves were also very long, but wide enough that I could get my arms through with no problem.

      Quickly, I pulled it over myself, and shimmied around until it was sitting on my shoulders. Barely felt like I had anything on. The mail itself was a tight weave using thick rings that riveted close. And it had a hood!

      “This is incredible,” I said. “Is it mithril?”

      “It is,” Zoey said. “We seem to have a slight overabundance of it, and my team needs to know how to work it. So, I gave them an annoying job.”

      “Janneke, you did a great job.”

      “Let’s not be too hasty. It’s too long, and she missed riveting rings several times. So, a good learning exercise, but still an exercise. Regardless, I feel it is worth taking to the capital, something you might wear under your fancier clothes without arising too much suspicion.”

      “A good point,” Skeld said from a stool near the door. I figured he was wisely keeping his furred self from the sparks of the forges and furnaces. “You would look a little too menacing wearing full plate in the city.”

      “But — but, I want to,” I said.

      “You may do as you please, your grace. But Zoey has not released the armor into your hands yet, so you may not take it from her. And we are, once again, late. Do you require more of his grace’s time?”

      “No. Thank you, Skeld.”

      He gave a nod to Zoey and then headed out.

      I hurried behind him, and we headed outside.
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      Skeld and I were the first ones there. Which meant, to me at least, that we weren’t actually late. The two of us just stood out in the snow.

      “Late, huh?” I asked.

      “Better to pretend we are late and get you places on time,” Skeld replied, looking at his little notebook. “And anyway, I had hoped to have a moment to speak with you in relative privacy.”

      I looked around. We were, more or less, alone. Besides the prinkies working on the walls, and the few forepeople telling them what to do, no one was out here.

      “What’s up?” I asked. “And I appreciate you wrangling me today. But isn’t that Hugo’s job?”

      “It is, nominally, his job,” Skeld replied.

      “So why are you doing it?”

      “Hugo is indisposed at the moment.”

      “Which means?”

      “He’s a bit ill.”

      “How ill?”

      “Enough that we thought it unwise for him to be seen in public.”

      “I haven’t seen him in days. What’s he sick with?”

      “Largely, himself. He has fallen rather deep into a pint of ale, and I have my doubts he will arise in any reasonable time.”

      “So he’s just drunk all the time?”

      “Not all the time. Occasionally, he is unconscious.”

      “Outstanding. Great choice for a valet.”

      “Little need to blame yourself for that. You had no idea.”

      “Is there some sort of help we can get him?”

      Skeld shrugged. “We do what we can.”

      “Okay, sorry, what did you want to talk about?”

      “Obviously, Coggeshall needs to continue while you are gone. I merely wish to make sure I know your needs and desires through the coming days.”

      “Finish the wall, get the brewery staffed. Keep the place alive. Prepare for invasion.”

      “That last one came a bit out of left field.”

      “I’ve just got this feeling,” I said, not really wanting to let slip that it’s because my patron god told me, “that the brewery is going to paint a target on us. Might be a little target, might be a big target. I’d also be willing to bet that the spring will bring campaign season, and not-so-nice neighbors will knock at our gates. Especially to the north. I know the Centaur Herd wants revenge on me for not killing their young and infirm. I doubt they’ll wait long. And I know Mahrduhm is heading this way. Might be they are just going on a conquest to the west, but they’re going to see the pass and the river, and I doubt they’d pass up an opportunity to take a fertile river valley.”

      “So you think two entire armies are coming to fight us?”

      “Maybe. Might be more.”

      “And you think I should figure out how to prepare for them both? Or them all?”

      “Someone has to.”

      “Isn’t that what Wian is for?”

      “You’re kind of his boss right now.”

      “He scares me.”

      “Also part of his job.”

      “To scare me?”

      “To be scary.”

      “Do you trust him?”

      “So far, why?”

      “I worry about him.”

      “Nikolai trusted him.”

      “Is that enough?”

      “I mean, if we start down that road, we’re going to be casting doubts on everyone.”

      “Maybe we should.”

      “I don’t think we have the time for that. Or the mental space. You want to do that, I guess you can. You’re in charge while I’m gone, just—”

      “I know, understand the consequences. Just, why did he go after the princess? And why return with an army and no princess? And is that army loyal to you or him?”

      “Important questions, but I’m all out of answers.”

      Skeld stared off into the distance. I could feel his mounting frustration.

      “Look,” I said, “for the moment, your job is right here. Get the walls done if you can, and get the brewery going. It’d probably be a good idea to talk to the kobolds and ursus who’ve lived here and get an idea when spring is actually going to arrive. Hopefully, I’ll be back before too long.”

      “You have any idea what you’re walking into?”

      “Bureaucracy and a whole lot of old people talking at each other.”

      “Never knew either of those things to be particularly quick.”

      “No, you make a solid point there. I doubt it will be quick. But, then again, not like I have a choice. All I’m saying... fuck, I don’t know what I’m saying. There’s a good chance we’re just fucked, Skeld. All we can do is try to make sure we’ve got a dam built before the flood comes.”

      “What flood though? Do you know a flood coming? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “There’s a lot I’m not telling you, but that’s only because I don’t know it myself. I’ve been told, from a higher power, that something bad is coming. What that something is and when that something might come has not been revealed in the slightest. Which sucks, because we have to prepare for fucking everything at once, and that means we have to do everything half-ass.”

      “I prefer whole-ass.”

      “Amen.”

      That got the slightest smile out of Skeld.

      “I will focus on getting the brewery going,” Skeld said. “I believe Lee has the prinkies well in hand. The walls almost seem to rise on their own.”

      “Lee has some ideas with towers,” I said. “Got to get him working on those. Also, see about getting a tunnel from MountainHome to the brewery. Mostly for weather, but from what I’ve been told, that place can easily serve as our fallback or bulwark.”

      “A last stand sort of place?”

      “Something along those lines, yeah.”

      “And you want all this complete—”

      “Not what I said in the least,” I cut him off. “Work on it. See what you can get done. You don’t need to finish it—”

      He nodded, then gestured behind me.

      A quick glance over my shoulder, and I saw the team assembling. And a host of porters hauling trunks.

      “Just a few things there, Lady Northwoods?” I called out.

      “Not sure if we are going for a coronation or a war,” Eliza replied airily. “So I must pack for either occasion and everything in between.”

      “War?”

      “Not that unlikely.”

      “Remind me again why I’m going?”

      “You have been summoned and have a duty to—”

      “Rhetorical,” I said, with a slight bow. “I know the reason I’m going.”

      “How excellent, your grace. Is Fritz going to show up soon?”

      As if he had been waiting for his invitation, the huge roc swooped down and landed, causing a momentary white-out.

      He spread his enormous wings all the way out, easily longer than a bus, and shook his whole body before unleashing a massive shriek into the winds above.

      “Good morning to you too, Fritz,” I said.

      Fritz gave me a look, like he’d been waiting for this.

      “Big trip,” I said.

      He scratched out a word in the snow.

      Where

      “To—” I started, but Skeld stepped in front of me and unrolled a large map of the Empire.

      “The ultimate destination is down here,” Skeld said, pointing a dot in the lower middle of the map. “Glaton, the capital city. I understand it will take several days to get there, and while I know your great endurance would likely allow you to fly the trip without rest, the council and I have thought upon this and we feel it would be best if you all made rest stops along the way. That way, his grace can interact with other Imperial citizens, building both good will and a path, should someone think to make a guess as to how his grace made such a trip from Coggeshall to the capital so quickly. These three towns: Auergreen, Poibeuge, and Tolbiacum.”

      “That’s a hell of a first day of travel,” I said, looking at the distance between Coggeshall and Auergreen.

      “Hard to avoid,” Skeld said. “Very much of anything between here and there. No settlement worth putting on a map yet, really.”

      “Should we take two days to do that?”

      “That is up to you and Fritz. If you need a stop, do it. But there is no place to make it known you stopped.”

      “Got it.”

      “Excellent, your grace. Does this plan meet with your approval?”

      “Yeah, sure. Go to a town, be a nice guy, spread around some coin, leave town.”

      “Ideally better than you found it.”

      “Got it. Limited damage on the trip.”

      “Yes, your grace,” Skeld said. I could tell he really wanted to shake his head at me for being an ass. And yet, because he was a good chancellor and just sighed at me. “If you might restrain your destructive impulses until you’ve returned, that would be ideal.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      It took some time to get everyone’s trunks into my bag while I worked with Darius and Bjarke, our leatherworker, to put a more comfortable riding harness on Fritz. With actual seats and, importantly, the ability to secure riders to the big bird.

      Then I had to explain to the superweasels why they couldn’t go, which devolved into a horrible game of tag and capture where the five of them eluded me, and everyone else, while crawling all over Fritz in their attempt to stow away.

      Finally, Darius shouted, and the superweasels rocketed over to stand behind the big minotaur.

      “I won’t be gone long,” I told the superweasels, really hoping I wasn’t lying.

      And then, with the sun well on its way to its zenith, our party boarded Air Fritz. Myself, Ragnar, Bear, Baltu, and Eliza. Five people taking on the capital. With a wave, I yelled for Fritz to take off. Naturally, he waited until I’d sat there for an awkward moment, and then the huge roc leapt into the sky.

      We were off.
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      The wind at height was bitterly cold. All I wanted was to snuggle down, close my eyes, and enjoy the ride the way I prefer to travel: asleep. But I knew I’d miss some of the most beautiful sights in the world.

      As Fritz beat his wings to get altitude and the mountains retreated beneath us, I saw, out to the west, the unbelievable expanse of the Emerald Sea. Verdant trees continued on past the horizon, really living up to the name. If I hadn’t known they were trees, I would have thought it was just a green ocean nestled between snow-capped peaks. And it was a glorious sight, kind of unreal. The mountains were just so fucking high that it strained my brain as I tried to make sense of it all.

      Fritz banked hard, turning east-south-east as we passed over the southern border of Coggeshall and entered, well, whatever lands these were. Down below was the Royal Road that ran between Osterstadt and Glaton, which we’d be following until we got to Auergreen.

      That’s when I finally leaned back in my saddle, crossed my arms, and closed my eyes.

      But I couldn’t sleep. The wind in my hair brought back memories faster than I could tamp them down. The feel of the harness was just close enough to her hands around my waist the first time I took her for a ride. We left the site and roared past the Pentagon, taking a Harley-back tour of all the D.C. sights. And maybe I didn’t want to shove that memory down. Maybe I was willing to take the pain I knew would come just to have the few moments living in the past once again. A feeling of love blossomed deep within me, a warmth rolling around everywhere until I was smiling without even realizing it. Flashes of wonderful moments between the two of us hit my brain in rapid fire, memories whipping by so fast I couldn’t do anything but experience them. 

      I let it all wash over me.

      Things I hadn’t felt in a long time, or things I hadn’t let myself feel for a long time. A sense of home, a sense of love, warmth, safety.

      Tears froze to my face as I let myself fade into a former life. Because, for a time at least, no one could see me.
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      I didn’t fly much in my first life, certainly never during the golden days of air travel when passengers got dressed up and there was actual food and drink served aboard. The only times I flew were during the full on cattle-trailer times, when we were all shoved in as close as can be, which, for a big dude, was peachy keen. Nothing like sticking out a foot into the aisle.

      Flying Air Fritz was both more wonderful, like the airplane version of a convertible, and more horrible. First of all, Fritz liked to fly at high altitudes. Like really high. Every once in a while we’d have to remind him to drop down so we weren’t in danger of dying from hypoxia. Second, it was fucking cold up there, even if you didn’t factor in wind-chill. With the wind, it was like sitting in a horrific commercial-freezer-wind-tunnel combo. Third, there was no bathroom, nor any sort of in-flight service. In fact, trying to eat while flying Air Fritz was next to impossible because the wind was intense enough to blow the food out of your hands or mouth. And forget drinking. Not happening. I watched Baltu try to drink from a wineskin, but his little kobold claws couldn’t hold the skin and it flew away, lost to the wilds forever.

      Since I sat in the front, I had no idea how the other passengers fared during the journey. But eventually, something poked me in the back, and I saw Eliza with a stick.

      She pointed down.

      I tapped Fritz on the head. “Time for a break!” I shouted.

      Fritz gave a nod of his huge head and angled down toward the ground.

      We fell at a shockingly fast clip, until Fritz flared his wings at the last second and landed us.

      I had to catch my breath. Then I unharnessed myself and helped the others down from the Air Fritz saddle-cabin combo.

      Given the position of the sun, I was willing to bet we’d been going close to five or six hours. It was past noon, but the shadows weren’t that long yet. We were on a hilltop, still in the wildlands of the western part of Glaton, in what seemed like mostly open grasslands. Behind us, surprisingly small, were the mountains we called home. The peaks off to the west still loomed large. I could see the Royal Road in the distance, cutting what seemed like a perfectly straight line right through the low point between hills.

      After a moment, the world came back to life as the local creatures decided we weren’t something awful to be afraid of, but just something that interrupted their day. Birds twittered, squirrels chirped.

      “Idyllic,” Ragnar said, standing next to me and looking out over the grasslands below.

      “Sure,” I replied.

      “What?”

      “Thinking what’s down there hidden in the grass.”

      “Butterflies? Grasshoppers? Ladybugs?”

      “Tigers?”

      “Are there tigers in Glaton?”

      “Why are you asking me that question? I don’t know.”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t that much about Glaton outside of, well, Coggeshall and WarWaters. And I really don’t know that much about WarWaters.”

      Bear appeared on my shoulder.

      “You two finished staring off at the grass?” she asked.

      “Maybe,” I said, still staring at the grass, watching the verdant waves as the wind blew gently from the west.

      “Might I suggest using a tree prior to getting back on Fritz?”

      “Use a tree?” Ragnar asked.

      “Piss,” I said.

      “Oh. Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Your brain is probably still oxygen starved.”

      We went both went to different trees and, you know. Then hopped on the bird for another round.
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      Travel continued on through the afternoon and into the evening. We took another break as the sun got close to the western horizon, and we had a quick discussion regarding whether we wanted to camp or continue to ride on Fritz.

      Fritz, a bit surprisingly, was adamant he did not want to spend the night on the ground there, preferring to fly all night and through the next day as opposed to bothering with camping. No one had any real opposition to that plan, so after a quick break to eat, we all got back on Fritz for the redeye portion.

      Being that I’d slept the night before, I knew I wouldn’t sleep this night. Instead, I just sat there, bundled up, staring at the stars. Occasionally, I’d try to make out what was happening on the ground, but it was way too dark. No streetlights, hell, no lights down there whatsoever. Thought it’s not like a campfire would be visible from our altitude. Basically, leaning over to look down was just looking into a vast darkness.

      The downside of being strapped into Fritz’s saddle through the night when I couldn’t sleep meant more time for thinking. I tried to focus on memories from my past life that didn’t involve The Girl. Thing was, those memories were getting fuzzy. It almost felt like the more I tried to remember, the less I could. Which was probably a good thing. That was then, and there was no path back. And would I even want to return if I could? There was only one thing I really wanted from the old world, and it was impossible to get. Why was I holding on to her?

      I chanced a glance back at Eliza.

      She was a great catch for someone, especially someone who needed help navigating the bizarre pathways of Glatonese government. I knew I had some level of feelings for her, but what those feelings were, or what they meant, I didn’t yet know. But the thing was, even there in the night’s privacy, I couldn’t actually imagine having a relationship with anyone.

      At least not yet.

      I always felt the urge to add on the ‘not yet.’ Though for the life of me, I didn’t know why. Would there ever be a time when I’d be ready for another shot at love? Would there ever be a girl who could outshine The Girl? Especially now, when The Girl was just a memory. She couldn’t do anything bad because I could only think of the good times.

      But truth be told, it was basically just good times with her. That certainly hadn’t always been the case with my romantic interludes. Most of my relationships had been just fighting and fade to black moments, with equal parts booze and flooze causing the fade. That was just part of the lifestyle. Club life doesn’t really lend itself to healthy relationships so much as strange codependencies. Or finding someone with a clean name to own something the police can’t take.

      Probably helped that I met The Girl outside of the life. She’d never been part of it and I was forcibly removed for a time. Things with her were as close to perfection as I could imagine. But what if that’s because the honeymoon phase had never worn off? What if we were still putting our best faces forward, and I hadn’t gotten to know the real person? There were so many questions I couldn’t answer, questions I could never answer. It all lead me to a single conclusion: I was obsessed with a memory and the only healthy thing I could possibly do was forget her.

      But that seemed beyond impossible.

      Any time I let my brain relax for just a moment, any time I closed my eyes, there she was. Hiding behind every blink. She lingered in all those moments of personal introspection. It was her voice I heard when I thought about doing good or doing, you know, what I wanted. She was the reason I wanted to be a good guy, and a part of me worried that forgetting her would wind up with me forgetting, well, everything I was doing. Forgetting why I’d been fighting so hard and why I was busy taking the hard choices at every path instead of just being the violent, self-centered asshat that I naturally was.

      Perhaps I just lost track of time, perhaps I was actually more tired than I thought, but just as I started to spiral into a horrid depression, the sun crested the eastern horizon and I bore witness to one of the top five sunrises of all time.

      It was breathtaking. The world laid out underneath me was a pastoral wonderland highlighted by the long early rays of the sun in a brilliant and vibrant explosion. Green hills rolled along with copses of trees here and there. A dark blue river dumped into a white waterfall that led to a turquoise lake with a lazy sort of river leaking out the far side, curving gently around a set of hills. Cutting through the midst of this was the Royal Road, going perfectly straight from one horizon to the other, with an impressive bridge arching up over the lazy river before the road continued on. And that road was the only marker of civilization down below. No towns or farms or castles, just that road slicing through the wilderness.

      It was lovely. Delightful, and just what I needed: a picture painted by the world seemingly just for me.

      As the sun caressed the grassy knolls, Fritz angled down, gently this time, gliding down to a soft stop on a rise next to a group of firs.

      I woke everyone up, helped them all off, and then went through the trouble of taking Fritz’s saddle off.

      He hopped around a little, which was amusing and a little terrifying, given his size. Then he launched back into the sky.

      “Where’s he going?” Eliza asked, looking a little troubled that our ride seemed to be ditching us in the middle of nowhere.

      “Breakfast,” I said, reaching into my bag and pulling out a picnic basket. “Same as us. Just, you know, his food is messier.”

      I set the basket down and opened it up, hoping I’d grabbed the right one. It was an interesting bit of magic; the bag allowing me to grab basically whatever I thought about. I pointedly did not think about how or why that happened, because I didn’t need another quest I’d never finish where I needed to seek out how things actually worked in Vuldranni. I had enough of those, thank you.

      We had a pretty good spread of grub: breads, fruits, some cured meats. Nothing particularly special, but filling.

      I even found something we could use as a picnic blanket. Which were, well, some curtains I’d ripped down from, uh, somewhere. Spread ‘em out, and sat down in the sun while munching on an apple that had been grown underground from a tree only months old.

      We mostly ate in silence. It wasn’t an awkward thing — well, not that awkward. I wanted to chat, but realistically, everyone else was in that early morning stupor, mostly staring out at the world around us.

      I leaned against a tree and ate the Vuldranni version of a danish.

      “Wait a minute,” I said, realizing something, “why isn’t Priscilla here?”

      Eliza looked up, eyes wide.

      “Oh no, we left her behind!” she said, hands to her cheeks. Then she gave me a wry smile. “No, my father trusts you a little more with me. And anyway, a member of my family awaits me in Glaton. She will serve as my chaperone there.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Are we, um, where are we staying?”

      “Being that my father is your vassal, it would be perfectly normal for you to assume his city house is at your disposal.”

      “Well, that feels weird.”

      “It is not at all weird. It is how things happen. If you would prefer purchasing your own home there, or, perhaps, just getting hotel rooms, I would imagine that could be easily arranged. But probably not the day we arrive.”

      “Yeah, buying a house would probably take some time.”

      “You want to buy a house in the capital?” Ragnar asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. “Never bought a house before. Might be nice. Maybe I should put a Coggeshall representative in place, keep an eye on Senate happenings for me. You want that gig, Ragnar?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Nor me,” Baltu said. “I would prefer not going to the capital at all, but you seem to need me, and I—”

      “I appreciate you coming with us,” I said. “I think you can probably help us a ton. I mean, I can’t imagine anyone else has a guide to the sewers.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone wanting to go into the sewers,” Eliza said, “guide or not.”

      “It can be quite repulsive in the sewers,” Baltu replied. “Even to one used to such environs. Also, it is very dangerous. I would not venture in there without sufficient protection, such as our good duke here. And to be clear, I have not visited the Glaton sewers in an age. There could be many changes I am not aware of...”

      Baltu sort of drifted off, staring at the grass waving below.

      “You think there’s tigers in that?” Ragnar asked me.

      “I don’t think there are tigers waiting behind every blade of grass,” I replied.

      “Might be,” Baltu said.

      “There aren’t tigers down there,” Ragnar said. “You’d see one from up here.”

      “No you wouldn’t,” I said. “Tigers are made for this type of terrain. Tall grasses? Perfect for ‘em.”

      There was a tremendously loud thump right behind the tree.

      I jumped up and had a spear out, ready to fight.

      A huge bird head peeked around the tree, beak open like he was laughing.

      “Scared the shit out of me,” I said.

      He squawked and did a little waddle around before settling on the ground, ready to be saddled.

      After a little work, we were back on the road. And by on the road, I mean in the air near the road.
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      Despite the height and the wind, I actually started getting hot. There was nowhere to hide from the sun. It was brutal, but all I could do was keep my eyes closed against the brilliance, accepting the burn that was invariably in process.

      I don’t remember how the day passed — I was too busy worrying my skin might melt off my entire body. When I took a moment to pay attention to my stats, I saw my health yo-yo-ing up and down as my body took damage and then healed itself.

      But somewhere in that windy hellscape, we made real progress. The next thing I knew, we’d landed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes, which felt a bit like peeling bacon off my face. I half-expected my eyelids to crackle and fall away.

      Luckily, that didn’t happen. Instead, I saw that we were in a clearing, standing in a deciduous forest somewhere in early spring. Leaves had budded on some of the trees, and there was more grass than mud across the ground.

      Slowly, I turned around, worried my party would be as burnt to a crisp as me.

      Instead, I saw a shield shimmering in the air.

      It dropped.

      “Sorry about that,” Bear said. “Your seat was just out of reach.”

      “S’okay,” I croaked out. “Am fine.”

      “You look like you got a little sun.”

      “Just... a... bit...”

      But I was already starting to feel better. I glanced down at my arm and saw that my pale winter skin had been transformed into a more Mediterranean bronze. The sort of thing we used to call a healthy tan.

      “Looks good on you,” Bear said, unbuckling herself and hopping down. “Town is that way, yeah?”

      Fritz gave a bob of his head.

      Ragnar and I got his saddle off and stowed in my magical bag. Then Fritz lifted off into the sky.

      “Meet you tomorrow morning,” I said.

      He squawked out what I took as assent before disappearing above us.

      “Next time,” Eliza said, holding up her gown as she walked past me, “maybe you should tell him where we will be meeting.”

      “Here,” I said.

      “Seems odd to enter the town and leave the town in the same direction.”

      “We’re showing up with no horses and no wagon and no road dust,” I replied. “Anything we do is going to be seen as a bit odd.”

      “Probably more than a bit.”

      “I can make some illusory horses,” Bear offered.

      “Yeah, but then you’d be stuck making them all night.”

      “Oh. That would be annoying.”

      “Do I need to come into the town?” Baltu asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Unless you want to sleep out here by yourself.”

      “It is occasionally safer for my kind to do that.”

      “There might be kobolds there.”

      “But there will not be snowbolds.”

      I noticed he had more feathers than when I’d first met him. He looked significantly healthier now, and I figured it was probably because of the constant flow of calories. Come to think of it, most of the kobolds had filled out and packed on muscle. Maybe an upside to them easily out-eating any other group in Coggeshall.

      “No one will mess with you,” Bear said. And with a wave of her hand, Baltu’s feathers vanished.

      Baltu took a quick step back and then felt his arm.

      “Oh, fancy,” he said. “I can still feel my feathers.”

      “Simple illusion,” Bear said. “Easier than horses.”

      “And on we go,” I said, “I want something cold to drink. Or something cold to lay in. Maybe there’s a block of ice I can take a nap on.”

      Ragnar led us out of forest and onto the Royal Road, and then marched along at the head of our little party as we traipsed along.

      “Short walk,” Bear said, riding on my shoulder. “Maybe half an hour and we’ll come to the wall.”

      “Is it a big town?”

      “Eh,” she said. “I only got a glimpse from above. Seems big enough.”

      “Do you know anything about it, Eliza?”

      “Very little,” she replied. “I suppose it has a decent Caravaner’s Guild outpost, considering it is the last major stop between here and Osterstadt.”

      “Great.”

      “You have a problem with the Caravaner’s Guild?”

      “Actually, I’m not sure. I suppose we’ll see.”

      The road ahead took a curve. Apparently at some point, the road incorporated turns instead of just plowing through any natural obstacle. As we went around the curve, I saw what looked like a small fortress in front of us. The walls were about twenty feet high, made of a grey stone. The gates at the front of the walls were open, and I could make out two guards with long polearms and colorful tunics standing on either side of the entrance.

      Otherwise, we were the only folks on the road.

      “What do we say if someone asks how we got here?” Ragnar asked.

      “Just wink and say magic,” I said.

      “You do remember that no one likes magic here,” Bear countered. “Right?”

      “Say we left the horses in the forest because we found a good patch of grass, but we wanted to get some real food and sleep in proper beds. And that we left the bulk of our traveling party there.”

      “Better.”

      “I’ll just point them to you,” Ragnar said with a nod.

      “Sure,” I said.

      We walked along the road, the five of us, which looked like the four of us because Bear was invisible. It was like as soon as we got somewhere anyone could see her, she poofed out of sight. I got it to an extent — it was a fairy thing to be invisible. But this wasn’t Earth and fairies weren’t things that existed only in, well, fairy tales. They were actual creatures who lived in the world, so why pretend she wasn’t there? I mean, I also saw her perpetual invisibility as a massive advantage for us. In any case, she was invisible and riding on my shoulder, so the two guards who were looking bored only saw four people heading down the road.

      When we got close enough, the guards stood up straighter, and got their polearms in a more formal setting, almost like they were ready for an attack.

      “Halt,” the guard on the left said, his drooping mustache quivering a little with the force of the order. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Something green,” I said.

      “Really, Montana?” Bear whispered. “Auergreen.”

      “Auergreen,” I corrected myself with a smile. “Just looking for a little lodging this evening.”

      “And who might you be?”

      “Montana Coggeshall, duke of Coggeshall,” I said.

      Mustache frowned and tilted his head, then looked over at his partner. The guard on the left was pale-faced.

      “Duke?” Mustache said.

      “Yes,” I replied, still smiling. “The Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Never heard of it,” Mustache said.

      “I think he has,” I replied, pointing at his friend.

      “Nah. Just if you really are a duke, be the first one he’s met. And he’s shy.”

      “Seems like gate guard would be a tough gig for a shy person.”

      “Not his first choice,” Mustache said.

      “You could let him talk.”

      “You think he’s going to talk?”

      I looked over at the shy guy, who was still white as a ghost and staring at me.

      “Fair point,” I said. “Now, mind if we come in?”

      “Of course,” Mustache said. “But are you really a duke?”

      “I am,” I replied. “You can check my sheet if you’d like.”

      “I will,” he said, and pulled out a flattened piece of something that looked like ivory. He held the ivory up to me, and I felt a tingle of some vague energy touching me. A bit of blue swirled on the surface of the ivory, and there was my name, my title, and the Coggeshall family crest. He stared at it for a minute and then turned the ivory placard over to Shy Guy.

      Shy Guy looked it over and then whispered something to Mustache.

      “Oh, uh,” Mustache stammered. “Apologies for the delay, your grace. It is just, um, we are not used to anyone coming down this road, um, walking.”

      “Or dukes,” Shy Guy said in a voice barely above a whisper.

      “I get it,” I said. “I have the rest of my retinue camping in the woods thereabouts,” I gestured vaguely in the direction we’d come, “but my traveling companion, Lady Northwoods, here, would prefer a real bed for the night. Truth be told, so would I. So here we are.”

      “Right, uh, yes, come in,” Mustache said. “I mean, come in, your grace. And, um, there is an inn just, um, down there.” He pointed down the street at one of the large buildings.

      “Thank you,” I said, and gave just the slightest of nods before walking on by.

      Auergreen felt very much like just a stop on the road. The whole place was built around the Royal Road, such that it would be impossible to travel along the road without also going through the town itself.

      The buildings were mostly timber-framed structures with white walls, though once you got past the main street, I saw that some houses had more vibrant colors instead of plain white. The buildings weren’t close together, and the Royal Road was the only one that was paved — all the rest were dirt. Or really, since it was still early spring, mud. Mostly thatch roofs, save the ones more likely to burn, like the smithy. There looked to be quite a few horses in town, and to one side, what looked like a rather intense logging operation with a large sawmill running full-tilt.

      “Nice place,” Ragnar said as we strolled down the street, four abreast. “Minus, you know, the stares.”

      There was that. While it wasn’t anything in the neighborhood of crowded, those we saw had their peepers peeled and pointed our way.

      “Maybe they’ve never seen auburn hair before,” I said.

      Eliza rolled her eyes, but I could tell it gave Baltu a measure of calm. He was so high-strung I could practically see him vibrating.

      Right smack in the middle of the town, probably one of the first buildings built, was the Caravaner’s Guild Hall. Like the others I’d seen, it had the requisite two doors: one set for members, the other for us plebeians. A large gate hung open, revealing the mustering yard and the grazing pastures beyond. I wondered if Kari had gone through with her threats and had me blackballed. I was very tempted to find out.

      And yet, this was not the trip for rabble rousing and troublemaking. This was about being helpful and leaving places better than I found them, instead of smoking ruins. Of course, the question then would have to be what happens if one of our stops already happens to be smoking ruins? Would it be okay, then, to make them worse? But what would be worse than smoking ruins? Actively burning ruins? Can ruins burn? Or—

      “Are you listening?” Ragnar asked.

      “Sorry, no,” I replied. “Got stuck in an internal semantic argument.”

      “Not sure I ever thought I’d hear you use those words together correctly.”

      “I’m full of surprises. What’s up?”

      “The inn,” Ragnar said, pointing to the building I’d just walked past.

      The Private Duck.

      “Works for me,” I said, and we went inside.

      Calling the place an inn was being polite, because The Private Duck was much more in the vein of a tavern that also had a few rooms to rent. The whole first floor was a wide open tavern, save an open door that led to stairs. A large bar stretched along the same wall as the door, where a weathered man paced back and forth with a towel over one shoulder.

      He saw us walking in and frowned. But he said nothing.

      I crossed the room, weaving through the maze of empty tables — it was still a bit early for the dinner crowd or the post-work drinkers to show up — and posted up at the bar.

      “Evening,” I said.

      “Almost,” the tavernkeep replied.

      “You have rooms available?”

      “How many you need?”

      “Three.”

      “So which one of ‘em sleeps in the stables?”

      “Me.”

      The bartender furrowed his brow.

      “I bunk with one of ‘em.”

      “Ah. Well, I got two rooms.”

      “Okay, I’ll take ‘em.”

      “Ten gold each.”

      “Seems steep.”

      “Supply and demand.”

      I knew he was ripping me off. And he knew I knew he was ripping me off. I also knew he didn’t care that I knew he knew he was ripping me off, because he felt like this was the right thing to do to the froofy asshole who waltzed in like he owned the place. Which wasn’t fair, since I didn’t waltz. I did look a bit froofed because I wasn’t wearing armor. I was dressed nicely, as a duke should. And I didn’t have weapons strapped to me. And I had a beard. And I had non-human party members. All sorts of black marks on my dance card. But again, this wasn’t about making a stink — it was about spending gold and helping people.

      I pulled out a pouch of coins, counted out twenty, and set them on the dark wooden bar top.

      He counted the coins in front of me, even going so far as to check some of them. Then he swept all twenty coins into his own pouch, ostensibly accepting them as legitimate Imperial currency, and pulled two keys off a rack that had at least fifteen hooks. All but two, the ones he’d just taken, had keys on them. He dropped the keys on the counter.

      “Top floor,” he said. “End the hall, left and right.”

      “Thank you,” I said, picking up the keys.

      He grunted at me, which I took to mean ‘you’re welcome.’ Even though I had to tamp down my desire to punch him in his rude face. I doubted that would do much for my whole build-political-capital-through-good-deeds schtick.

      My crew and I headed upstairs to our rooms.

      And what rooms they were! Pictures of luxury, provided, of course, you had no concept of luxury and were probably even a little hazy on what pictures were. There was a single straw, or maybe hay-filled mattress in each room, resting on a wooden platform. A jug filled with something that might have been clean water once took up the entire singular table available in each room. All this, plus a window small enough that Ragnar was the only member of the party who’d be able to get out in an emergency. Well, Bear as well, but that doesn’t really count, considering her size is pretty malleable. She could get out through a keyhole if necessary. At least, that was how I understood it.

      Each room also came with its own blanket that almost covered the entire mattress. No pillows, though — I imagine that would have cost extra gold. I almost wondered if these two rooms were kept as absolute shit to give out as punishments to travelers the innkeep didn’t like. I also wondered if there were other accommodations in the town.

      I sat down on the edge of the bed for a heartbeat and the frame creaked ominously. I hopped up before it broke.

      “Nice digs,” I said.

      “It’s one night,” Ragnar said, jumping up onto the bed.

      He fell straight through the mattress and landed on the floor beneath the bed in an explosion of straw.

      A groan came back up through the ruined mattress.

      “Ready for that night to be over?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Ragnar replied.

      I pulled Ragnar out and brushed him off. Then I lifted the bed frame and stood it up vertically to get it out of the way. I grabbed a bunch of pillows and blankets from my magic sack. That had been a late addition from Lee, who pointed out that he always slept better on his own pillows. I doubt he meant like this, but we arranged the pillows in a way where we could all sleep. Well, at least the three of us. Bear and Eliza were going to be sleeping next door, but I could see through their open door that the room was the same as ours.

      “Any chance you’ve got more of those?” Eliza asked, gesturing at the pillows.

      I pulled out more. And more, tossing them across the hall.

      “That’s enough,” Eliza said.

      I did not stop.

      When she started whipping them back at me, I realized I was really just giving her additional ammunition.

      She and Bear managed a much nicer set up than us, likely because Bear had magic to throw around, and we just had Ragnar to throw around. Which he did not enjoy. But I thought it was hilarious, so I continued throwing him into a pile of pillows.

      I stopped when he bit me.

      “Are you quite finished?” Eliza asked behind me.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw that she was now dressed more to impress. Not quite a ballgown, but whatever you’d call the perfect thing to make a splash in a small-town. Reminding the people she was nobility.

      “What’s up?” I asked. “Why are you all dolled up?”

      “Because we’ve got a single evening to make you popular in this town,” she said, “and you seem to have rubbed, well, everyone you’ve met here wrong.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true.”

      She raised an eyebrow, and then walked down the hall.

      “I’ll be with her,” Bear said, already invisible, meaning her voice just floated out of the air.

      “What am I supposed to do?” I asked.

      “Go outside,” Eliza called over her shoulder. “Smile and be polite.”

      I sighed.

      “Funny she thinks smiling is going to help you,” Ragnar said.

      I picked him up and threw him in the pillows.
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      It was a beautiful outside, with hot late-day sun countering the spring winds. I found a stone wall a hop and a skip from the inn, and perched up there. Ragnar hopped up on the wall and paced along the top, performing a balancing act. Baltu leaned against the wall next to me.

      The town just did its thing around us.

      People came in from outside the walls, a few walking, but most everyone was on wagons or horses. One guy rode a donkey, and I saw woman came in on a big ol’ boar with a saddle. Lots of mud on the people coming in, and not really in the travel sense.

      “What do you think they’re doing out beyond the walls?” I asked.

      “Farming,” Baltu said.

      “They don’t live on their farms?”

      “Doubtful. Too dangerous.”

      “So they live in town and have to travel to their fields every day?”

      Baltu nodded.

      I frowned.

      “Is that normal?” I asked.

      “Doubt I could speak to the larger country,” Baltu said, “but in the communities I have seen, it is normal. How else would the farmers remain alive without this arrangement?”

      “Sometimes,” Ragnar said, pausing his pacing, “Montana forgets that the rest of us aren’t able to kill just about anything in the world without thinking about it. That we’re required to attempt to survive.”

      “Quite amazing how that works,” Baltu mused, “the powerful of the world forgetting what life is like for the lower-level people, the common folk.”

      “I don’t do that,” I said.

      “You’re better than some,” Ragnar countered, “but you still have your moments.”

      I shook my head, wishing I had something to lean back against. I was getting sick of this shit.

      “What am I even doing here?” I asked. “Why do we care if—”

      “Oddly,” Ragnar said, doing a little pirouette to face me, “Lee told me to tell you if you decided to say that thing you just said, that you are a major part of the political machine of the Empire. You need all these minor cogs to get behind you if the machine is going to move in a manner you want it to.”

      “I don’t have wants when it comes to the—”

      “Ah, he continues,” Ragnar interrupted me. “You may say you don’t care, but the truth is that you do. You want to be left alone to make Coggeshall into the place you want it to be. But for that to happen, in the words of my good buddy Lee, ‘you have to play the game. And that game requires you to be loved by the little people so that the big people can’t push you around.’”

      “He said that?”

      “He said you had to play the game. I added the other bit. Thought it hammered home the point somewhat.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Just because you can’t be physically pushed around—”

      “No, I get what you mean. I understand the damn metaphor, for fuck’s sake.”

      He put his hands up and backed away.

      “Don’t bite my head off,” Ragnar said, “I’m just telling you what Lee said to—”

      “Got it, thanks.”

      He shook his head and went back to pacing.

      The town largely ignored us. Well, that isn’t exactly correct. Everyone looked at us as they walked by, but they were quick to avoid eye contact. I could tell we were the source of more than a few conversations and quips, but everything seemed prosaic. No one came up to us, but at the same time, it didn’t seem like anyone moved out of their way to actively avoid us. We were merely a mysterious presence in the town for a moment.

      Eliza finally walked out of the tavern and looked around. She saw us across the way and headed over, moving her way through the slow trickle of townsfolk with a smile and nod here and there. Certainly seemed like the townsfolk preferred her to us.

      “This is a strange town,” she said as she took a seat next to me on the wall. “I spoke with the barkeep, who is quite a bit nicer than we first thought. He actually offered to let us change rooms, but I said it would be all right for us to remain where we were, that we were happy for other customers to have the nicer rooms. Apparently we are in their drunk rooms, which helps make everything make more sense now.”

      “Did you find some way for me to help them?” I asked.

      “That rather depends on how involved in problems you wish to become.”

      “Why?”

      “It would appear that no one has seen the baron for quite some time, at least since early fall.”
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      You have been offered a quest by the town of Auergreen :

      The Baron is Amiss

      The local lord has not been seen since early fall. He might be missing. He might be avoiding the town. He might be dead. Who knows?

      Reward for success: Renown, XP, and unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): none

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “And that’s unusual?”

      “The unusual aspect is that a representative comes to town every week to pick up supplies and taxes and the like, but never the baron himself.”

      “Did he make a habit of coming in the past?”

      “He was an avid hunter and would often come through town on his hunting trips. Supposedly, the forest to the northwest is home to magnificent boar. What that means, I leave up to you. Regardless, his absence is notable more for the fact his men continue coming to town.”

      “Are they changing the laws in the town?” Baltu asked.

      “I did not think to inquire about that. I was doing more listening, trying to understand the town a little better.”

      “Farming community,” I said.

      “Yes. But not altogether traditional farming. Quite a few truffle hunters, some acorn orchards, and forest-based agriculture.”

      “Lumber?”

      “I would imagine some, but it would be challenging to compete against Osterstadt. This is the main thoroughfare for Emerald Sea lumber.”

      “Good point.”

      “If you would prefer something a little simpler, there is an older woman who has no firewood remaining, and would appreciate someone wiling to split and stack a cord or two of wood.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest by the town of Auergreen:

      How Much Wood Would You Chuck if You Would Chuck Wood

      An older and infirm member of the community has been unable to obtain enough wood to burn through the cold spring and into the wet summer. Cut some logs, split some wood, and stack it. Probably best sweep up afterward.

      Reward for success: XP, Renown, maybe some fresh baked cookies.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): None

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “I mean, that would be simple. Pretty sure Ragnar could do that.”

      “Ragnar could,” Ragnar said, “but Ragnar would?”

      “Ragnar would if Ragnar was told to.”

      “I would assist,” Baltu said.

      “You want me to split and stack wood instead of you?” Ragnar asked, aghast. “I’m tiny!”

      “And yet you can swing an axe with the best of them.”

      “Nonsense. I’m a spearman. And more a spear carrier these days.”

      “Fighting isn’t the point right now. Helping is.”

      “And what are you doing, your grace?” Ragnar asked.

      “He is your duke,” Eliza snapped. “It is not your place, or mine, to question—”

      “Whoa now,” I said.

      “I know I am being harsh,” Eliza replied, instantly calm, “but we must remember that when we get to Glaton, we will always be watched. And while I know your feelings on the matter, your grace, you will be judged not just on your actions, but on those you count as part of your entourage.”

      “She’s right,” Ragnar said.

      “I was not actually mad, Ragnar,” Eliza said. “It was—”

      “I get it. I just, well, not a fan of physical labor.”

      “Who is?” I asked.

      Baltu raised his hand a little.

      “It is a nice moment to allow my mind to run free while my claws are busy,” he said.

      “Yeah,” I said, almost sheepishly, “I actually like that as well.”

      “We’re aware,” Ragnar said. “You could chop the wood in seconds.”

      “Just because—”

      “You don’t even need to use an axe. You can probably just rip the wood apart.”

      “I mean—”

      “It would be really cool to see that.”

      “Don’t you think I should, I don’t know, see what the baron is doing?”

      “That could take real time. Do you even know where he lives?”

      “Half a day from here,” Eliza offered, “on the top of a hill next to a river.”

      “Okay, and where’s the old lady?”

      “In the southeast corner of Auergreen.”

      “So a walk of a few seconds?”

      “Maybe a minute.”

      “Let me think a minute,” I said.

      I closed my eyes and leaned my face towards the setting sun.

      “Might I make a small comment?” Baltu asked.

      “Always,” I said.

      “I have had a different court experience than, um, Eliza. And I think, perhaps, it has manifested a different sensibility in what I view as proper court behavior. So please understand this comes from my point of view and ex—”

      “Different perspective, got it. This is a free forum for thought and all that shit. Just talk. No one is going to get offended.”

      “Ah, yes, thank you. Um, your grace. You speak of gaining, um, political capital, yes?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then it would likely behoove you, at least from my experience, to remain outside any local political structures else you get pulled into a larger problem you had not anticipated.”

      “Okay, and — Oh. You mean the baron.”

      “Yes. You are not the duke is he is beholden to, nor the count. Even if there is a problem with the baron, you are not a part of that. Inserting yourself into the issue may bring more problems than any possible larger good.”

      “Point made and taken. Let’s go chop wood. Unless anyone disagrees?”

      No one said anything.

      “Great,” I said, accepting the wood chuck quest and declining the missing baron one. “Lead on.”
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      We split and stacked two cords of wood. It was not exciting in the slightest, though Ragnar was correct in that I didn’t really need to use an axe. More than once, I just grabbed the wood and ripped it apart. It was therapeutic and drew a crowd who started picking out larger and larger rounds for me to tackle, which then led to people bringing rounds of wood over to be destroyed by yours truly. Which really just meant Mrs. Adelhaid wound up getting more wood than we’d initially planned.

      She was a nice old widow with no one really there to take care of her. While Ragnar, Baltu, and I did the whole wood thing, Eliza went inside and cleaned the entire house. Not that it was much of a house, just three rooms total, but it seemed like it hadn’t had a deep cleanse in some time. And strangely, it was neat to see Eliza roll up her sleeves, get in there, and work. And Mrs. Adelhaid was definitely happy we’d done so much work for her.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      How Much Wood Would You Chuck if You Would Chuck Wood

      You would chuck wood, and you did chuck wood. You chucked all the wood you could chuck when you would chuck the wood chucked.

      Reward for success: 1000 XP, Marginal Renown, some fresh baked cookies.
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      And yes, she gave us fresh baked cookies and they were delicious, thank you.

      Then we went back to our shitty rooms, and I pretended to sleep.
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      The sun only beat us into the sky by about half an hour. I was eager to be on the way — I really wanted to just get to fucking Glaton already. But I’d accepted the fucking quest and I didn’t like how many open quest lines I had already, so I wasn’t going to add another one that I could just as easily complete. So, with that in mind, I pushed hard to get us to town number two: Poibeuge.

      Our travel day was largely boring, though we did fly through a more civilized portion of the Empire. It was pretty damn cool to see the little towns here and there. The large fields with all sorts of crops in the midst of being planted, the traffic on the Royal Road, the hideous blob thing eating trees in the middle of a forest.

      Note: we did not pause our trip to visit with the hideous blob thing.

      The “town” of Poibeuge was almost nothing like Auergreen. First of all, the Royal Road ran around the outside of Poibeuge, so it was a more optional stop. Second, whereas Auergreen seemed to be quite distant from their liege lord, with the baron living at least half a day away, Poibeuge had been built in the shadow of a chateau that I assumed held a lord of some kind. It was a lovely chateau, with all sorts of fairy tale towers and pointy bits. Really quite beautiful.

      A set of decorative little walls surrounded the chateau, contrasting starkly with the heavy walls surrounding the whole town, squishing it in. Big doors led into the town, where the buildings were tall and close together, with very pointed roofs. Almost like caricatures of houses — there didn’t seem to be that many straight lines so much as diagonals. The houses leaned out over the streets ever so much, and sometimes there were even columns supporting some of the more lean-y bits. It was a bit like a fairy-tale.

      All of this we gleaned from our flyover, because when we tried to walk into the place, we were met by closed gates and guards leaning out above the wall, yelling down at us.

      “No entry,” one of the guards shouted.

      “Plague?” I called back.

      “No outsiders allowed.”

      “Any reason?”

      “What?”

      “Is there a reason?”

      “Of course there’s a reason.”

      “Okay, what is it?”

      “It is for your safety, citizen.”

      “Duke.”

      “What?”

      “Duke. I’m a duke.”

      “You a duke? That must make me the king of Hannluund.”

      “Well, your majesty, as Duke of Coggeshall, Imperial Duke of the Empire of Glaton, I suppose I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      The presumed king paused and look at his fellow guards.

      “He actually a duke?” the totally-not-a-king asked Eliza.

      “Oddly, he is,” Eliza said.

      “Uh, could you, uh,” he stammered, “I — just a minute.”

      The guard who would be king ducked out of view, quickly followed by the other guards. We were left standing there outside the city with our proverbial dicks in our proverbial hands. Which, I suppose for Lady Northwoods, was something of an odd occurrence.

      “What do you think’s going on here?” I whispered to Eliza, aware that someone might still be listening in on our conversation.

      “Who knows?” Eliza whispered back. “There is a host of reasons to close a city, plague being a very big one. Especially the concern of a plague coming. It could also be refugees. There are several conflicts happening — maybe there has been an influx of Glatonese from the south.”

      “Nothing like shutting your doors in the face of people in need.”

      “It mightn’t be the case, your grace.”

      A small door within the larger doors opened, and a shorter man, middle-aged, with closed-cropped hair and the slightest bit of a beard, stepped out.

      “You are the duke of Coggeshall?” the man asked.

      “That’s me,” I said.

      “I have heard of you, but I did not know you were traveling the Royal Road.”

      “Need to get to the Senate.”

      “Ah, yes, that would be a good reason to travel. I, uh, you have a, oh — I should introduce myself. I am the Count of Poibeuge, François de La Poibeuge.” He gave a slight bow.

      I bowed back. “Montana of Coggeshall, Duke of Coggeshall, Imperial Duke of the Empire of Glaton.”

      “And some other titles,” Ragnar added.

      “Not exactly necessary,” I said.

      Ragnar shrugged.

      “I would, uh,” François said, “yes, imagine that is the case. You have a reputation. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind coming into my town?”

      “I thought it was closed,” I said.

      “Well, to most people. But I think it is probably safe to say that you are not the root cause of our issues at present. And perhaps even—”

      Someone clearing their throat on the other side of the door interrupted him.

      “Might it be wiser to move this conversation indoors?” a woman said, pointedly not walking outside, barely visible.

      “Ah, right, yes,” the count said, stepping out of the way. He gestured that I should take the lead and walk inside.

      It felt like a trap, not going to lie. And yet, it also seemed like a good idea to go inside and talk to the townsfolk about, you know, helping them. Besides, what kind of trap could hurt me?

      I went inside.

      The rest of my party followed suit.

      We stopped under an arched wall. Everything in the town looked largely the same as what I’d seen from the air: twisty-leaning buildings crowded together around cobblestone roads leading up toward the chateau.

      The woman who hadn’t been willing to step outside was short, with dark hair and dark circles under her eyes. The wrinkles around her mouth made it seem like smiling was a chore.

      “So,” I said, realizing I was looming over the count and the woman, “what’s up?”

      “There is, well,” Count Poibeuge started, “something, um, hunting, perhaps? Would you call it hunting?”

      “Not exactly,” the woman said. “We are to assume you are, in fact, the duke of Coggeshall?”

      “You can assume what you’d like,” I said, “but I am the duke of Coggeshall.”

      “And this is your wife?”

      “Friend. Lady Eliza Northwoods.”

      “Oh?” the woman said, eyebrows going up.

      Eliza dropped a quick curtsy. “And you are?”

      “I am his lordship’s chancellor, Blanche Brasseur.”

      “Very nice to meet you,” I said.

      “Yes, your grace,” she replied, finally accepting I was who I said I was.

      “So,” I said, clapping my hands together, “what’s going on?”

      “It would appear,” the count said quickly, looking at the ground as he toed a piece of gravel into a crack between cobblestones, “there is some sort of creature or beast that has been set loose upon the town. It is killing our townsfolk in the night.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      “You may leave now, if you wish,” the count said quickly, going to open the door.

      I looked over at Ragnar, who smiled and nodded his head.

      “Well, that’s actually something I might be able to help you with,” I said. “You know, if you want help.”

      “Yes.”

      “Your lordship,” Chancellor Brasseur said quickly, stepping up next to the short count, “are you sure you should be—”

      “Yes,” the count said, pushing his chancellor away just a little harder than I’d have thought necessary, “I think it would be foolish to turn this man’s help away, especially considering we have had no luck in finding or stopping the beast ourselves.”

      “You will look weak.”

      “I am weak.”

      “Let’s just take a moment here and stop beating ourselves up,” I said. “There’s all sorts of different kinds of strength. Sometimes the real act of strength or bravery is asking for help.”

      The chancellor looked like she could strangle me.

      “And random beast attacks really are my specialty. At least, you know, mine and my good buddy Ragnar’s here. He’s my right hand man.”

      “Right hand lutra,” Ragnar said.

      “Sure,” I said. “Maybe you could show Lady Northwoods and our friend Baltu to a safe room for the night. Then Ragnar and I will, you know, drop-kick your monster out of Poibeuge and into next year.”

      “You are awfully confident,” the chancellor said.

      “Lady,” I replied, “what I do well is a brief list. In fact, you could argue beating the shit out monsters is it.”

      “He is perfect,” Poibeuge exclaimed. “The gods have sent him to save us.”
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      What must have been a full complement of guards led us up through the streets and to the chateau. The few people out moved quickly and furtively, darting in and out of buildings and definitely steering clear of our procession.

      As we walked, Eliza chatted amiably with the count, getting all the juicy details of life in the town from him like the master she was. I only half-listened to the chatter, instead taking in the town, trying to get a sense of the layout of the place.

      Which was complicated, because there didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to much of anything in the place. Why were the roofs so steeply pitched? It almost seemed purposefully random, especially since I doubted this place got any serious snow in the winter. And besides the roofs, there weren’t any indications the weather was anything but temperate. There was a pleasant square in essentially the center of town with a pretty well and a rather spectacular statue on the top.

      We took a turn and went through the tall gates into the chateau grounds. The fifty yards from the main gate to the chateau were basically filled with topiary representing the wide gamut of Glatonese creatures as imagined through the art of cutting bushes. Not my particular aesthetic, but whomever did the shrub shaving was excellent at their chosen art.

      The chateau itself was a beautiful structure that had almost no redeeming defensive aspects. Lots of tall windows without bars. Balconies everywhere. No murder holes, and no crenelations for archers to hide behind. Hell, there weren’t even towers for archers to fire from. The only towers had pointy roofs and lots of windows. Not exactly doing much besides providing a spot for a view.

      I had to stop myself from saying something out loud, and it made me wonder when I’d become so focused on the defensive aspects of structures. Probably a side-effect of building my own holding where that was a primary concern. Everything we built had to be viewed through the lens of safety before anything else, and even though this place was, in theory, safer than Coggeshall, I had this mild irrational anger that the count hadn’t made better defensive choices.

      The inside of the place was another reminder that Coggeshall was not the norm. It was posh, with wide hallways covered in deep carpets. The walls were covered in art, primarily portraits from the family’s ostensibly long history.

      The guards slipped away, only to be replaced by footmen and valets. We were absolutely swarmed with helpers. They led us to a dining room where a feast, and an entirely different army of servants, was waiting. Yet the count apologized for the lack of staff — what with the emergency going on, he had gotten most people to stay in other villages while Poibeuge dealt with its current crisis.

      I appreciated he hadn’t left.

      “You caught me as I was planning my own, um—” he started.

      “Retreat?” I asked.

      “—Tactical, um, withdrawal.”

      “Ah, right.”

      “Not everyone is blessed with your martial prowess, your grace,” Eliza said. “Some have other gifts.”

      “No, I totally get it,” I replied quickly.

      “Yes, very much, um, that,” the count said, moving quickly through the house, as if that was going to make everyone forget he was about to leave his people to fend on their own.

      And yet, what Eliza pointed out was true. The count was likely more of a liability that anything else. Provided he left behind his soldiers, it made sense for him to disappear for a bit.

      Servants laid out food and drinks, and then more food, and more drinks until it was like the table held competing feasts. Eliza continued to speak with Poibeuge and his chancellor, friendly chatter that seemed to go on and on without any stopping. I was in part amazed and terrified. Amazed she could keep the man talking that long, and terrified at how good she was at getting him to just talk about anything and everything. I had the distinct feeling she was getting all sorts of information out of the man that he had likely not anticipated offering up to a stranger. A stranger who was in a rival house to him. Perhaps a rival house. I could have just made that up. Their houses may have nothing to do with each other at all. Regardless, Eliza had him talking about damn near everything.

      Inevitably, I lost my patience with everything and decided I needed to know what the fuck was going on.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I asked.

      Everyone at the table stopped eating and looked over at me.

      “With the dinner?” Count Poibeuge asked. “Is there, um, something wrong with the, perhaps, food?”

      “The dinner is fine,” I said. “Delicious, actually. Thank you. I probably should have taken a moment to specify what I wanted to ask about, but I figured everyone was probably still somewhat focused on the topic at hand.”

      “The roast? I know it is overcooked, but my, um, top chef was, well, a victim of the beast and I did not wish—”

      “Not the roast,” I snapped. “I’m talking about why the roast is overcooked.”

      “Right, of course. Um, because it spent too long on the fire?”

      “The fucking beast, Count.”

      “Oh, yes. I, um, yes, the beast. Did the beast attack while they were cooking the roast?”

      I looked over at Eliza just as I felt her slam her foot into my shin.

      “The beast is an important topic to discuss, your lordship,” Eliza said. “Since it would behoove the duke to know more about his potential adversary, I believe he is looking for more details about whatever might be happening.”

      “Or if you could just tell me what’s happened,” I added.

      “A beast of some fashion has been attacking and consuming my citizens,” the count said.

      “When?”

      “Recently.”

      “At night?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Always?”

      “So far?”

      “All the attacks have happened once the sun is down,” chancellor Brasseur said.

      “Anything linking the victims?” I asked.

      “They have all been victims of the beast,” the count said.

      I heard a careful sigh come out of the chancellor.

      “While I cannot say anything with utmost confidence,” the chancellor said, “there is little to suggest the victims have had anything in common.”

      “No physical resemblance?” I asked. “Like, all having brown hair or—”

      “Not that we have been informed of,” she said. “Though, again, many of the victims have not been those we are familiar with.”

      “Wait, how many victims have there been?”

      “As of last night, forty-three.”

      “I’m sorry — forty-three?”

      “Yes.”

      “Some monster killed forty-three people?”

      “Yes.”

      “So does it attack nightly?”

      “Not nightly, no,” the count said. “Most nights. Sometimes twice in a night.”

      “And it eats these things.”

      The chancellor cleared her throat before the count could speak.

      “The exact nature of the remains is unclear. No full corpses have been recovered.”

      “How much recovery has been attempted?”

      “I sent one of my very best teams of, um, guardsmen and hunters to go after the beast,” the count said.

      “And?”

      “There has been no report back from them. Yet.”

      “Do you think there’s still a chance they’re alive?”

      “I feel reasonably confident,” the count said with a hint of a smile.

      “There is little if any chance,” the chancellor said.

      “They could be out in the wilds, hunting this creature down!”

      “If that is the case,” the chancellor countered, “then the hunters are most certainly in the wrong place for their hunt, being that the beast has continued attacking here with no respite. It has been two weeks straight with an attack every night.”

      “Have all the attacks been outside?” Ragnar asked.

      “Ah, good question,” the count said. “I have no idea. Chancellor Brasseur?”

      I closed my eyes and wondered if I came off as stupid as this man.

      “The attacks have taken place inside homes as well as outside. Many of our citizens, initially, were caught outside,” Brasseur said. “But it quickly became apparent it was safer to remain inside during the dark hours. This seemed to resolve things, but then attacks started happening inside. And since then, they have continued to occur both inside and out, such that we have concluded no space within our fair city is safe.”

      “Does it drain the blood of its victims?” Ragnar asked.

      “Uh, no?” the count asked.

      The chancellor shook her head.

      “No blood, got it,” Ragnar said.

      “I believe there is quite a bit of blood, really,” the count countered.

      “Is there someone around who has been, you know,” I said, “hunting them? Who hasn’t died yet?”

      “There is the captain of the guard,” the chancellor said. “The new one, I mean. He would likely know more about the specifics.”

      “Is it safe here?” I asked. “In the, uh—”

      “I feel my castle is quite safe.”

      “Didn’t you say your chef was eaten?”

      “That was quite tragic.”

      “Did the chef live in the castle?”

      “Of course. We have quite the servants’ quarters here. I feel it is revolutionary to provide so much space and luxury to those who work for me. Nearly half of the servants have private quarters, all to themselves!”

      I resisted the urge to point out that I didn’t even have dedicated servants’ quarters — just regular living quarters for everyone.

      “I’m sure it’s quite wonderful,” I said. “But was your chef in their quarters when they were, um, attacked?”

      “I, um,” the count looked over at the chancellor but no answer was forthcoming. “I suppose that is a mystery to me at the moment.”

      “It would likely be best to speak with the captain of the guards about that,” Brasseur said. “He will have the specifics of the attacks.”

      “Eliza,” I said, “do you feel comfortable being in here?”

      “She is perfectly safe,” the count said.

      I clenched my teeth, but kept my cool and just looked over at Eliza.

      She gave me a subtle nod.

      “Lovely,” I said. “Ragnar, mind coming with me? Maybe bring along your, um, teddy bear?”

      “My...,” Ragnar started, but then nodded. “Right. My bear. Coming with us as well.”

      “Are you, uh,” the count began, “accepting the quest?”

      “Uh—” I started, but then the count continued.

      “Bother, I forgot—”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest by Count François de La Poibeuge:

      Hunt The Beast, Kill the Beast, Then Head East

      Find and destroy the beast responsible for the killings in Poibeuge.

      Reward for success: The choice of any one item from the Poibeuge Treasury, XP

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Extreme Loss of Renown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I accepted the quest.

      “I’ll hunt the beast,” I said. “Consider it done. But you keep my two friends here safe, got it?”

      “Their safety will be my primary priority,” the count said. “I will keep your lady safe.”

      “And the kobold,” I said.

      “Right. Of course,” the count said with a smarmy smile. “Of course.”

      There was a remarkable difference in the man’s demeanor — completely calm now that he’d found a solution to his problem: me.

      I got up from the table, gave them all a nod. “I’ll start by speaking with the captain of the guard,” I said, and strode out of the dining hall like I knew where I was going.

      Which meant I promptly exited into the silver closet, and walked in on two young men busy, um, polishing the silver.

      I went back into the dining hall and ignored the smirk on Eliza’s face.

      “The captain of the guard is not in there,” I said.
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      Turns out, no one knew where he was. We asked the guards we saw where their captain was, and then we’d follow directions to some other guard who might have a better idea.

      Eventually, as we got to know most of the guards in the chateau, we ended up with two guards standing at the front gate who looked basically identical. Both were young men with brown hair wearing armor that was a bit too big for them, along with tunics that were vastly oversized. Both held polearms that looked nearly brand new, and both had their shields resting nearby, definitely not at all ready to be used in an emergency. Frankly, both men looked like they’d run at the first sign of trouble. Great look for a guard.

      “I’ve been told one of you is the captain,” I said.

      Insanely fast, the man on the right has his hand up, pointing to the man on the left.

      “Thanks,” I said. “So you’re the captain?”

      The man took a breath, and then nodded. “I am,” he said. “For now.”

      “For now?”

      “Tends to be a short appointment,” the guard on the right said.

      “Because of the beast?” I asked.

      “You can call the count that, not me,” Mr. Right continued.

      “The count is the problem here?” I asked.

      “Certainly ain’t the solution.”

      “He is not that bad,” the captain said. “He lacks a few, erm, positive leadership qualities, but I believe he cares about his county and his citizens. It is more that his expectations of this position are, frankly, untenable. I am responsible for stopping the attacks, and yet, such a thing is out of my capabilities.”

      “I’m going to try to stop the beast,” I said, then shot a look over at the other guard. “And I don’t mean the count.”

      “I would wish you luck, but I fear you will only find death awaits you.”

      “Let me deal with that. Can you tell me a bit about what you’ve noticed concerning the attacks?”

      “I have only been in charge for two days. Prior to that, I was just a gate guard.”

      “You have to know something.”

      “A little? They are brutal attacks. Many pieces of the body go missing, as if they were eaten.”

      “Are these big bites?” Ragnar asked. 

      The captain of the guard looked over at the lutra, then raised his eyebrows and looked back at me. He kinda shrugged. 

      “I, uh, it is not something, or rather I have not really looked at them,” the captain said. “The bites or the bodies. I suppose they are normal-sized bites?”

      “But it’s not like something just chomped a whole leg off, right?” Ragnar asked. 

      “Not that I know of, no. I have heard of limbs being torn off. Or, rather, limbs being missing and the flesh remaining looking as if the limb had been torn off.”

      “And the thing took the limb with it?”

      “Yes. Or ate it, I suppose. Difficult to say one way or the other.”

      “And everything has taken place at night,” I said. “Right?”

      “That I can most certainly confirm,” the captain said. “Only when the sun is fully down.”

      I nodded, then looked over at Ragnar. “You good?”

      “Me?” Ragnar asked. “I’m great.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “May Picus bless you,” the captain said.

      “And may whomever you pray to keep you whole,” Right Guard said. “I have no desire to go out and collect your guts in the morning.”

      “Always a pleasure, gents,” I said, and I walked away from the two guards, down into the town.
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      “You seemed to have a lot of questions,” I said to Ragnar.

      We were strolling towards the center of town. I just wanted an idea of where things were while we tried to come up with a plan.

      “Trying to get Yuri enough information to make a guess as to what we’re facing,” Ragnar said.

      “Yuri? How are you doing that?”

      Ragnar held up a small notebook. “Got my line back to Skeld.”

      “How’d you got that?”

      “Skeld knew you wouldn’t check it often enough to be useful. I had my gold on you losing the notebook in some monster’s stomach.”

      “And Skeld got Yuri?”

      “Of course. You know a better monster hunter at our beck and call?”

      “No, but, I mean, it’s unexpected. Does Yuri have any ideas?”

      “Yes. Plenty.”

      “What’s his top choice?”

      “He thinks it’s a garulf.”

      “Is that a word, or did you cough?”

      “Apparently it’s something in the lycanthrope family.”

      “Bad news if that’s what it is,” a feminine voice said from my shoulder.

      “How long have you been listening in, Bear?” I asked.

      “Long enough to not need any sort of update on what’s going on here,” Bear said.

      “You think it’s a garulf as well?”

      “I mean, I think it’s more fair to say that I trust Yuri knows what he’s talking about.”

      “Anyone want to tell me what a garulf is?”

      “I don’t know,” Ragnar said. “I’ve never heard of one. And I’m still waiting on Yuri to give Skeld details.”

      With the sun on its way down, the town was awash with activity. Everyone scrambled to get somewhere inside, or, rather, somewhere they figured they’d be safe. We were the odd ones out by a long shot, what with us just strolling about.

      “Damn,” Ragnar said. “Yuri has shit handwriting. Wish he’d just let Skeld finish writing. Here.”

      Ragnar shoved the notebook into my hands.

      Yuri made doctors look like calligraphers. Still, I’d had plenty of experience reading terrible handwriting.
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        * * *

      

      Given the information you have supplied, it would seem you face a Garulf. It is a style of lycanthrope rarely found, as it requires one to willingly submit to becoming the garulf. The shift from outside attacks to inside shows intelligence, but the attacks themselves show brutality. This dichotomy exemplifies the garulf, which gains the benefit of humanoid intellect, yet must work through the problems inherent in bestial instincts, and a nearly overriding prey drive. The creature is formed...

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I looked up to see Ragnar walking toward me, balancing two honey-covered hunks of fried dough.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Dinner,” he replied, holding one out to me.

      I debated taking the treat, knowing it was going to wind up with me covered in honey somehow. That was the law of honey — if it’s open around you, somehow, somewhere, you will get sticky. Usually in an unexpected location or two.

      Still... it looked amazing. And I was almost always hungry.

      “I want one,” Bear said.

      “How are you going to eat one and remain invisible?” I asked.

      Suddenly, the treat disappeared, and I could hear someone chewing something right in my ear.

      “You get any of that—” I started, but then I felt honey shoved into my ear. “Seriously?”

      The feeling dissipated.

      “Just a joke,” Bear said. “I know better than to cover you in honey. That’s just rude.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Well aware.”

      “Yuri give you an idea?”

      “I didn’t get that far. He was just about to describe how garulfs are made, but I’m not sure that’s something we really need to know.”

      “There might be something important there,” Ragnar said. “Maybe some, um, vulnerability we can exploit because of how the garulf is made...”

      “Like we could make pointed comments about their childhood? Maybe say they smell like wet dogs?”

      “Not exactly what I had in mind, but I suppose there are many ways to hunt a garulf.”

      I went back to reading.

      The creature is formed when an individual makes a plea to a darker power — which darker power I know not — and is blessed (or more likely cursed) with the power to transform into the garulf. This transformation imbues the person with immense strength, likely enough to rival even Montana, especially if the garulf has feasted on more than ten individuals. The more the garulf eats, the more strength and power it will have.

      But as the power of the garulf rises, so do the problems with being a garulf. The person can choose to transform into the garulf, but they largely leave their humanoid mental capabilities behind. And even in their native form, in this case I presume a human, they will struggle with impulse control, especially if presented with something they consider easy prey. It makes it quite simple to catch a garulf, though much more difficult to destroy them. As far as I have researched, there is no current means of curing a garulf, and so destruction is really the only outcome.

      I would advise the best course of action would be to leave the garulf and allow the Empire to deal with it, as it could very well overwhelm Montana. If he insists on attempting to capture and kill the garulf, you will want to set a trap with bait, understanding the bait will likely die. Avoid metals on the bait — the garulf has an incredible sense of smell and will likely have enough intelligence to associate metal with armor. Adding blood to the bait would also be advisable, or some other obvious injury. Anything to rouse the garulf and make it impossible for the human to retain control and avoid shifting into the garulf, as the beast’s prey drive will take over and force the creature to attack. If this is a new garulf, this will be unlikely to work. A garulf who has killed more than ten or so, it will likely work too well. Hence, your bait will likely be a sacrifice. Best of luck. Though, again, I advise leaving this to a Legion or a team of professional monster hunters.

      And that was it.

      I read it all out to Bear and Ragnar, though for anyone watching, it would have just looked like I was reading to the lutra because my brownie bud was still invisible, eating loudly in my ear.

      “Simple,” Ragnar said. “Cut off my leg and throw me out to die. When I get eaten, Montana attacks.”

      “You’re volunteering?” I asked.

      “Wait, no!”

      “I know, just kidding. I’m the bait.”

      “How in the all the hells do you think something like that is going to work?”

      “I can make it work,” Bear said. “To an extent. I can make Montana appear as less than he is, though the blood and lack of armor need to be real.”

      “I can bleed,” I said.

      “Not very well,” Ragnar replied.

      “Odd for that to be true,” Bear mused. “But if there is blood on your clothing, and you present as having a limp, that would probably work. I mean, we’re dealing with a beast-mind, right? We can afford a few shortcuts. Just not metal.”

      “No metal?” I asked. “Why?”

      “You need me to cast some illusions on you, right? Well, I’m from the Feedoheem and we aren’t so keen on iron there. In any form. So my illusions don’t work well on iron-based things, like—”

      “My chain is mithril.”

      “Are you willing to take that chance? That I can cover it? You have one night to do this.”

      “Technically one night. I can take longer if I need. We’re not going to leave this town to be terrorized by this monster just because I couldn’t hunt it down in a single evening.”

      “You could put Coggeshall in trouble by getting to the capital late. You get that, right?”

      “And you’re fine—”

      “These people are not your responsibility, Montana. The people of Coggeshall are.”

      “Fuck that,” I said, standing up. “And fuck you for saying that. The problem with being mighty is that I’ve got a responsibility to protect anyone who can’t protect themselves. That’s the trade. I get power, they get protection. You wanted me to be a hero? This is what a hero fucking does. Problem shows up, I have to solve it. There’s no DJ to fucking revolve it.”

      “What?” Ragnar asked.

      “Do not encourage him,” Bear snapped. “He’s being an idiot.”

      “I am not,” I snapped right back.

      “You need to remember who you are.”

      “I think I’m pretty clear on that.”

      “You have—” she started.

      I put my hand up, right to where I thought her face was.

      “Stop,” I said. “I hear what you’re saying. And I’m going to try to do this is in a single night. If I can’t, we can revisit this conversation in the morning.”

      “Fine,” she said, from my other shoulder. “I can’t hide a metallic smell. And any iron on you will make any visual illusion more difficult.”

      “Fine,” I said, undressing there in the street before realizing that might not be the smartest move. We had to trick the garulf, and it could already be watching us. “Let’s find a spot to work out of, somewhere we can hide and prep.”
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      One benefit to monster attacks is real estate openings. Lots of deaths and people fleeing Poibeuge meant vacant buildings. Not that it was a good thing, but it did mean it was pretty easy to find an empty storefront we could claim for the night.

      We posted up in a bookstore, a smaller building with three floors. Two were devoted to the store itself, with a proprietor’s apartment at the top. It wasn’t big, and the back door had been ripped off. Inside, plenty of evidence of the attack remained, with deep gouges in the floors, walls, and even ceiling. As well as dried viscera on the ceiling. Someone had clearly tried to clean up, but couldn’t reach the ceiling. Which, to be fair, was pretty high. At least fifteen feet.

      Which meant the garulf was big enough to rend its claws fifteen feet up.

      Shit.

      I shucked off my gear until I had zero metal on my body. It was an odd feeling to have no armor on. And no belt. I had to use a string to hold up my pants. No sword, no spear. I had a heavy stick though, one that seemed like it could double as a walking stick and a weapon. Though more the former than the latter. I pulled a heavy cloak around my body, left my boots off, and practiced doubling over and walking around the book store leaning on my stick, making myself look weak and infirm.

      “Never going to work,” Ragnar said.

      “What? Why?” I asked.

      “You look too big. Too dangerous.”

      “I haven’t done my part yet,” Bear said.

      She was visible now, sitting on top of a bookshelf, legs crossed and leaning forward like she was studying me. She brought both arms up, weaved them together in a pattern, and unleashed a bit of magic my way. The spell flashed through the air in a swirl of barely visible colors that then settled across me.

      I hunched over again.

      “Better?” I asked.

      “Looks the same,” Ragnar said.

      “Fuck me,” Bear said at the same time. “How did that happen? Let me try again.”

      She cast the same spell.

      I felt the tingle of magic as it settled on my skin.

      “Nothing,” Ragnar said.

      Bear frowned.

      “This is unusual,” she said. “It always works for me.”

      “Happens to everyone sometimes,” I said. “Maybe performance anxiety?”

      “Well, a big fuck you to you too,” Bear snapped. “It’s not that. It’s like it’s just slipping off you. Let me think a second.”

      Bear stared at me, frowned, then hopped to her feet and started pacing back and forth on the top of the bookshelves.

      “I’m going to have to go out there,” Ragnar said, pulling off his tiny shirt of mail.

      “No,” I said. “You won’t.”

      “Then how is this trap going to work? You think you can convince some citizen of Poibeuge to limp down Main Street covered in blood?”

      “I doubt I have the charisma for that.”

      “You have the intimidation for that.”

      “That strikes me as particularly evil.”

      “Maybe, but—”

      “I have an idea,” Bear said. “Or, rather, I’ve got a different spell to try. But it might, um, tingle.”

      With that as the entire warning I got, she whipped a bolt of energy at me.

      My skin felt like it was on fire.

      “There we go,” she exclaimed.

      “Is the fire feeling going to go away?”

      “Probably not.”

      “You look different,” Ragnar said.

      “What do I look like?” I asked.

      “A little girl. In a white skirt with a red hood.”

      “Seriously?”

      “What?” Bear asked. “It’s a classic for a reason.”
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      The burning did not go away, but it sort of settled down enough that it felt like a sunburn. Bear didn’t want to chance the spell not working a second time, so I sat in the empty store while we waited for the sky to get a little darker. I figured we need to thread the needle somewhat in terms of timing. Too early and the garulf wouldn’t be ready to hunt. Too late and the thing would already be sated.

      There weren’t any people out and about, so that made it a little easier. As soon as I stepped onto the street I would be the lone target. And what a juicy target. A little girl with a red hood limping around the dark streets.

      Perhaps the world understood that something like this needed a bit of cinematic atmosphere, because a gentle rain began to fall, and fog settled into the streets. I waited for howls to sound from outside the walls.

      Nope.

      But we had all the other tropes lined up for a glorious nightmare beast hunt.

      I took a deep breath and jammed a sharp piece of wood into my calf.

      Wincing, I stood up and limped around the bookshop for a moment, making sure the blood was going to continue leaking out.

      It did.

      I left bloody footprints behind me.

      “I’m heading out,” I said, moving to the back door. “You two wait in here. I’ll go out the back and around until I’m on the street out front.”

      “What are we doing?” Ragnar asked.

      “What you normally do,” I replied. “Support and distract.”

      “Great. My favorite.”

      “You’re just really pretty, Ragnar. People have a hard time not looking at you.”

      “It’s the otter effect,” Bear said.

      “I’m not a fucking otter,” Ragnar snapped.

      “See? Even cute as fuck when you’re cursing,” I replied with a smile.

      “You want another stake in you?”

      “Even cute when threatening to kill you,” Bear said.

      Ragnar grabbed a book and whipped it through the air.

      Bear hopped onto the book and took it for a ride, soaring on it like it was a bird.

      “Stupid magic,” Ragnar said.

      “Look,” I said, wishing I didn’t have to do the whole ‘boost morale’ thing since my calf hurt like the dickens and was leaking blood across the floor, “I have zero weapons besides this damn stick. I need you to be there to hook me up with something to kill the garulf. You know, the thing that was supposed to be stronger than me after eating ten people, but who’s probably eaten, like fifty?”

      “Forty-three,” Bear called out mid-flight.

      I shot her a look.

      “Sorry,” she said softly, gliding the book out of sight.

      “I get it,” Ragnar said. “Just don’t call me cute.”

      “She called you cute,” I replied. Then I tweak his cute nose, “I called you pretty.”

      With that, I strode out the back door.

      “Little girls don’t walk that way,” Bear called out.

      “Shit,” I said, and did my best to limp like a little girl.
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      The rain stopped, but the fog moved in so tight I could barely see a thing. I threw my tremorsense out in a wide net, hoping to catch any approaching asshole garulfs. I could sense quite a few people hiding in their homes, all a fair distance from any entrance. Probably the wise move, considering, you know, everyone in the damn town was a potential victim. The fog felt isolating — noises seemed few and far between, and I thought I could only hear my heart beating in my chest.

      I tried to imagine a predator moving around Poibeuge. Given the height of all the buildings, especially how they tended to lean out over the streets, I couldn’t imagine the garulf hunting by prowling through the streets. It had to be up on the roofs. Had to be.

      So I walked down the middle of the street, taking tiny steps as if I was short and wearing a dress. Which I was. I tried to make plaintive sounds, things a little girl in distress would do. And all the while, I tried to keep an eye on the bookstore. I didn’t want to get too far away from my backup. The combination of limping, bleeding, acting like a little girl, and trying to stay in view of the bookstore probably meant I looked three shades of insane as I made a lazy circle in the street. I really hoped the garulf was an idiot.

      Apparently I was doing a good enough job pretending to be a little injured girl that a door opened and someone hurried toward me. Not the thundering steps of a monster coming to attack, but someone smaller.

      A woman broke through the fog next to me, sliding to her knees.

      “Who are you?” the woman asked. “What are you doing here?”

      She reached for me, and I took a quick step back out of her range, really not wanting to find out what would happen to my illusion if I was touched.

      “Go away,” I hissed.

      “There is a monster hunting us, little girl,” the woman said, clearly not listening to me.

      “I know. Now get out of here.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Never mind that! Get the fuck out of here.”

      “Wait, are you Kendal’s cousin? You have to come with me. We need to get inside—”

      Something thudded against the cobblestones.

      The woman looked around, peering into the fog.

      I knew exactly where to look, sensing the big feet on the ground. Tremorsense was a literal life saver time and time again.

      The slightest bit of wind swirled the fog out of the way and revealed the garulf.

      A scream caught in the woman’s throat. But because she was a badass, the woman got herself under control and stepped in front of me, putting herself in between the monster and a little girl.

      The garulf was a big motherfucker. I mean big. If it was standing up straight, it’d be somewhere in the neighborhood of fifteen feet tall. Maybe more — it was hard to tell because the thing was currently in a pounce posture, on all fours with its butt high in the air and its arms tucked down low. It was covered in dark grey fur, a color that blended in way too well with the fog and surrounding stone. It had yellow eyes that seemed to glow gently in the dark. Muscles rippled under the fur: muscles on muscles. It looked like one of those double-muscled whippets, except, you know, gargantuan. With more teeth and big pointy ears. Saliva leaked out of its jaw, and it seemed to be quivering with excitement at this double meal.

      “You took one daughter from me,” the woman eked out, her voice cracking and her entire body trembling in sheer terror. “You won’t take this one from another mother.”

      The garulf made a noise, maybe laughing? But also it tensed, ready to launch itself at its dinner.

      But the woman didn’t back down. She stood her ground, feeling around her belt for something that might work as a weapon. She had nothing.

      Someone called out from a doorway over to the right.

      The garulf’s head snapped over in that direction. I felt like I was losing control of the situation. I needed fewer people to be out here, otherwise the garulf might go after easier prey.

      I grabbed the woman’s shoulder and pulled her out of the way, and lifted my walking stick in a swing-for-the-fences stance.

      The stick came around right as the garulf looked back, catching the lupine face just as it locked eyes on me.

      There was a deep thud, and I felt the connection all the way up my arm.

      Garulf let out a grunt, then launched itself at me.

      Dropping my stick, I planted my feet and let the huge beast come to me. But the garulf was going high, and it sailed over.

      The woman was right behind me, so I reached up and grabbed onto the tail as it passed.

      The inertia of the garulf’s passage whipped me around, my bare feet struggling to find purchase on the slick cobblestones.

      But there was enough of a lip between stones that I got a hold and wrenched back, full strength.

      The garulf stopped in midair. Its enormous jaws snapped shut right in front of the woman’s face, her eyes closed, ready to accept death.

      I twisted my entire being and spun the garulf through the air, until, you know, I let go. The garulf went flying through the fog until it met a sudden stop against a wall.

      The thud reverberated.

      I was already following up, scooping the walking stick off the ground and powering across the street.

      But the garulf didn’t even reach the ground before it was coming back at me, diving through the fog to hit me straight on, grabbing me and driving me to the ground.

      It pulled me into a bear hug (garulf hug?), trapping my arms in its grip.

      I twisted every possible way, doing my best to avoid the beast’s snapping jaws. But honestly the only thing that saved me was the size of the creature’s neck and mouth; it couldn’t orient itself in a way to get a good bite.

      Not the case for me.

      I leaned in and bit down hard, my teeth tangling up in the creature’s long hair. I couldn’t even reach the skin, let alone puncture it.

      My only reward was being shaken mightily, side to side, my head flopping back and forth as the beast struggled to squeeze tighter. I could feel my bones crushing into my muscles. The pain was exquisite.

      It made me laugh. I couldn’t help it. It was the only thing I could do: let out little choppy laughs, because I had no air.

      The garulf growled, a deep throaty noise. It brought its head back as far as its thick neck would allow, with its mouth open all the way, big nasty teeth slick with saliva.

      I snapped my head forward, driving my forehead into the garulf’s hyoid bone. I felt its neck shift, and the massive lupine beast started to choke. It dropped me when its arms went instinctively to its throat.

      When I dropped to the ground, I rolled backward to give myself some space.

      The garulf coughed a few times, then shook its head as if it were tossing aside the pain. Then it lunged for me, claws first.

      I managed to twist myself out of the way, and the beast shot past.

      But that thing stopped on a dime, pivoted and grabbed for me again.

      I slapped one hand away and got in a good right hook to the wolfish face.

      The garulf seemed surprised I’d hit it, and in one motion it snatched me up and threw me. I soared through the air, saw a window coming up quickly, and brought my arms over my face.

      Crashing through, I sent broken glass everywhere and smashed through a table before rolling to a stop up against the fireplace. A currently roaring fireplace. Which would have been really nice, had it not also set my cloak aflame.

      I pushed to my feet and ripped the cloak off.

      A family huddled next to the wall, staring at me in terror.

      “How’m I doing out there?” I asked, snatching a piece of glass out of my arm and accidentally pouring blood all over their floor.

      No one answered, but I could tell they weren’t overly confident in my capabilities.

      I quickly glanced around for a weapon, but I was out of luck. The only thing I could think of was to grab the thickest and longest chunk of wood from the fire. Then I charged back out the window into the mist and the fight.

      The garulf wasn’t there, but I heard screaming to my right.

      I charged, sliding around a corner, and saw the garulf holding the woman up in the air with one arm. Its big garulf jaw opened wide, ready to feast.

      No stopping now. I plowed forward and brought the flaming branch down on the garulf’s back.

      The branch broke with a sharp crack, and the flaming bit flipped back toward me.

      I snatched it out of the air, ignored the burning in my hand, and jammed it into the monster’s fur.

      The garulf tossed the woman to the side, and wrenched its body around to face me. It roared full-on, garulf spittle covering me liberally.

      I returned the favor, roaring right back at the thing.

      It lunged forward, just as it always did, and I brought my hands together and drove them down on the garulf’s back.

      I heard a heavy thud, but otherwise it was a bit like hitting a furry wall. A furry wall that was smoldering, though.

      Claws punctured through me, and I felt my flesh tearing as the garulf raked its sharp fingers across my body.

      My guts spilled on the ground in front of me, and almost by instinct, I dropped onto my knees.

      The garulf leaned back and sent a howl into the skies, crowing victory.

      Suddenly, a spear appeared in the garulf.

      The garulf looked surprised at the spear sticking out of its chest. It tried to take a step and tripped, crashing to the ground.

      Ragnar stood in front of me, a spear in his hands, looking just a bit meagre and pathetic in the face of the massive monster facing us. He dropped my bag in front of me. The magical bag.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but my brain was wracked by pain. Never great to feel the outside world on your insides.

      Then the damn garulf must have gotten a toehold on the cobblestones, because it managed to launch itself toward us. It snapped Ragnar’s spear in its mouth and then snapped its mouth on Ragnar and chucking him to the side with a shake of its head, like a dog getting rid of a chew toy.

      Ragnar flew through the air before hitting a wall on the second floor of a nearby building with a sickening crunch. It was a horrible sound, followed quickly by the dull thud of his limp body hitting the street below.

      Once again, it seemed like the garulf decided it had won, because it roared at the heavens, a bestial scream so loud I could feel my ears ringing.

      To be fair, I was definitely losing this fight. And if Ragnar wasn’t already dead, he would be in a minute. I probably had less than a minute before I bled out. I pulled my bag toward me, and I reached inside, hoping I would come up with some tactic or idea.

      The garulf stalked across the street and stood over Ragnar. It licked its chops.

      Ragnar lay there, unmoving.

      The garulf reached for the lutra.

      Something Yuri had written suddenly reverberated up to me, a mild sort of memory. The garulf was ‘made’ with the help of some dark entity. I had a little thing given to me by some celestials. Maybe that would help. Reaching into the bag, I pulled out my divine chocolate, one bonbon of blessing. I was about to pop it in my mouth, but looking at the thing in my hand, covered in my own blood, I decided there was a better option.

      I grabbed my slippery entrails and wrapped them around my knuckles a few times. I clenched my teeth against the coming pain and tore them out, ripping my guts off so they wouldn’t get tangled in my legs. Slowly, I got to my feet, feeling blood pouring out of me from basically everywhere, the bonbon of blessing clutched in my hand.

      “Hey,” I shouted at the garulf.

      No response. The beast had Ragnar in his paw, lifting my otter friend up to have a munch.

      I chucked a handful of my wet guts at the garulf, hitting its back with a sickening thwuck.

      The garulf stood up straight, the guts clearly having caught its attention.

      “Hey fuck-weasel. I have seen a lot of crazy shit in my two fucking lifetimes,” I said. “But I have never, and I mean never, ever seen such a living embodiment of a fucking chode, you hairy taint waffle waste of organic fucking matter.”

      The garulf’s head snapped around impossibly fast, and its yellow eyes locked on me. It peered at my head, then down at my feet, then back to my eyes.

      “That’s right, asshat,” I said. “I’m still standing.”

      I took a shakey step forward, my body wracked in horrific pain that overwhelmed my That’s Not Pain ability. I didn’t even realize there was a limit, but clearly, I’d found one. Slowly, pointedly, I extended my arm and held out my middle finger.

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      The garulf lunged at me, mouth open wide, ready to gobble me up. Arms and claws reaching out for me—

      I sidearmed the bonbon into the creature’s mouth like I was trying to impress the cheerleaders from the rival high school team.

      The chocolate hit the back of the garulf’s throat, and the garulf choked, losing its focus and its stride.

      I moved to the side but kept my leg stretched out.

      Might have been skill, might have been luck. It might have been the blessing of the bells (I still have no idea what that’s supposed to do). Whatever the case, at that moment, the choking garulf met my leg, and the beast ate shit, plowing face first into the cobblestone street.

      With the garulf down on the ground for the moment, back facing up, I saw something that brightened my night. That bit of burning wood was still tangled in the fur. It wasn’t much in the way of open flames, but there was still a little glow there. The garulf was covered in hair. Nicely burnable hair.

      I pulled out one of the firetraps, and chucked it down on the garulf’s back as hard as my ruined body would allow.

      The fire trap hit, and for the briefest of moments I wondered if it was going to do anything.

      Then I went blind.

      Night was banished by instantaneous immolation. Heat bloomed everywhere, and I couldn’t see a damn thing.

      I threw myself to the ground, trying to get some space between me and the waves of heat coming off the garulf.

      As I crawled away from the beast, I felt a small cool hand on me.

      “It’s me,” I heard Bear say.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “It’s the garulf,” she said. “The garulf’s on fire.”

      “We don’t need no water,” I said through a smile, “let the motherfucker burn.”
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      And burn it did. Burn and scream. Something that was a mixture between a roar and a shriek that seemed to grow and fade in measure, almost like hearing two people at the same time, one pitched high, one low.

      “Ragnar?” I snapped, trying to stand.

      Bear’s small hands pushed back against me.

      “He’s alive,” she said.

      My eyes came back on line, as it were, and thankfully I could see. The garulf was little more than charred flesh smoldering in the night. It smelled awful, a sharp acrid odor that burned the insides of my nostrils.

      Slowly, I got to my feet. I reached into my bag and pulled out one of my bigger axes. I pulled it up and brought it down as hard as I could.

      The garulf’s head came off, nice and clean.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Garulf

      You’ve earned 11500 XP! What a mighty hero you are.
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      I dropped to a knee, already feeling my body beginning to knit itself back together. A process nearly as painful as getting ripped apart. Weird how that worked.

      The garulf’s head rolled towards me. I grabbed it and held it up.

      But it was no longer the head of the werewolf thing. Instead, it was a human woman. I tried to make sense of the face, but one, it was really burned to shit, and two, I didn’t exactly know many people in the town. So unless it was the count or his chancellor, it’s not like I would have recognized them. What I did recognize, however, was that the garulf’s body was still a garulf. A huge, hulking monstrosity, minus a head. Which was nice, in that it meant no one could accuse me of just cutting down some random woman and claiming she was behind all the deaths in Poibeuge.

      I set the head on the ground a good distance from the body, just in case the garulf possessed some post-life regenerative properties. I knew it was possible for vampires to reattach their heads, so better safe than sorry.

      Following that, I limped across the street and dropped to my knees next to Ragnar.

      His body looked especially tiny. And he wasn’t breathing.

      “Bear!” I roared. “He’s not breathing!”

      “Who’s not?” Ragnar asked.

      He was leaning on my arm, peering down at what I’d thought was his corpse.

      “That?” he asked. “Never was breathing.”

      “What is that?”

      “It was a bit of brownie magic,” Bear said, perched on my head and already invisible. “Figured it wouldn’t do to have Ragnar actually run out to stand in the way of that garulf. Though, to be fair, I didn’t expect you to just let the garulf destroy this thing either.”

      “Yeah, what if that had been me?” Ragnar asked. “I’d be dead now.”

      “Next time,” I said, “let me wear armor.”

      “Yeah, that was stupid.”

      “But necessary,” Bear countered. “And it worked. And you’re okay.”

      “I’m okay?” I asked. “I just had my guts quite literally torn out of me.”

      “You did that to yourself.”

      “I had to do it. I can’t believe we’re even having this discussion, I—”

      “Are you still hurt?” Bear asked. “Because I can see your perfect abs right now. And your tan skin. Oddly hairless.”

      “Oddly hairless?” I asked.

      “You do lack my soft fur,” Ragnar said, petting his own belly. “I can’t imagine living like that. Cold and exposed to the world.”

      “I am not oddly hairless.”

      “Seems like it to me,” Bear said. “Find anyone else in this world who’s got no hair on his chest.”

      “I’m not human,” I said. “My kind doesn’t have body hair like, you know, humans.”

      “Or dwarves. Or elves.”

      “And Lutra,” Ragnar added.

      “Can we just, you know,” I started, “get on with this? I’m tired. And hungry. Regenerating my digestive track has oddly given me an appetite.”

      I stomped off in the direction of the chateau, but I could hear the two of them continuing on about me. There might have been a time where this sort of behavior would have annoyed me, but now I found the gentle teasing nice. A moment where I wasn’t treated as a better or a lord or whatever — I was just one of the group. And that was rare in this world of mine.
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      I hauled the body back to the chateau, leaving Ragnar with the dubious task of carrying the head. He complained the whole way about how he was getting covered in blood and other ick, and I pointed out how terrible that must be, considering it was getting ground into his body hair. Meanwhile, all the nastiness on me could be wiped away with little more than a wet cloth.

      The guards let us pass without saying anything, shocked looks on their faces.

      Despite the late hour, I could see lights on in the main part of the chateau. But since no one announced us, we strode down the heavily carpeted hallway in relative silence. Relative because I could hear the count’s voice echoing down the hall.

      “... still I fear for him,” he was saying.

      “I have few doubts about the duke, your lordship,” Eliza replied.

      “I beg you to consider my offer.”

      “I have considered it, and declined it.”

      “Perhaps you forget where you are.”

      “I am well aware I am within your home, in your county.”

      “Then perhaps you should consider that your current retinue comprises one aged kobold, whereas I have an entire contingent of armed men and women sworn to me.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Not in the slightest. I merely remind you of your position in things.”

      “I urge you to stop this line of thinking immediately, lest the duke hear how you have treated me.”

      “Oh, he is long dead by now. If he had succeeded in killing this mystery beast, doubtless we would have heard about it.”

      I grabbed the head from Ragnar and chucked it down the hall, banking it off the wall with the vague hopes it would bounce in the general direction of the table.

      The sound of breaking flatware and the shrill shriek of the count affirmed my aim.

      “Not dead yet, dickwagon,” I shouted.

      I hauled the garulf corpse along the hall.

      “What is the meaning of this?” the count shrieked. “You have killed one of my citizens and present their head to me—”

      He shut up when I got into the room and slammed the beastly body through his nice dining table. Well, what had been his table. It was more like firewood now. Or kindling.

      The count stood right over where Eliza was sitting, his face beet red and sweat beading across his forehead.

      “That,” I pointed at the head, “used to be on that,” I pointed at the body, “though with more teeth and an uncontrollable desire to consume humans.”

      “What is it?” Eliza asked, acting like she was merely curious about the thing I’d brought through the table.

      “A garulf.”

      “It... I...” the count stammered. Then he just sort of stood there, staring at the corpse as it leaked onto his formerly beautiful carpet.

      “Apparently it requires some pact with a dark force or something,” I said. “So there’s a pretty good chance you pissed this person off. Or someone did. And I wouldn’t be surprised if this sort of shit might continue after I’m gone. Unless, you know, changes are made or whatever.”

      “This must be—” he said, but stopped himself. “What are you saying? There is a plot against me?”

      “I have no idea what’s going on. I just got here. Me and my little retinue of an aged kobold. Where is Baltu, by the way?”

      “He’s resting,” Eliza said.

      “I am here,” Baltu said, stepping out from behind a heavy curtain while unloading a small crossbow. “There was a rather unpleasant conversation occurring in here, which made it hard to sleep. So I thought I might prepare to intervene if necessary.”

      “I said nothing of the sort,” the count snapped.

      “Shouldn’t you wait for one of us to accuse you of saying something before you start denying it all?”

      “I see no need to deny anything, for I have done nothing.”

      “I’m real close to just beating the shit out of you for the fun of it,” I said. “And the only thing stopping me is that Eliza, here, Lady Northwoods, deplores violence.”

      “Do I?” she asked.

      I raised an eyebrow at her, then smiled at the count, my hands already in fists.

      “He is hardly worth anyone’s time, let alone yours, your grace.”

      I sighed, mostly for show. I wasn’t actually up for a beat down. I was tired. Really tired. And hungry. And sadly, whatever food had been leftover from dinner was now underneath the damn garulf.

      “Any chance you feel like apologizing, Count Poibeuge?” I asked.

      “And what, pray tell, should I apologize for?” he asked. Of course, he asked that while trembling.

      “Well, basically for being a massive fuckstick,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure you were just about to force Eliza to do something untoward, since you have people with weapons around here. Now, what you were going to force her to do, I’m not sure. But I don’t really care. Forcing anyone to do anything is pretty fucked up. So, how about you start with apologizing for that?”

      “I did nothing—”

      I grabbed a chair and threw it against the wall so hard it shattered into a thousand splinters.

      “I am so sorry I engaged in such behavior,” the count said, bowing low to Eliza. “I only sought your hand in marriage because I feel our houses—”

      “Okay, enough of that. You want to call this damn quest complete?”

      “Um, yes. Of course.”
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      Hunt The Beast, Kill the Beast, Then Head East

      You found and destroyed the beast responsible for the killings in Poibeuge

      Reward for success: The choice of any one item from the Poibeuge Treasury, XP
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      “Great,” I said. “Now. Where’s your treasury?”
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      As far as treasuries go, not that impressive. Granted, I’d really only seen my own, and that may have biased my opinions of things. The quest reward stipulated I could have my choice of one singular item from the Poibeuge treasury. Bear sat on my shoulder urging me to snag the Imperial charter, and therefore take control of the county.

      It was a tempting choice in some respects, what with it so nicely framed on the treasury wall. I could practically see the count’s nerves vibrating off him, worried I was about to take his county away. He had quite royally fucked this up. But while he certainly was an asshat of the highest order, was the play to be generous and merciful? Or just take everything and reduce him to worthlessness? Tough call.

      I looked at the charter intently, even though I knew I wasn’t going to take it. I figured I already had enough titles I’d abandoned.

      Instead, I had Bear identify some rings that were in a position of prominence amongst the Poibeuge treasures.
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      The Ring of Occulation

      Item Type: Legendary

      Item Class: Jewelry

      Material: Pure Letoian

      Durability: Excellent

      Charges: 8/8

      Description: The ring can summon a small creature known as a Occulator. It is essentially an eyeball with four limbs. While wearing the ring, wearer may link to the occulator and receive a visual feed of what the occualtor sees. In addition, wearer may provide direction to the occulator telepathically. Ring allows for up to eight occulators to be summoned concurrently, though occulators require mana to function, increasing amounts as distance to ring increases.
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      “This will do,” I said, taking the ring.

      “A treasure of my great-great-grandfather’s,” the count said with a nod. “Used it to great effect on many occasions throughout Glaton and beyond. Some have argued it is the only reason we could climb to these heights.”

      “You want me to—”

      “No,” he said, hands up, “no, you must take what it is you want. It is what the reward is, and I would be remiss if I were to deny you your chosen gift.”

      I flipped the ring up in the air and caught it.

      “Thanks bub,” I said. “And no more pressuring ladies for marriage. Or dudes. Or anyone. No marriage pressure ever, got it?”

      “You have made it quite clear, your grace.”

      “Awesome,” I said. And then, for good measure, I ruffled his hair and stalked out of the treasury.

      While we had been planning on staying over at the count’s chateau, no one felt comfortable with that any longer. So instead we headed out into the wilds and walked down the road a ways. Then I hollered into the darkness for our ride.

      Naturally, this was a stupid move. While we stood there waiting for a huge bird to swoop in from the night sky, an ogre-looking motherfucker poked his giant head through the trees and saw the four of us standing there. His huge mouth broke into a grin, with two long canine teeth sticking up from his lower jaw. He’d stumbled on the perfect meal.

      I looked at him, dead-eyed, and just shook my head. “Not tonight, bub,” I said.

      The smile faltered a little. Maybe he wasn’t used to his intimidation not working, wasn’t used to someone telling him no.

      “You take one more step out of that forest, and I’ll rip off your arms and shove them so far up your ass you’ll choke to death.”

      He blinked twice, then started to take a step.

      I held up a finger and pointed it at him.

      He stopped.

      “Back in the trees,” I said. “Don’t get any closer.”

      “Hungry,” he said, drawing the word out, like it was difficult for him to put together two syllables at once.

      “Then wait for someone else. Or go eat some fruit or honey or something.”

      At that point, Fritz made his entrance, dropping in right behind us.

      The ogre’s big eyes went even bigger, and the motherfucker bugged right the fuck out. He speed-tromped his way back through the woods with nary a thought in his head except ‘get away from bigass bird.’ Or, you know, my slightly wordy threat worked and he didn’t want his arms ripped off.

      “Had to leave on the quick,” I said, pulling the harness out of my bag.

      Why? Fritz scratched into the ground.

      “Local count was a douche canoe,” I said.

      “He is ill-mannered,” Eliza said.

      “Ill-mannered? He tried to force you—”

      Fritz squawked. Though calling what he did a squawk was a bit of a misnomer, considering it was so loud it felt like my ears were bleeding.

      We go kill, Fritz wrote.

      “No killing,” Eliza said, “but thank you, Fritz. He has had little in the way of instruction on how to behave with people.”

      “You’re being too nice,” Ragnar said.

      “I was quite concerned he would behave poorly with Lady Northwoods,” Baltu said as I lifted him to his seat.

      “Thank you for being ready to protect me,” Eliza said. “But I feel confident I had things under control.”

      “Of that I have no doubt,” Baltu replied with a slight bow.

      As soon as everyone was strapped in, I gave Fritz a big ol’ scratch on the neck.

      “All right. Enough with this shit hole,” I said. “On to the next shit hole. Tolbiacum, here we come!”

      And with that, Fritz shot into the cold night air.
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      If you have to travel Air Fritz, it’s really best to catch a night flight when you’re really tired. Sleeping is definitely the only way to pass the time on the back of a gigantic bird with a habit of flying way too high and no sense of when his passengers have had too much sun. Which is really just a long way of saying that I slept through the flight, only waking up at the bump of a rough landing.

      We were on a grassy plateau, looking out over rolling foothills. In the distance in one direction, I could see a dark and foreboding forest with huge, leafy trees bulging here and there. The other direction was flatter. Behind us were mountains. Not as big as the ones near Coggeshall, but there were peaks going back as far as I could see, all still capped with snow, and surrounded by wispy clouds.

      I wiped the dried drool from my beard, hoping no one had noticed, and got myself down from Fritz.

      Everyone else had already made it to the ground, stretching and moving around in that I’ve-been-sitting-too-long sense.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Near Tolbiacum,” Eliza said. “Glaton is on the other side of the forest there.”

      “Isn’t that a big forest?” Ragnar asked. “Like, really big?”

      “It is rather sizable, yes.”

      “And dangerous.”

      “Okay, but we’ll fly over it,” I said, “so I’m not that concerned.”

      Fritz stuck his giant talon in front of me and carved into the ground: go round.

      “Or we’re going around,” I said. “Another benefit of flying.”

      “The Sadler woods are notable for the mysteries contained within,” Eliza said, staring out at the forest. “In all the years Glaton has existed, the woods have never truly been conquered or even explored. Many of my ancestors are lost within.”

      “But they’re dead though?” I said.

      “I suppose that is most likely,” she replied, giving me a wry smile. “Though it is impossible to know for sure. For generations, the Sadler Woods presented a barrier to western expansion. There was no way to settle there, and traversing through the woods was next to impossible.”

      “What happened?”

      “Glatonese determination. Gunndor ‘The Rock’ decided he would build a road through the forest. He threw Legions into the forest and constructed a road. Supposedly it was called the Blood Road for a while because it required more blood than stone to build. Now it is just part of the Royal Road, but there are two Legions permanently assigned to it. The only safe way to travel is with a full Legion escort, back and forth.”

      “That’s seems inefficient.”

      “Better to have soldiers marching back and forth instead of allowing the woods to slaughter all who attempt to cross.”

      “Okay, that’s a good point. Other question: where’s this town we’re supposed to be visiting?”

      Everyone pointed over my shoulder.

      I turned around to see a cute little town nestled at the far edge of the plateau. And get this — no walls. Just a group of little buildings that looked kind of like mushrooms. At least, the roofs were very mushroomy. Round and funny and cute. Almost like puffballs.

      “That’s Tolbiacum?” I asked.

      Eliza nodded. “It is quite a nice place.”

      “Have you been there?”

      Fritz squawked.

      “What?” I asked.

      I’m sure, if he’d had lips, he’d have frowned. Instead, he glared at me, then at his harness.

      “Oh, right,” I said. “Sorry about that.”

      He ruffled his feathers, but stood very still so I could go through the rather lengthy de-harnessing process. As soon as he was free, he launched himself in a funny way, almost falling off the edge of the plateau. He dove low and snapped his wings out right before he could crash into the rocks below. Then Fritz shot off to the south, disappearing into the sky a short moment later.

      “Onward,” I said, just as I realized everyone had already started hiking.

      Bunches of trees dotted the plateau here and there, but the bulk of the area was taken up by grasslands with sheep, cows, and other grazing ungulates (SAT word!). Unlike most anywhere else, I saw small farmhouses here and there as well. There were no walls anywhere, not even small field markers, or any means to keep the livestock in one area.

      It took us about an hour to walk to a road. Then we turned toward the town and strolled along, each one of us seeming to enjoy the warm afternoon.

      “You never answered my question,” I said to Eliza. “Have you been here before?”

      “No,” she said, “but my uncles have. I think my father has as well, though he has never really been one for travels.”

      “Does Tolbiacum have something to do with horses?”

      She smiled and nodded.

      “They do,” she said. “In a roundabout way, that is. Tolbiacum made its name in leather working. Specifically in the more industrial processes, like saddles and bridles and nearly all the tack involved in agriculture. We have always gotten our tack from Tolbiacum. That means our houses have become allies of sorts over the generations.”

      “That’s handy,” I said.

      “I neglected to mention anything prior to this because I did not want us to skip Tolbiacum.”

      “Why would we?”

      “As Tolbiacum is an ally to Northwoods and my father is one of your men now, Tolbiacum will almost certainly be allied to Coggeshall. Especially as Coggeshall has no eye to any of Tolbiacum’s industries.”

      “Yeah, we don’t have any leather working going—”

      “You have three tanners and two leatherworkers.”

      “—on. What?”

      “Carter Thompson,” Ragnar said. “He made the belt you’re wearing.”

      I looked at my belt, realizing I hadn’t given the garment even a passing thought.

      “Didn’t do the shoes though,” Ragnar continued. “You have a cobbler that does boots. Did you know that?”

      “Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “I’m kind of a shit duke that way.”

      “Or you have other areas that require your attention,” Baltu said. “Like fighting off a goblin horde so that Carter Thompson may spend his time becoming an excellent belt-maker.”

      “That you wish to know makes you better than many lords, your grace,” Eliza said.

      I sighed, feeling more like a heel than I had in a while.

      After another forty or so minutes, the buildings got closer and closer together. Soon we were in the middle of the town.

      “Nice place,” I said as I looked at what could only be described as Tolbiacum’s downtown. “Just, uh, where is everyone?”

      That was the thing out of place. No humanoids to be found. Or even any dogs or cats. And while there had been livestock out in the fields, once we got into the town proper, I saw nothing alive except the trees. I mean, and bugs and stuff. It wasn’t completely devoid of life, just of people.

      “Is this normal?” I asked.

      Eliza just shook her head.

      She was basically standing on top of my feet, really trying to get as close as she could to me.

      “Anyone home?” I called out.

      Ragnar hit me with the butt of his spear.

      “Not so loud,” he hissed.

      I reached out with tremorsense, and after a long moment of really trying to push beyond the limits of the ability, I still couldn’t find a single source of movement bigger than a mouse. Or a rat. I could sense some rats.

      “There’s nothing here,” I said. “Or no one here.”

      I stepped around Eliza and walked to the nearest building. It was a single-story, single-family house sort of a thing, and the door wasn’t actually all the way closed. I pushed the door open with my toe and peeked inside.

      “Hello?” I called out in my sweetest voice.

      No response.

      I saw a short foyer that led to a small living and dining room, with a primitive kitchen off to the side. At some point, there had been a fire burning in the kitchen, with a pot of something over said fire. But in the relatively recent past, the pot had been tipped over and the fire kicked around. The whole room was covered in ash and charcoal. But there was no evidence of further burning. Maybe someone had run in to put the fire out? The old soup or stew had begun to spoil, causing an awful stench to waft out.

      I walked into the place to get a better sense of what was going on, but I felt a hand grab my cloak and give it a tug.

      “I think we should stay outside,” Eliza said.

      “You can stay outside,” I said. “I’m just going to take a quick peek inside. Real quick.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this place.”

      “I mean, the lack of any people doesn’t really give off the best first impression, does it?”

      “Be careful.”

      “I’m always careful.”

      “You are never careful, Montana. That is why I felt it necessary to remind you.”

      “I will be careful.”

      “Thank you.”

      Carefully, I took a few more steps into the house. Other than the kitchen mess, it seemed like most everything was fine and dandy. Two doors led off the living room, and both were slightly ajar. I went to the closer of the two and peeked into a bedroom. Nothing.

      In the other room, I saw another bed. But something was laying in it.
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      I pulled my sword out as I stepped all the way into the bedroom. The smell hit my nose first — a smell I knew all too well.

      Death.

      There was a corpse in the bed, and another sprawled half-way onto the floor. These people had been attacked while they were sleeping, slaughtered brutally before their attacker ran off, theoretically tripping over the soup and starting a fire on their way out.

      Sadly, it was clear the bodies had been there for some time. At least long enough for the little creatures that were keen on eating dead things to begin feasting. I wanted to take a better look at things in the room, try to figure out what had happened, and yet, at the same time, I knew I had none of the skills that would take.

      I sighed, and walked back out of the house.

      Eliza and Baltu were standing in the middle of the street, while Ragnar was right by the door, his short sword out and ready.

      “What did you find?” Ragnar asked.

      “Bodies,” I replied. “Two of ‘em. Looked like something killed them in their sleep. I’m going to check the next house. You stay with Eliza and Baltu. Bear?”

      “Here,” Bear flashed into view right in front of Eliza.

      “Can you come with me?” I asked.

      She nodded and ran across to join me as I went into the building next door. She grabbed onto me and scrambled up to my shoulder as I got inside.

      It was largely the same story: the residents had been slain in their beds. Two parents in one room and three children in the other. Though this time, whomever had come into this house hadn’t knocked over the fire. Otherwise it had all the same brutal hallmarks I’d seen in the first house.

      “Can you tell me anything about this?” I asked.

      “About what?” Bear asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “This,” I said, gesturing to the corpses.

      “You think I’m some sort of CSI agent or something?”

      “I thought you might have a little more insight into this than me, yeah.”

      “I see dead people.”

      “Is that it, Cole?”

      “Deep cut,” she replied.

      “Just like their necks, Bear.”

      I stood there for a moment longer, hoping that Bear might suddenly glean a little more from the horrific situation, but nothing.

      We moved to the next house, pausing only long enough outside to let the others know what we’d found inside.

      It was the same situation again and again. Somehow, no one in the town had been left alive, and nearly every bed contained a corpse. Some had a corpse nearby, but it really seemed like the entire town had been slaughtered in the middle of the night. All the goods in the businesses were left behind. I didn’t have a full inventory of things, but it seemed as if everything remained. Certainly none of the gold was missing, as there were bags here and there, still full of Imperial coins. And stacks of gold behind counters.

      After the first few buildings had turned up no living entities, Eliza and group joined in the search of the town. We split up, looking for anything that might clue us in to what had happened. And yet, during those hours of searching as the sun dropped to the horizon, the only thing we discovered were the continued horrors of the town. Only the dead remained. And none of them were talking. Nor did we have the right sort of magic to make them talk.

      As the sun went down, we had cleared around eighty percent of the town, and there was nothing new to report. Death. Bloody, horrible death. And virtually no signs of struggle. However it had happened, it had to have taken place in a single night. While Tolbiacum wasn’t a big town, it was more like a hamlet really, maybe fifty buildings total, with roughly fifty families living there. So pulling that off in a single night...

      “It had to be a really big group of people or whatever to do this,” I said.

      “You think it was people?” Eliza asked.

      Her face was ashen, and I caught the foul stench of vomit coming from her. She’d clearly had a hard time searching the houses.

      “No idea,” I said. “People can do incredibly terrible things.”

      “Yes,” she replied, “but do you think it was people?”

      “I think there’s a very good chance it was, yes.”

      “It seems monstrous. That monsters would have done this.”

      “I mean, I’ve met a few monsters, and this seems beyond them. This would have required a lot of planning. And I know it looks like this was a brutal assault, but to manage killing everyone without a fight? Impossible.”

      “There are creatures of evil who might have done something like this,” Bear muttered. “But after looking through this sad town, I fear I agree with Montana.”

      “Where’s the Baron or Count or whatever?” I asked. “I haven’t seen a house that would work as theirs.”

      “Down at the base of the plateau,” Eliza said. “They live next to the Legion outpost down there.”

      I sighed. “I guess we should hike down and see what’s happening there.”

      “You cannot think—” She halted herself as her eyes went wide and brimmed with tears. “They are dead?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, getting to my feet and stretching a little. “But we should find out.”

      “And we should not be here when night falls,” Baltu said, already on his feet and itching to get moving.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Undead will rise as the sun falls.”

      Everyone around me nodded as if this was just known.

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “With this much death, all these unconsecrated bodies, there is little chance these dead will rest,” Baltu said, looking around a bit nervously. “I would bet we are the first living souls to come through Tolbiacum since it was destroyed. Hence why we found no undead already. But as we have disturbed the balance, the dead will rise this night. And it will only get worse in this town as time goes on until it is cleaned.”

      “Don’t say it,” Ragnar snapped as I opened my mouth. “Don’t even think it.”

      “Think what?” I asked.

      “Keep your mind empty, or think about pizza.”

      “Why am I thinking about pizza?”

      “Did you have a favorite type of pizza?” Bear asked, already walking.

      “Detroit-style,” I said, following. “With pepperoni. Kind of a simple man.”

      “What does that mean?” Eliza asked. “Detroit?”

      “It’s the name of the town he’s from,” Ragnar said.

      “Oh, right.”

      I got the magical bag of pizza out and grabbed a slice. I passed them around to the group, and for a moment, we happily munched while walking along the road toward the edge of the plateau. It felt a little weird to be eating amid all that death, but, to be fair, the death was wholly contained to the interiors, so it’s not like we were traipsing through bodies. Still, weird.
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      At the edge of the plateau, not only was there a superb view, but there was also a series of switch backed roads leading down to a group of buildings and a big wall. All of a sudden, it made sense why there’d been no walls up top: the only access to the plateau was from below, and that was clearly very well guarded. But looking down, I didn’t see any signs of life. It was a bit distant, so I felt a mild hope that I just couldn’t see the people from my current position.

      Everyone was basically done eating. I maybe had a few more slices than everyone else, and continued munching as we walked downhill.

      The sun was right on the horizon, sending long shadows across the world. They gave the fort below a deep, unpleasant appearance. From the top, it was clear there were two areas below divided by the road that headed up the plateau. On one side was the Legion fort and on the other was the home keep for the Tolbiacum family.

      The keep was a large defensive structure that looked to have been there for quite some time. There was some sort of smaller structure to the rear, maybe a stable, and then a wide pasture hemmed in by the tall walls that went around the fort.

      When we got to ground level, there were no call outs. No guards met us. No guards walked the walls. There was an eerie silence that seemed to just emanate out from the bricks.

      I got an axe out. Ragnar held up his spear. Eliza pushed me in front of her. Bear positively thrummed with magic. Even Baltu had his crossbow out and loaded. There was just that sense of danger.

      No one met us.

      We stood there, clumped together, looking from side to side.

      “Okay,” I said. “I should probably take a peek in here. But I think the rest of you should stay here.”

      I paused a moment, thinking there might be some dissent, but it seemed like everyone was willing to have me go solo.

      “I’ll check out the Legion first,” I said.

      “Got it,” Ragnar said.

      “Okay.”

      I paced slowly toward the open gate leading into the fort, my weapon ready.

      I nudged the gate open a little more, and saw a fort that had been filled with people at one point, but was now very much empty. But not from death. It looked more like it had been cleared out with purpose. Wagons were gone, flags were gone, and no things like barrels or crates around. Peeking into the barracks revealed nothing. All the bedding had been taken, all the footlockers were missing. I made a quick tour of the fort, looking into where I could, but I saw nothing out of place so much as it had all been packed up and taken. It was weird to see that in contrast to what I’d seen in the rest of Tolbiacum. I wasn’t a soldier, and had never been one, but it looked to me as if the Legion had been called up and sent somewhere else.

      I came back outside, and my little group was still in the cluster, staring at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “What did you see in there?” Eliza asked.

      “Nothing. Looks like the Legion packed up and left.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, there’s nothing left. It’s just an empty fort. Which is definitely odd, but there’s no blood, no bodies, and nothing is out of place. It’s just, I mean, looks like someone packed it all up and headed out. Of course,” I said, looking over at the Tolbiacum family keep, “I still need to go through there.”

      “And it’s night now,” Ragnar said.

      It was pretty dark. There was a faint glow around the group, likely thanks to Bear. At least, that was my thought.

      “Okay,” I said, and pointed at the keep, “heading there next.”

      “You think we should stay out here?” Eliza asked.

      “I think you stay here with everyone else. If there are undead, I’m confident Bear and Ragnar can keep you safe.”

      “Depends on the undead,” Ragnar said.

      “Not helping,” I snapped.

      “We will keep you safe, Eliza,” Bear said, shooting Ragnar a dirty look.

      “I’m going in.”

      The walls around the keep looked to have been built later than the keep itself. These were more decorative in, and I felt like they were probably put in place to provide some privacy, separation for the family. I imagined having a camp full of soldiers right across from your house could get a bit much.

      The gate was hanging open just a tad, and when I pushed it with my toe, I felt the gorge rising.

      Blood had run down the steps, so much that it dried into what at first glance looked like a black carpet runner. I stepped gingerly around the foulness and peeked inside. Several guards lay face down on the floor, their backs ripped open, their throats slashed.

      I moved through the entrance, stepping quietly into a place that was already silent. The fortified outside belied a rather pretty inside. Had the glowstones or candles been in place, it would have been almost cozy. Instead, I stepped into darkness and death.

      Which remained the theme throughout the keep. I saw more evidence of a fight, soldiers with their backs to each other, swords drawn, then dropped. Some shields out. But as with every other building, when I got to beds, I found them occupied by corpses. Corpses that were, once again, slaughtered. Including several children.

      I wasn’t sure who’d done this, or what had done this really, but I felt my blood boiling. I felt a rising rage, and I swear I could feel the quest coming before it actually arrived.
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      You have been offered a quest:

      Discover What Happend to Tolbiacum and Exact Justice

      Exactly as the title sounds. Discover what happened to the inhabitants of Tolbiacum. Exact Justice.

      Reward for success: XP, Renown, unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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      I didn’t think about it before selecting Yes. I was angry. That this was something that was done in Glaton, or Vuldranni even. And I vowed, once again, to make my home a place that was safe for people, where this kind of shit didn’t fucking happen.

      I barely noticed when a body slowly rose from its resting place and lumbered toward me. I just gave it a hefty shove and watched it tumble back down, because for some reason I couldn’t bring myself to kill it. Again. One death was enough. If it wanted to rise, I’d leave it. For now.

      Instead, I closed the doors as I passed them, keeping the bodies safe in their rooms. It was a little harder to dodge all the things starting to rise, because some of them weren’t just the bodies as zombies or whatnot. There were also things that seemed a little more ghost-like. Wispy spirit things that howled at me. But the ghosts left me alone, maybe sensing that I was the one who’d accepted the quest to exact revenge.

      In any case, by the time I re-emerged and got to my party, there were some awful sounds coming from the keep, as well as mournful sounds echoing down from the plateau.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      “Where?” Eliza asked. “Are they all dead?”

      “Everyone I can find,” I replied. “And some are getting a little handsy. Time to get to Glaton.”

      I pushed the huge main gate open and headed out onto the Royal Road.
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      Ragnar signaled Fritz, how he signaled Fritz, I don’t know, but he did, and Fritz flew us to an open field a fair distance from Tolbiacum where we made a small camp. Ragnar caught some small crustaceans from a nearby stream, and pretty soon we had a spicy little crawfish-esque stew over a homely little fire.

      No one really spoke. We just ate in somber silence.

      Pretty soon, everyone, including Fritz, was asleep. Save myself. I sat by the fire for a time, staring into the flames while reaching out with tremorsense to keep track of the world around me. Not much was going on. Worms down below, sometimes dodging the moles hunting them, sometimes not. Clouds hid the moons, making the night darker than usual. Something I made worse by watching the fire. But I almost wanted something to attack. I wanted that release, to get a bit of rage out as physical violence against something.

      But with just moles nearby, and it didn’t seem right. Dig up the poor bastards just to kill them? They were just eating worms, as they were wont to do.

      Instead, I pulled an axe from the bag and walked away from the camp. I practiced throwing the battle-axe at a tree, going full strength.

      Over and over I threw the axe, hurling it as hard as I could.

      After the second tree fell, I decided that this wasn’t really the best outlet for my emotions.

      So I bottled them up and forced them down deep inside, where emotions should be kept, and returned to the fire with some new firewood.

      I fed the flames and sat on my bedroll.

      “You want to talk?” came a soft voice.

      I looked over and saw Bear, now awake, looking at me.

      “Not especially,” I replied.

      “You’re mad about what you saw.”

      “No—”

      “Hard not to be. Impossible not to be.”

      “Is there where you give me the ‘but it’s Vuldranni and it’s just that brutal here’ speech?”

      “No.”

      The fire popped and sent a shower of sparks off into the sky.

      “Vuldranni is a tough place,” she said. “It’s a terrible place in many ways, especially for some of the weaker species trying to survive. There’s such a vast gulf between basic power levels. You have dragons on one end and luchógians on the other, and they’re forced to compete for space in the same world. And there’s no way for that to ever truly work to be construed as fair.”

      “I get that. Really, I do. I think, maybe, I’m uniquely qualified to talk about it because I’ve seen and fought creatures across the spectrum in terms of power. Right? I mean, I’ve battled a dragon-thing. I’ve fought a fucking god. Maybe not a full-on god, but it was pretty damn powerful. And I—”

      “I know you have, Montana. But you still hold on to many of the ideals from Earth. Not that that’s a bad thing. I would never say that. But you need to know when to pursue those ideals and when you need to, I don’t know, let them go for a bit.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you can’t change this world by yourself in the time frame you want. Especially because you’re not on your own. You aren’t a wandering hero, going around righting wrongs. That’s not how you set yourself up, so you have to remember your responsibilities.”

      “And just leave things like what we saw alone?”

      “Sometimes, yeah. Because unlike your old world, there are things that are just evil here. Just mean and cruel. Whole species that have no purpose other than to inflict misery. There are gods that birth beings into this world with no way to live, just to allow those beings to wreak havoc.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Next time you talk to your patron, why not ask him about Jhugnophew?”

      “I mean, can you just fucking tell me so I don’t need to remember to ask him?”

      “Jhugnophew is one of the Sunken Gods. Some call him the prince of butchers, but that’s a bit of a misnomer because he’s not about butchering so much as savagery. Killing. Not even death, so much as the act of killing itself. He just revels in blood and violence and all that. Some people consider him the god of torture, but that’s actually Thoxxtarr. All this to say that Jhugnophew has, on more than one occasion, unleashed his ‘children’ upon the world just to get some more death on the books. To shake things up and drench a region in blood. And there’s nothing right or good that you can say about that, except maybe he’s preventing overpopulation. But considering the vast swaths of wilderness in Vuldranni, I wouldn’t worry overpopulation is ever going to be a legitimate issue on this planet. I take that back — at least not in the foreseeable future. Humans do like to spread. Nearly as bad as the bamgæmi.”

      “What are bamgæmi?”

      “Hopefully something we never have to find out about.”

      “One more thing to add to the mystery pile, huh?”

      “Can we get back to what we were actually talking about?”

      “Evil?”

      “Not evil, you. That you can’t just seek to right every damn wrong you find.”

      “And I think I can.”

      “We’re all well aware of that, Montana. And it really is an admirable trait. But you also need to understand that there are now thousands of people who depend on you. You have responsibilities to them that will not allow you the time you need to be a hero to every single person, even in Glaton.”

      “Wasn’t the whole point of me stopping in these stupid towns so that I could be a hero to them all?”

      “No, not really. The goal was to make people like you by spending gold and being nice. Or by doing simple little quests! Even hunting the stupid garulf was more than I thought you should be doing.”

      “What was I supposed to do? Just let the townsfolk deal with a problem that was obviously beyond them? Someone had to take care of it.”

      “Agreed, and I am very glad you did. But it could really have gone off the rails. How close did you get to dying? What would happen if Ragnar died? He very nearly did.”

      “He wasn’t even really there.”

      “If that garulf was any less stupid, he would have had to be,” Bear said. “And anyone other than you was going to get killed there.”

      “You’re making my argument for me.”

      “I guess I am a little. Just, there’s no, I mean, gah — I don’t know what I’m trying to say. But at the same time, I feel like you’ve heard all this a thousand times. If you don’t get it by now, I don’t know, Montana.”

      Wasn’t the first time I’d heard that either. Seemed like my life, or lives, had been punctuated by people trying to tell me things over and over, and my inability to understand them. Or, rather, my willful ignorance of what it was they wanted me to hear. I did get what Bear was saying. There were a whole bunch of people who’d hitched their metaphorical wagons to me, and they were all depending on me being alive to not only keep them safe, but allow them to have lives. To have families. Children and babies were depending on me. And I never bargained for feeling all the feels over kids, but the more I saw them running around Coggeshall, the more I saw the reality of my situation.

      But I also couldn’t just leave all the horribly unjust things alone. And it’s not like I was going out in search of them; these were just things I happened across.

      “I get what you’re saying,” I said. “Really, I do. It’s just...”

      “You don’t know how to leave it alone,” she said.

      I shook my head. “And if I did, I wouldn’t be the person anyone thinks I am. Or wants me to be. If I can just walk away from shit like today — a whole town slaughtered — if I can just let something like that go, what kind of ruler does that make me?”

      “One who puts his people first,” she said. “And I get it. I don’t want you to think I don’t. If this were just you and me out here, or, you know, just us and the hirð out here, it’d be a different story. I’d be itching to figure out the mystery of what happened to Tolbiacum. I still am. But I also know what we have to do. Or what you have to do. These people aren’t your responsibility. You want to make them your responsibility? Then go become Emperor. Then you can take care of everyone in Glaton. Until then—”

      “I don’t want to be Emperor.”

      “I know. I didn’t think you did. You’re not exactly keen on being duke. But you are. So you can either just accept the situation, or you can bitch about it. Kind of up to you on that one.”

      “I have to do both.”

      “There’s going to come a time you’ll need to choose. And that time’s probably coming sooner rather than later. Just, you know, be prepared.”

      “For a long time, that was my motto. I’m ready.”

      She looked at me, then gave me a singular nod.

      “I’m going back to sleep,” she said, curling up against our massive bird friend. “You should too.”

      I just gave her a smile, not that she was looking at me. She still didn’t know about my sleep powers. One more secret between friends.
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      Despite the sunshine, the warm fire, and the full breakfast, it didn’t seem like anyone was particularly happy to be awake.

      Ragnar and Eliza had a map out and looked it over. Fritz loomed over the two of them, peeking down at the map now and again.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked.

      “She wants to go to Glimmer Hollow,” Ragnar said.

      “So? What’s the problem with that?”

      “We are supposed to be inside Glaton by the end of day,” Eliza said. “And Ragnar is rightfully concerned that stopping in Glimmer Hollow will make us late. And perhaps, have Fritz be seen.”

      “So why would we go to Glimmer Hollow? And where is that?”

      “Glimmer Hollow is the first stop on the other side of the Sadler Woods,” Ragnar said. “And we’d be going there to see if they know anything about Tolbiacum.”

      “Or at the very least, report what happened there,” Eliza said.

      “So,” I said, “how late will we be if we go there?”

      “It’s, like, diametrically opposite of where we need to go,” Ragnar said. He pointed to the town on the map. “It’s directly west of Glaton. We planned on going east now, up and around Sadler Woods so we don’t have to go over it-p”

      “Is going over it bad?”

      “It could be. I don’t think anyone has flown over it. Flying is rather, um, rare here.”

      Eliza glanced over at Ragnar, suspicious.

      “In any case,” Ragnar continued, “if we got to Glimmer Hollow, I doubt we will make it to Glaton tonight. And we’d have to fly over Sadler woods, which isn’t really something I think any of us actually wants to do. Unless, I mean, I suppose it might be neat to do that, but what if it’s dangerous and we have to do all that—”

      “I get it,” I said. “Flying over the woods is a bad idea. But so is just pretending what happened at Tolbiacum didn’t actually happen.”

      “No one would pretend it didn’t happen,” Ragnar said. “I don’t think that’s what this is about. My suggestion is to wait until we’re in Glaton and report it there. Seeing what information people have in the capital. Pretty sure Glimmer Hollow would do the same thing — just run it up the chain to the capital instead of doing anything themselves.”

      I scratched at my beard, happy to have one again. It just helped me think. Or, rather, it gave me something to do with my hands while I pretended to think. Which was nearly as good, right?

      “I get where you’re coming from, Eliza,” I said, “but I think it’s best to head straight to the capital.”

      She looked at the map, then back at me.

      “Just promise you will talk to someone about this.”

      “One hundred percent,” I replied. “I want to know what happened, and I want to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      “I’ll agree, then. On to Glaton.”

      Fritz squawked and gave his huge wings a mighty flap, which sent Baltu tumbling.
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      I liked being up in the air, feeling the wind blowing through my hair. I wasn’t so keen on the whole bake in sunlight portion of the flight, but it seemed like that was just something that had to happen.

      We crossed east over a large mountain range, one that was markedly different from the mountains around Coggeshall. Our mountains were harsh. More jagged, maybe newer in the geological time range. They seemed taller as well. These mountains almost felt like they’d been domesticated. I could see small structures here and there, which were probably big structures, considering we were so high up. Castles and forts, a village off to one side. There were quite a few lakes and rivers, but not as many trees. Lots of open fields filled with flowers pushing their way through the last bits of spring snow.

      After a while, I closed my eyes and let my mind drift. My thoughts went back to my conversation with Bear. It was the same conversation I’d had with plenty of my advisors and plenty of regular people around me in Coggeshall. Everyone thought I didn’t think about Coggeshallians. That I didn’t care about them enough, that I was constantly putting other people in front of them. Or putting myself in front of them. But that wasn’t how I saw things. I was trying to be the best version of myself that I could be, and often that meant putting myself in harm’s way so someone else might live. I didn’t want to make a distinction between my people and just people. Everyone could be protected. But maybe that was just foolish optimism.

      I liked to think I had unlimited energy and I could do everything, but that was clearly not true. There were most certainly limits placed on me, both external and internal. And I knew I was forgetting things I should have been paying attention to. Like my hirð — I hadn’t looked to see how many hirð points I had in ages. Who knows? There could have been something there that would have helped Nikolai stay alive.

      Of course, that brought up thoughts of Nikolai. Was his death something that actually wound up helping me? Had he been a good chancellor? I pushed those thoughts away — I couldn’t start spiraling down that path.

      Almost inevitably, my mind bounced back to thoughts about the girl. Those thoughts were always hanging around, ready to jump in and make me sad whenever I needed to be positive or focus on the good things in the world. That’s how it worked, right? If you shouldn’t think about a purple elephant, you wind up thinking about a purple elephant. It was funny to think of her as a purple elephant. She’d probably have gotten a kick out of that. Granted, she’d have yelled at me first. Playful yelling, you know.

      We didn’t really do much in the way of yelling, not for real. Our fights had always been about stupid things, funny things. Like her liking crunchy peanut butter and me liking creamy. Or her thinking strawberry jam was the end-all be-all of potential sandwich jams when clearly the correct jam for all pb & j’s is apricot. Or her liking really big trucks where she had to have a ladder to get in, despite, you know, needing a ladder to get in. She always wanted me to quit riding motorcycles, and, for the most part, I had. Despite the club. Sometimes I think that might have been why the club turned against me. Despite my past, despite everything I’d done for them, they couldn’t quite handle that someone would voluntarily stop riding. And that, somehow, stopping riding was a sign I’d betray them.

      I forced myself to stop, opening up my eyes and reminding myself that world no longer existed for me. This was home. Glaton was home. I was a Vuldrannian. Glatonese. Coggeshallian. I was Montana of Coggeshall — I was a good guy now. And because I was a good guy, I had to do what was right, even when it conflicted with what was easy. If a town could be slaughtered, I needed to know why and how to keep it from happening again. And I could argue I needed to keep it from happening to Coggeshall, hence I needed to find out why, but the truth was that I just needed to stop it from happening, period.

      So what had I seen... I thought back to the bodies.

      Brutal cuts. Deep, sometimes all the way through bone. At first glance, it seemed like something with big claws had done the work. Something with enough power to strike down and leave furrows in people’s bodies. Almost like someone made a weapon out of a plow.

      But then there was the meticulousness of the whole thing. Everyone had been killed in their sleep, in their bed. That wasn’t how a monster thought. Granted, it’s not like I had a ton of experience with monsters, though I did know the god of monsters. Maybe this was something I could speak to Typhon about... though I couldn’t imagine what it would take to get an audience with him. Maybe there was a temple to Typhon in Glaton and I could make an offering or do a little prayer or something to get his attention and then ask if he knew if one of his children could pull off something like that. But it just seemed, I mean, it didn’t seem like something that monsters did. It was too brutal.

      I leaned back against the harness and crossed my arms over my chest. I needed to find a detective. Did they have detectives in Glaton? Was that too modern an invention?

      We took a break once we’d hit the eastern edge of the mountains, somewhere in the mid afternoon. After the really long first leg of the flight, I’m pretty sure we all sighed in relief when we dropped into a grassy field surrounded by big, leafy trees. We ate some dried meats and fruit and drank water. I offered up pizza, but no one took me up on the offer. Frankly, I hadn’t wanted it either. It seemed, somehow, too decadent. Too rich to eat after the events. I didn’t eat my bumpy cake either. Everyone was quiet. Still. I think we were all on edge from the past few days. The garulf hunt hadn’t been easy, and Tolbiacum was going to be seared into our memories for way too long.

      Fritz did a bit of stretching, but otherwise, seemed unbothered by the continual flying. I was really impressed with him. And, I mean, with rocs. His presence really changed everything for us.

      Before long, we ran out of excuses for staying on the ground. So we all mounted back up on the bird’s back, and we launched into the air once more.
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      Fritz dropped us off just as night began to creep in. We’d come down south until what had to be the capital city came into view southwest of us. It was huge.

      Even from a distance, I could see a massive sprawl of civilization tucked behind gargantuan walls. Farm fields stretched out from those walls as far as I could see. All in different stages of growth. Some mere dirt, newly plowed, some about to pop out some fruit or grain. It was a startling difference to some places I’d seen in the west, where the farms were all tucked behind walls. There was a genuine sense that this place, where we were now, was safe. Tame.

      We landed hidden in some trees. I got Fritz unharnessed, and he gave me a nod before launching off to do, well, whatever Fritz did when he wasn’t acting as an airline. I assumed hunting and making himself a nuisance. Both things Fritz excelled at.

      I packed his harness into my bag, and we all did a little awkward strutting around to get feeling back into our extremities. Eliza brushed her windblown hair into something that was a little more ladylike, and then forcibly did the same to the rest of us, to varying degrees of success.

      Then we strolled out of the woods onto a road. It wasn’t the Royal Road, not the big perfect road that was basically the only thing of its kind in the west. This was a more regular road. Wide enough for two carts to pass. It was made out of stone, and seemed to be the same general construction method, which made me think it was the work of the Legion.

      We passed by people on horseback, people driving wagons, and tons of people just walking along. No one paid us any mind — we were just another group walking along.

      Our smaller road joined a larger road with more traffic. Then we joined an even larger road, which I thought was the Royal Road until we merged onto what seemed like a full-on interstate. That was, in fact, the Royal Road. There was a heavy flow of traffic in both directions, with more wagons than on the earlier roads. Clearly, this was the main for passage cargo.

      Unlike many places we’d seen, when we got to the walls of the place, which were unbelievably monstrous in size and scope, there was no real pause at the gates. There were plenty of guards around, really making their presence felt. But no one was checking who was coming or going. I suppose that would’ve been impossible, considering the flow of traffic. So it was with no real fanfare that I passed through a gate, under incredibly thick stone walls, and walked into the capital city of Glaton. Also named Glaton. You know, because they like to confuse people.

      And it was a veritable city. As soon as we were on the other side of the walls, the streets were paved and the buildings went up multiple stories. Shops and restaurants dotted the streets. I saw a cafe with small tables outside. And people using them.

      And because we were now in Glaton, I got a quest complete notification:
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve partially completed a QUEST!

      Political Capital in the Capitol

      While you were able to visit at least three towns before your arrival in Glaton, you failed to help members of each town in some manner. No penalty for partial failure, and no reward for partial success.
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        * * *

      

      Kind of a dick move by the gameworld…

      “Two major thoroughfares cross Glaton,” Eliza said. “The Via Principalis, which is what we’re on now, goes east-west. In what used to be the middle of the city, it’s crossed by the Via Praetorius, which runs north-south and leads into the Imperial Palace. We have a bit of a walk to get to the house, but we could hire a carriage...”

      The way she said it made it seem more like a request than a suggestion. And while I wasn’t feeling tired and really wanted to walk the streets, we had been hiking for some time, long enough that the sun had set. It was weird to be somewhere with street lights again, in a city where it didn’t seem like night had much of a chance against all the light. It was like being in a real city again.

      “Seems like a good idea,” I said.

      We hailed a cab, or, rather, Eliza did, and we all hopped inside. Eliza gave directions to the driver, and we were off.

      It was interesting to see the cosmopolitan nature of the city, how many species were living together in what seemed like harmony. I saw dwarves, elves, and humans in droves, but also plenty of creatures I’d never seen before. And again, it was weird seeing all the trappings of city life on display. I felt like a stranger in a strange land seeing what was commonplace back on Earth. Like multi-story structures where there were very clearly apartments.

      We came to a massive wall that seemed to split the city in two. And while there was a gate, it looked to have been open so long that I doubted it could close if it needed to. The wall was amazing. Like it was a straight up city wall.

      “Why the wall in the middle?” I asked.

      “I forgot it is your first time here,” Eliza said as we went through the ridiculously thick wall. “This was originally the edge of the city. As more people came to live here, they had to expand, so they built a new wall and left the old one in place.”

      On the other side, the architecture changed dramatically. Buildings were more ornate, with intricate detailing but also a true lived-in look. They were also taller, with little towers and things that had clearly been added after they were originally built.

      There was something magical about Glaton to me — I didn’t think this sort of thing existed in Vuldranni. Food carts went by with hawkers yelling out about fried dough or sausages. Or fried dough and sausages. Or grilled meats and candied nuts. I may have been a little hungry. My stomach growled, so maybe I was a lot hungry. Which meant I spent most of the rest of that ride looking at all the food passing by and kind of missed most of what else was going on. More and more, I realized how much fuel my body needed, and that when I wasn’t giving it enough calories, I spaced out in a major way. This moment was just another key reminder.

      I guess in what used to be the center of the city, the two major roads came together and we took a right, now heading north, passing by truly mammoth structures that boggled my mind. These buildings would have been marvels in my old world, let alone here. Soaring columns. Huge domes. And other really impressive architectural features that I didn’t have names for. It was incredible. And the people. I’d never seen so many people in one place before in Vuldranni. Even Osterstadt seemed sparsely populated in comparison. And Osterstadt also seemed incredibly human in comparison. Humans were still the most numerous here, even in the middle of the city, but there was still incredible diversity.

      After a bit, we came up on the estates. Areas with grassy lawns and trees behind tall walls. The crowds and traffic petered out. We went around some turns, past a small but pretty park, and then turned down a narrow street. A different type of street. It was smaller, and the buildings on either side had large double doors. Almost like garage doors. Kind of like a back alley.

      Which is exactly what it turned out to be.

      We got to number 43, and that’s where the carriage stopped. I paid five gold (felt steep), and we all got out and stood there for a long moment as Eliza got herself in order. Then she reached out and pulled a cord that was partially hidden behind a lamppost.

      A bell rang somewhere deep in the building.

      The lamp went on, and then a small window opened up relatively high above us, about the second floor of the place. A young man stuck his head out and looked down. He was gangly looking, with a head that seemed a little too big for his thin neck and massive ears.

      “What’s all this then?” he asked. Recognition dawned on his big, soft eyes. “Oh, shit. Lady Northwoods. I, uh, ‘scuse me ma’am, dint know you was, uh, I will, just a minute.”

      He disappeared, and there was a cacophony of noises, as if he’d forced his way through an overstocked broom closet on his way out.

      “Pretty sure that’s Finlay,” Eliza said quietly. “Apprentice stablehand.”

      “Apprentice?” I asked. “How many—”

      “We are a House known for horses, your grace,” she said. “It would hardly do to be short-staffed here.”

      “Right, of course.”

      A lock clicked open, and the big gate doors creaked inward. Light washed out onto the lane. Four people stood there: a short, older man with a big shock of perfectly white hair, a large woman with a heavy-looking hammer leaning against her shoulder, and two younger women in their late teens, early twenties, who looked enough alike to be sisters.

      “Lady Northwoods,” the older man said with a slight curtsey. “It is our honor to welcome you home.”

      “Thank you, Bertie,” Eliza said, sweeping in past Bertie as if she owned the place. Which, I guess she did. “These are our guests, the duke of Coggeshall and his two assistants.”

      Behind Bertie was more cobblestone for about twenty yards, then a small fence, and then a small lawn. The townhouse was on the other side of the lawn and looked to have at least five floors that I could count. There was another large set of doors along the cobblestone area, which had to lead to the stables. Given, you know, where Finlay the apprentice stablehand had had his window.

      “No horses?” Bertie asked.

      “No,” Eliza said.

      Bertie covertly waved his hands and the two younger women melted away through the large double doors into the stable. Bertie struggled to keep up at the same time as keep all of us in view. The older woman stayed in place, eyeing me, the hand on her hammer tight, ready to swing if necessary.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “You coming in?” she asked. “Or would you like to see what comes sneaking through the lanes in the middle of the night?”

      “I mean—”

      “Don’t tempt him,” Ragnar said, and hurried inside.

      Baltu followed. I gave the woman my best smile.

      “You make a good point,” I said. “Probably best to just settle in before I go looking for trouble.”

      “You intend to look for trouble?” she asked, closing what I considered the garage doors.

      “It tends to find me.”

      “He finds it as well,” Ragnar said.

      “Hardly.”

      The woman with the weapon followed us, keeping us on track through the garden and into the house, where we were met by two young men who took our bags and directed us to our rooms. Eliza was already gone, whisked away into the house that she very clearly knew.

      I was ‘quartered’ in a lovely suite, large enough for a bed and a small couch. A young valet pointed out that I had my own private toilet with running water, though if I wanted a hot bath, that would require letting the staff know so they could arrange for it. Baltu and Ragnar shared a room that was off mine, as befit my staff. I didn’t correct that assumption. I wasn’t sure how to play things here. I was so used to thinking of the Northwoods as something of my opponents that I still wasn’t comfortable letting them know everything that was going on in my head. Or the truth of matters. Which was probably going to wind up biting me in the ass eventually, because lord knows I couldn’t keep all that shit straight.

      I laid down on the bed and felt it creak a little. I sent a little prayer to Mister Paul that I wouldn’t start my visit to Glaton by breaking furniture.
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      It held.

      “I didn’t really think this whole thing through,” a voice said.

      I looked up to see Bear sitting on the windowsill.

      “I totally forgot you were with us,” I said.

      “Seemed prudent to keep myself a secret,” she said. “One more arrow in your quiver.”

      “Makes it hard for you to rest though, doesn’t it?”

      “Because I have to room with you? Why, do you snore when you sleep every other night for half an hour?”

      “I actually don’t know if I snore or not. I mostly sleep on my own.”

      “I’m sure I can find a moment of privacy if I need it. Perhaps, you know, I’ll just go invisible.”

      And she did.

      “Privacy!”

      “And what if I need privacy?” I asked in reply.

      The door to the bathroom opened up.

      “Ha.”

      I leaned into tremorsense to find her footsteps. I thought about tossing something her way, but then I decided it was better she think she was fully invisible. At least for the moment.

      “What’s the plan here?” she asked as she popped back into view, sitting back on the windowsill as if she’d never left.

      “I’m assuming we’re resting for the night,” I replied. “But if you want to go out and hit the clubs...”

      “Gross.”

      “Then—”

      “What about tomorrow?” she asked.

      I put my arms behind my head and did a bit of a back stretch. “If I had to make a guess,” I said, “Eliza will already have made plans to set me up with advisors who are loyal to her family. They’ll most likely have decent advice for me, though it might not always be what’s best for Coggeshall, so much as good for the Northwoods. And then, given that I’m in the capital, I’d like to find a minute to sit down with Valamir and punch him in his fucking face. And I need to get to the Enderun to see if they know how to help our poisoned people. Also, I’d like a good piece of pie.”

      “Good to have goals.”

      “You’ll have to go to the Senate as well,” Ragnar said, leaning against the door leading to his room. “Pretty sure there’s a meeting coming up.”

      “Doubtless,” I replied. “But I don’t think there’s much choice in that matter. Just have to, you know, do it.”

      “Ah, we’re going over optional plans then.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I presume you brought me for a reason,” Baltu said, stepping around Ragnar to sit down on my small couch. “Is there a task you would set for me?”

      “You bet,” I said. “For one, I want you to let me know when there’s an entrance to a sewer or some secret path I can take to get where it is I’d like to be going without being seen. Two, I think you should reach out to the kobolds here and see if they’re happy and safe or if they’d like to join us in Coggeshall.”

      “You want more kobolds?” Baltu asked. “In Coggeshall?”

      “If they’re happy here, no. But from what you’ve told me, and what I’ve seen in other places, kobolds aren’t always treated that well, and their lives are unpleasant. But I think Coggeshall is good for kobolds, and with that massive new brewery, we’re going to have employment opportunities. And since you knew some of these guys, maybe...”

      He nodded and sighed, the perfect combination to let me know he understood what I was asking but wasn’t a fan of it.

      “Though it would sadden me, it would not surprise me if there are no longer members of the kobolds here who remember me,” he said. “I have been gone quite some time, and the general lifespan of kobolds in the city is, um, shorter.”

      “How short?”

      “Quite depends on the chosen profession of the kobolds. Those who hunt in the sewers live fast and die eaten.”

      “Are there that many monsters in the sewers here?” I asked. “It seems, I mean, this is a big major city. How—”

      “Big city,” Ragnar said. “Lots of sewers.”

      Baltu nodded. “There are easily more miles of sewers than streets. If you include all the ancillary structures that might attach to the official sewers beneath Glaton, I think it possible the full extent could never be wholly explored or mapped. There are always new tunnels being dug, new chambers being built, as well as new things being found.”

      “Found?” I asked. “Like caves?”

      Baltu frowned, his thin draconic lips tight around his pointy teeth. He ran his hands over his smooth skin, and I realized Bear’d kept up the illusion of Baltu the kobold. Having to keep Baltu looking like a true kobold instead of a snowbold while keeping herself invisible, was going to limit her magical abilities.

      “What I tell you now is known by precious few outside kobolds in this city,” he said, “but there are ruins under Glaton. A whole city exists there. With all appearances, it was once on the surface, but it was somehow forced underground.”

      “Holy shit,” I said.

      “I ask you to keep that to yourselves.”

      “Noted,” I said. “So the monsters come from the ruins.”

      “Not what I meant,” Baltu said. “Rather, there is enough room that monsters can find places to hide and breed. And there is plenty for them to feast on.”

      “Like poop monsters?”

      “Those exist, yes.”

      I snapped my fingers. “I remember facing some of those fuckers. vooley-something.”

      “Vuilighelm,” Ragnar said.

      “Yep, down in that prison.”

      “Most of the waste of the flows to the Pits,” Baltu said. “It is not uncommon for pitbeasts to escape their pits and find a new life haunting and hunting the sewer system.”

      “What are the Pits?”

      “Where the waste flows,” Baltu said. “I just told you that.”

      “And the pits just fill up? What—”

      “The pitbeasts eat the waste.”

      “Oh. And then what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t they poop?”

      “Some, yes.”

      “What happens to that poop?”

      “It depends on the pitbeast.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, there are many types of pitbeasts, and they each have their own excremental processes. But I know little about the pits, nor the pit beasts. I know it is a realm most kobolds fear, as we are often what pit beasts would prefer to be eating instead of waste.”

      “By waste you mean, like, poop?”

      “Anything you throw in the sewers is going to wind up in the pits and consumed in some fashion by the various beasts.”

      I scratched my head, wondering what Coggeshall did with its waste.

      Naturally, the world recognized my head scratching.
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      You have been offered a quest:

      The Path of Poo

      Discover how Coggeshall deals with its waste.

      Reward for success: Unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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      “Dammit, Montana,” Ragnar said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You got us another fucking quest.”

      “How’d you see it that fast?”

      “It’s a damn pop up. I can’t help it.”

      “How come I never see your quests pop up?”

      “One, because I don’t go around collecting quests like you. And two, see point one!”

      “Not like I can help it. I was just thinking about things.”

      “It is rather interesting,” Bear said. “I have seen nothing quite like this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just how connected you are to the game world that you get quests just because you’ve been thinking about something?”

      “More often than not.”

      “Huh. Maybe—”

      “You know,” I said, sitting up, “given that we’re here for meeting people and making good impressions, I should probably go take a shower. Or a bath. Or whatever.”

      I stomped into the bathroom, leaving smirking faces behind in my room.

      There was no shower, but there was a deep bathtub that dominated the small room. Toilet on one side, which I side-eyed, thinking about how it led to some shit-eating monster somewhere and how that felt weird, even though, back on my old world, we’d just pumped our shit into our own rivers, so maybe this was a better idea. Even though, well, I guess both could kill you, given the right circumstances.

      Not wanting to bother anyone, I took a deep breath and told myself I could handle a cold bath. And so, I got the tub filling.

      Someone had placed fluffy blue towels on a shelf and laid out a selection of fancy soaps, powders, and other bath products. I’d come out of this smelling quite nice and fruity. Which was maybe a plus.

      But while the tub filled, I could hear faint conversation still happening in my room. I leaned up against the wall and tried to get my ear pressed up tight to do a little eavesdropping.

      They were saying something about how they were worried about me. That one of them should likely be with me at all times, and they argued over who that should be. Bear pointed out she couldn’t exactly do much, because she needed to remain invisible the whole time she was in Glaton.

      Shaking my head, I dropped into the bathtub.

      Minor issue — it was about one degree above freezing.

      I bit down on my lip to keep myself from screaming as all my skin feeling like it was pulling in tight.

      Slowly, very slowly, tingling started in my body and I got used to the temperature, although I still shivered a little. It was also very possible I was turning a slight shade of blue. Still, I needed to get clean. So I grabbed the fancy soaps and got to work scrubbing the days of travel and fighting off my body. The water quickly got gross enough that I stopped to let it all drain out. Letting the tub run, I kept scrubbing, doing my best to really get all the grime off, all the dried blood and other stuff, and scrub the bits of viscera out of my beard and my hair. There were definitely a few bits of organic matter that I worried might get stuck in the drain, but everything went down. Which, you know, was nice. I didn’t want to get into the trouble of identifying them.

      Finally, the water came away clean. I rinsed myself off, got out of the tub and did some very intense toweling.

      I wrapped myself up and stepped back into my bedroom.

      Everyone was there, including Eliza, sitting on my bed.

      Her eyes went a little wide as she looked at my half-naked body. Then she met my gaze and I smiled. She blushed and looked away.

      “May I help you, Lady Northwoods?” I asked.

      “I, uh, I’m sorry,” she said, getting to her feet and moving toward the door. “I did, um, I was not expecting—”

      “It’s fine.”

      “High Prince Valamir has requested your attendance at breakfast tomorrow morning,” she said, stopping at the doorway. “I accepted on your behalf.”

      “What? Wh-“ I started, but she cut me off.

      “I know you have some animosity toward the high prince, but it is of utmost importance you understand him and his position before anything else. This was something my father made very clear to me. And although I recognize you might not always trust my father, you can at least trust that this is important. I- we all need you to make a peace with Valamir, else Coggeshall will not stand.”

      I slowly unclenched my hands and relaxed my jaw.

      “That’s probably true,” I intoned. “I probably would have skipped meeting him, but you’re right. That was the right move.”

      “Thank you, your grace,” she said, and then slipped out the door.

      I sat down on the bed and put my head in my hands.

      Without even a warning creak, it broke under me.
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      Naturally, I had to break it to Bertie, who I thought of as our kindly host even though we were in a house owned by Eliza’s family, that I’d broken his guest bed. Or, you know, Eliza’s guest bed. But since Bertie was in charge of the house, I figured he was in charge of the bed as well. He was a little confused, concerned, and gave me a rather long side-eye when he thought I wasn’t paying attention. He did, however, get his servants to bring another, hopefully, sturdier bed.

      I decided to take a walk while my room was cleaned up. There were feathers everywhere, as well as splinters. It wasn’t going to be a nice place to sleep until it was properly cleaned.

      Ragnar and Baltu stayed in their room, which meant that, even though I didn’t see her, Bear was probably riding on my shoulder. I wore what I thought were normal clothes from the collection of clean and new clothes that had been so nicely chosen and packed by people who weren’t me. Certainly wasn’t my chosen style, but it seemed to match what I’d seen other nice people wearing in the streets. If there were people in the streets. Which there weren’t. Because it was night and I was in the posh district. And the posh asshats all had horses or carriages.

      But I wasn’t going to just sit inside the house somewhere and wait, which was why I was out on those streets, the lone walker. As I strolled along what would have likely been a lovely block in the daytime, I only saw a single distant carriage moving quickly away. Then it took a right, and I was alone.

      “You with me?” I asked the air.

      No response.

      That was odd, but maybe Bear knew something I didn’t. perhaps, someone was watching us, so she kept quiet.

      “Just taking a little walk,” I said out loud. “Maybe getting something to eat.”

      Again, no response.

      I sighed, wondering what was going on with Bear, or what was happening around me that would make her keep quiet. I glanced about as I walked along, but I didn’t see anything out of place.

      When I got to the next big street, I paused and saw a carriage much like the one we’d ridden in. I stuck my arm out, hoping it was empty.

      The carriage angled towards me and stopped in front. The driver leaned down into the pool of light and smiled a somewhat toothless smile my way.

      “Evenin’,” he said, and I caught more than a whiff of booze from him. “You needin’ a ride?”

      “That I am,” I said.

      “Where ya headed, sir?”

      “You know of a good place to get a bite to eat?”

      “Oh, new in town?”

      “I am. First night.”

      “Grand,” he said. “Just grand. I have the perfect spot for you.”

      He reached out and pulled a lever. The door to the main carriage opened up, and three steps dropped down.

      “Fantastic,” I said, hopping inside. “Let’s go!”

      “Aye.” He cracked his reins, and the large black horses leaned into their harnesses.

      This carriage was nowhere near as nice as the one I’d ridden in earlier. The bench seat was worn through and had no padding left. The wood was really torn up, like there’d been more than a single fight in the carriage, maybe involving irate carpenters. I almost worried I was going to get a splinter from the place. But it was a ride, and apparently we were going somewhere with tasty food, even if the windows were on the smaller side and lined with iron. Made sense, considering how much damage the rest of the carriage had taken. I guess that was certainly an issue when drunk transportation was made of wood.

      I leaned back against the rough wood and watched the city pass by, fascinated by everything I saw. We passed close-ish to the Imperial palace, and I even though I couldn’t see much, the enormity of the place overwhelmed me. It was truly monstrous in size, both the walls surrounding the place and all the buildings I could see soaring up over those walls. I wondered if the Senate was on the palace grounds or somewhere else entirely.

      Naturally, there wasn’t any means of speaking to the driver. Save, you know, opening up the door and trying to climb around the moving carriage. Which I tried to do, except the door was locked. Probably for safety reasons, you know?

      Right?

      We headed south on the main north-south street, Via Praetorius? Maybe. I hadn’t picked up all the names of the place yet. There were a lot of them. I mean, there were hundreds, or more likely thousands, of streets in the fucking place. Just looking at the passing business was a blur of letters as we passed stores of all different stripes, restaurants, what I imagined were private clubs, businesses that had names but made no sense to me. It was a lot to take it all in, and I really felt like a tourist from bum-fuck nowhere thrown into the big city.

      To be fair, it’s not like I spent a lot of time in big cities back in my other life. I had been near Detroit and certainly rode through it all the time, but I lived in the ‘burbs. And I’d visited a lot of cities, but again, never made my home in them. I just didn’t really feel comfortable in them.

      The driver took a hard right, going faster than I thought we should have, almost going up on two wheels. It threw me to the side.

      “Hey, easy there,” I shouted.

      No response. Seemed like that was starting to be the norm for this night.

      Whatever.

      I straightened myself up, trying to get my clothes to look as presentable as when I’d first put them on. But the fucking driver kept making tight turns, sending me tumbling left and right in a really impressive way. If I’d been a normal person, I’d probably have wound up injured in some capacity, and in a moment between curves when I was lying on the floor as we thundered down a straightaway, I wondered if, perhaps, there was someone chasing us and the driver was doing his damndest to keep me safe.

      As it turned out, no.
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      Finally, we skidded to a stop. I slammed against the front of the inside of the carriage.

      It was quiet and dark outside. I couldn’t really see anything. Granted, I was currently upside down with my head on the floor, so I’m not sure what I’d have seen out the windows during the day, but at that moment, it was nothing.

      A tiny hatch opened near where I imagined the driver would sit. There was a steel or iron grate there, small enough that I couldn’t reach a hand through. Maybe a finger if I was really determined. On the other side of that grate was the driver’s face, smiling at me.

      “’Allo there,” he said.

      “Got a unique style of driving,” I replied.

      “Aye, I call it softenin’.”

      “Tenderizing.”

      “Oh, aye, that’s a good’un. Might steal that.”

      “Feel free. So, we at this restaurant?”

      “At your destination, aye.”

      “Inotice you didn’t say restaurant. Want to let me know where we are?”

      “Eh. First, I feel I want to get a sense of you.”

      “Okay, bit weird, but, I’m new here, so—”

      “Aye, tourist visitin’ the capital. Or are you somethin’ else?”

      “I mean, you can call me a tourist if you want.”

      “Perfect. Now, mister tourist, how about you and I make an agreement?”

      “Didn’t we do something along those lines when you agreed to take me to a place to eat?”

      “They feed you here.”

      “Your lack of specificity is annoying.”

      He cackled. “Bit of a habit of mine. Comes with the job.”

      “Driving a carriage?”

      “Catchin’ folk.”

      I frowned and shook my head.

      “Catching folk?” I asked. “Want to explain that any further before I get angry?”

      “Oh now, that be what I want to talk ‘bout. If you be nice about this whole thing, then I promise to put you somewhere nice. You be mad and make a fuss, then I’ll have to make sure you go somewhere awful.”

      “Define nice.”

      “Somewhere you won’t be violated on the regular.”

      “And not nice? Somewhere I will be?”

      “Could be. Depends. You got useful skills?”

      “Nothing you want.”

      “Pity. Might be best for you to make this easy, eh? Guy your size can still be useful if he be docile.”

      “Docile?”

      “Your choice,” he said. “Give you a second to think about it.”

      He snapped the tiny door shut, leaving me basically in total darkness. At some point, the windows had all been shuttered from the outside. I was in a cage.

      I pushed into darkvision and reaffirmed that the windows had been shut, but it didn’t look like anything else had changed with the carriage.

      Reaching into tremorsense, I got a good sense of what was going on outside my trap, and there were quite a few people there. The driver was still sitting in his spot, but I could feel at least eight others walking or standing in the direct area around my carriage. At least three carriages sat nearby, with more people surrounding those carriages. The horses weren’t overly nervous, or at least weren’t stamping. They sort of just stood and shifted their positions here and there. I followed someone as they went up to one horse, did something, and then walked away, followed by that horse.

      A group of people meant this was a group operation. Multiple carriages meant it was a big group operation. Someone taking care of the horses meant it was a big enough operation for specialized roles. If someone was taking a horse away, we were at the home base of whatever was happening.

      The operation was clearly focused on capturing people and sending them somewhere. Given what I knew about this world, I figured this had to be a slave-grabbing operation of some means, which meant I was either going to be sold off here or sent somewhere to be sold off. If I were setting up an operation like this, you know, like moving illicit goods in and around a city or country, I’d put the goods switching point as close to the getting-the-goods out of the city point. Which, in my mind, meant I had to be near the river or the road. If I needed to get a bunch of people out somewhere, I doubted the road would be the preferred means. It would be too easy for a guard to search, too hard to hide your cargo. So that left the river. Which meant we were on the western side of the city, likely near the port, if there was a port. Given this city was built next to a river and was an economic hub, there had to be a port. So we were near the port, in the home base of this large, well-organized group.

      I hadn’t planned on fighting this evening. I’d been looking forward to having a tasty meal. And yet, now it seemed like I was going to have to do some of that. I reached down to my bag, ready to grab out a weapon and get ready for war.

      Instead, I touched my side.

      I snapped my head down.

      Nothing on my belt.

      “Son of a puss bucket,” I hissed. How the fuck had that happened again?

      The hatch opened up, and the driver peered in.

      “Make a decision?” he asked.

      “Can I offer you a choice?” I asked.

      “Most try to bargain, never works. Might as well save your voice for screamin’ later. Been told there’s a mite bit of it comin’ up, what with the brandin’ and the breakin’ in.”

      “Let’s just say that me being angry tends to end poorly for most involved,” I started, but he just laughed.

      “Heard that one before, too. Ended poorly for ‘im. Let me tell ya, he still made us money without arms.”

      “I do like my arms.”

      “Most do. You want to play nice or...” he let the threat rise as his voice trailed off.

      “The thing is,” I said, staring at him, “I really don’t play well with others.”

      I lashed out and wrapped my fingers around the little grate, then pulled back, straining for a half-second against the metal before tearing the little grate clean off and chucking it behind me.

      His face went white, and he tried to move away, but I was too fast. I shot my left hand through the opening and clutched onto anything I could, which turned out to be his pants and some aspect of his flesh.

      I pulled hard.

      The driver screamed as I forced some portion of him through the six-by-eight-inch hole.

      I got both hands on him, set my feet up against the walls of the carriage and I put my entire strength behind pulling on that motherfucker, like I was trying to win a powerlifting competition.

      There was a second of stillness before a great tearing noise, as both cloth and flesh gave up and I went tumbling back into the carriage. A fountain of blood poured out of the ruined body, still stuck in the hole.

      The screaming went on for about two seconds before fading ,as if the speaker ran out of batteries. Just too much blood came out of his body.

      “Talk about a deadlift,” I said.

      Silence outside.

      I put my hand into the hole and shoved the dead driver away.

      “Next negotiator?” I called out.

      Nothing.
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      I heard some talking outside, people hurrying around, horses being taken away, brought in. Carriages left and two more arrived.

      I was just left there. Which was mostly fine with me, but I did have a little issue. I wasn’t sure how to go about getting out of the cage carriage. Cagiage? Still workshopping that portmanteau. The way it was constructed left me with no good purchase points where I could really push, and I had no place to get leverage. Anything I could get my fingers on and tear off, metal or wood, was so small that I couldn’t use it for much beyond throwing out of the little window, which was still the only thing that had been opened. All the other window coverings were in place, and no matter how hard I pushed against the fucking door, it wouldn’t budge. I made a few small dents here and there, but the metal was malleable enough that I couldn’t get it to actually break. I figured, given enough time, I’d probably be able to make a hole somewhere, but it’s very possible I’d die of hunger or thirst before then.

      Amazing how vulnerable I was to the little things...

      Then the carriage started to move.

      Slow at first, but picking up speed.

      Slipping into tremorsense, I could feel animals of some kind had been attached to the carriage, but I couldn’t feel a driver. There were people pushing from behind, and more walking along either side.

      Then I think we were outside, since there was cold air coming in from the open hatch, and I caught sight of clouds. Vague notions of clouds, like they were reflecting back the light pollution from the city, but that could have been my imagination. Whatever the case, my darkvision didn’t reach far enough for me to make anything out. But then I heard the wheels ringing out on cobblestones. We were definitely outside. The runners alongside and behind the carriage had either hopped on or stopped, as far as my tremorsense could tell. It was just the carriage going now.

      I tried to get a good peek out of the tiny hatch, but I couldn’t see a damn thing. It was just deep enough that I couldn’t get an angle to peer at the outside world.

      Reaching through, I felt my fingers brush against someone who promptly moved away.

      A blade sunk into my arm, and I brought my arm back in fast, trying to keep the blade stuck.

      But no luck. My arm barely fit through the hole, so when I drew it back, the blade got knocked out.

      Mild bonus: I heard the clink of metal on stone, so at least someone lost their dagger.

      The game world didn’t consider me in combat, so the wound knitted up basically as soon as I looked at it. Seemed like it had been a smaller knife, and just a jab.

      I shoved my arm through again and reached around.

      Nothing.

      They just moved out of my range.

      I wondered if they were going to drive the carriage into the river and leave me to drown.

      Then I heard something over the clatter of the the wheels on cobblestones, something like cheering. Crowd noise.

      We went into a tunnel, the wheel noise echoing off the arches. The crowd noise muted before disappearing completely. And we started going downhill, then hit a corner, and then went down some more. And another corner, and down some more. And more. And more. And more. I tried to keep track of how many corners we took, but I was getting dizzy and lost count.

      Then the carriage stopped.

      I heard people running away.

      Tremorsense out, I couldn’t feel anyone directly around me. But there was a whole lot of something happening above me.

      I heard a sharp click, then another set of footsteps as someone sprinted.

      I held my breath for a moment, wondering if there was going to be an explosion.

      Then I remembered this wasn’t the old world. That sort of shit didn’t happen here. The only thing I could think of that might click like that here was a lock.

      I tried the door.

      It opened up.

      Slowly, I peeked outside.

      I was in a tunnel made of stone, and I was alone.

      Jumping from the carriage, I landed in a roll and turned as I stood so I could face the carriage again. No one was there. Even the horses were gone.

      I could hear something happening at one end of the tunnel, like gears engaging. And then that end of the tunnel started getting closer.

      I frowned as I began to make sense of what I was seeing. The wall was moving. Toward me. Quickly.

      With only one way to go, I went.

      “Bear,” I said, “now would be a really good time to let me know you’re here.”

      No answer.

      The tunnel had an increasing upward slant to it, kind of like I was running up a ramp.

      Ahead, a slight glow of light started to spread. A door was opening, and the sudden onset of light left me totally blind.

      My feet crunched on something — sand.

      I heard music. A roaring crowd. Screams and shouts, cacophony all around. I squinted against the light, and finally got my eyes to work. I was standing on sand in very bright light, almost like a spotlight, where I couldn’t see what was beyond it. The sand stretched out over a hundred yards in front and to the side of me. Behind me, where there had been a door, was now just a rock wall that disappeared into the lights. Was I in an arena, maybe?

      “Ah!” a booming voice called out. “The final stranger has arrived. Now it is time! The Seven Strangers begins!”
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      A horrendous crash of cymbals reverberated around the arena, and a quest notification popped up.
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        * * *

      

      You have been given a quest:

      The Seven Cycles for the Seven Strangers

      Survive all seven cycles.

      Reward for success: Your life, XP, the Seven Cycles Survivor Indicium

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): You may not refuse this quest
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        * * *

      

      Well, that certainly sucks. Nothing like being forced into a life-or-death situation when—

      Something large and angry howled and started shrieking.

      Tossing aside my internal monologue, I tried to figure out what the hell was happening, and noticed some people on the sand with me. We all stood in something that vaguely resembled an oval, all looking more than a little lost, right until the howls and shrieks got really loud. Then everyone looked around to find the source of the noise. Which was difficult, because it was a packed arena waiting to see some poor fucks get murderfied by whatever was howling and shrieking. And because that howling and shrieking was getting louder, the audience was getting more excited. Which meant they were yelling and screaming in a bloodthirsty glee.

      Dogs, or rather, dog-shaped things, exploded up from the sands at several points, landing and suffering that momentary blindness just as we had. Or that I had. One of the seven of us on the sand shouted something, and turned to sprint to the wall.

      This seemed to get the dog-shaped things’ attention, and they all went after that first poor bastard.

      Naturally, the poor fool had no chance outrunning dogs. They practically devoured the ground as they chased down the man. He managed to get a hand on the wall before getting torn to shreds in an incredible display of violence.

      “Come together,” someone shouted. “We have a better chance of surviv—”

      The someone had gotten the dogs’ attention by shouting, which resulted in that someone being attacked.

      I checked myself for weapons.

      Nothing.

      Well, a belt.

      I kicked my boots off — they were too fancy for fighting anyway — and dug my feet in the sand for a second. Then my belt came off, and I wrapped my pants around my neck. Just to give myself a little extra armor from the dogs.

      And the dogs were coming, fast. Apparently I’d moved enough to catch their attention.

      A quick headcount and my stomach sank a little. There were twenty-eight of the fucks. But then I realized something was off. They were dark brown, but with no fur — just dark, leather-like skin with a few protuberances that looked an awful lot like barnacles.

      Also, each dog had two heads. Big heads that were just a tad outsized for their bodies with wide mouths filled with short stubby teeth. And the torn remains of the other two ‘strangers’. It was very clear as they approached me that these were not dogs in the slightest. They had a vague doggish shape, but that was the extent of it. These were terrible things. Nightmare versions of dogs.

      As the first double-headed nightmare dog closed in, I whipped the belt out, metal buckle zipping through the air, and I snapped it into the beast’s eye.

      The dog stumbled and then fell, steamrolled by the dog behind it.

      But even while that happened, another two-headed hound leapt in the air.

      I met it with my fist, hitting it right in the side of the head. The skull caved in as my knuckles crushed it.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Double-Headed Seelendieb (lvl 18 Fiend).

      You’ve earned 1450 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Of course it had to be some weird unpronounceable bullshit.

      A set of teeth clamped on my leg. I whipped my belt around the seelendieb’s neck and yanked it away from me, then swung it over my head before crashing it down on another seelendieb coming for me.

      I lashed out with a kick, and a seelendieb went flying.

      Something bit my arm.

      I grabbed the seelendieb, lost a little of my flesh, and threw the thing down on its back as hard as I could. But the sand absorbed enough of the blow to keep it from killing the monster outright. I stomped on it, and out came a font of pitch black blood that steamed as it touched the sand.

      One of the seelendiebs jumped at my neck, grabbed the pants, and kept going.

      I whipped out my belt and caught on its back legs, yanking hard and pulling the seelendieb to me. Whereupon I danced on it until it became a corpse.

      The other seelendiebs spread around me, cautious, waiting to see what I’d do.

      I grabbed a half-dead seelendieb and pulled its leg off in a shower of blood. A quick yank, and the femur was out. I snapped off the hip joint, and had a somewhat sharp bone to poke at things.

      One of the seelendiebs yipped at me, both heads making noise at the same time. It seemed these heads were perfectly connected, that the brain was a singular thing, and the heads were just like two arms.

      But the seelendieb was too interested in me, moving back and forth, and as soon as its eyes flicked behind me for a half-heartbeat, I knew there was more to these fuckers than I’d thought.

      A weight landed on my back, and almost on instinct, I shoved the broken femur over my shoulder. A squishy noise and a hot liquid told me I’d hit a soft target. I flipped the corpse over and yanked my pointy-bone free.

      “Who’s next?” I asked.

      The seelendiebs hesitated for a moment before turning and running from me, looking for easier targets. But the other people weren’t stupid — they saw I could fight back, which meant they were all behind me, standing with their backs to the wall.

      The seelendiebs tried to make a run around, looping in a wide curve away from me and back toward the wall, but I cut them off, and killed another two before they ran off again. We met a momentary standoff, but then the remaining seelendiebs all attacked as one. And while I fought alongside my new comrades, they were clearly not at my level, so they didn’t have a lot of luck not getting chewed up.

      The last seelendieb belched a blood bubble and staggered down to die on the sand, my pointy bone sticking out of its throat.

      “Amazing!” screamed the announcer, sounding more than a little surprised. “The Seven Strangers succeed in the first round! Will they survive the second?”

      “Fuck,” I said. “How many rounds are there?”

      “Seven,” came a voice behind me.
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      Looking over my blood-soaked shoulder for a head count. There were four of us left, all men, and only two of us uninjured. One of the injured men was slight, with reddish hair and what looked to be a new mustache. He was missing half his left hand and a good chunk from his right thigh, and given how much blood was pouring out of that thigh, he wouldn’t be conscious for long. Or living, for that matter. The other injured man had a nearly perfect seelendieb bite mark on his torso, but he was busy tying his ruined shirt over his wound.

      The other uninjured man was breathing heavily and had a rather impressive paunch. He stood in between the other two, and while I didn’t want to assume he’d been hiding between everyone, using us all as flesh shields, it certainly seemed as if that might have been the case.

      However, he was the one speaking.

      “The Seven Strangers Cycle,” Pauncho said. “Seven strangers have to survive seven waves of monsters.”

      “Let’s not get bothered about why I don’t know that,” I said, looking out across the sands, waiting for the next thing to attack us. “You have names? I’m Montana.”

      “Hannibal,” the bite-mark man said.

      “Ghomas,” Pauncho said.

      The other man just groaned a little, and slumped against the wall.

      “Any chance you’ve got weapons hidden on you that, for some reason, you decided to keep hidden through that shit show?” I asked.

      Oddly enough, neither man was armed.

      The lights shifted to a darker, colder tone, and mist poured into the arena.

      “Gods, help me,” Paunch/Ghomas said.

      “Ripped fresh from the bloody fields of the Shade,” the announcer boomed over the arena, “Nychtothágos!”

      Humanoid-ish arms punched out of the sand in the center of the arena, grabbing at the ground to pull the attached bodies through. Their bluish skin, which frankly, could just have been the light overheard, was mottled and stretched taut over decaying flesh and bones. The nychtothágos were hairless and had sharp teeth like a cat, with pronounced canines. Long fingers hung off too-wide hands, tipped in jagged claws that looked to have been made from multiple layers of infected fingernails. Their eyes glowed like coals, sunken deep in their skull-like heads. As they focused on us, it was as if something blew on the coals, because their eyes shone out bright enough to light the sand in front of their horrid clawed feet.

      “Okay, zombie things,” I said, trying to emanate confidence.

      I yanked my pointy-bone from the dead seelendieb’s neck and gave it a little twirl, feeling the weight.

      A quick aim, and I hurled the bone at the closest nychtothágos.

      The bone hit it in the eye and made a shattering sound as it sunk deep into the nychtothágos skull. The creature lurched a step, then took another awkward step before face-planting into the sand and sending the seelendieb’s bone all the way through, so it poked out the back.

      “One down,” I said. “Twenty-some odd to—”

      Down on the sand, the face-planter slowly pushed itself up and awkwardly got to its feet. It’d lost some of the spring in its step — not that there was much to begin with — but clearly the dude was still on the move.

      The only real advantage we had was how slowly the nychtothágos moved — a semi-fast shambling sort of thing. Like someone who was drunk yet determined.

      “We are all dead,” Ghomas wailed.

      “Probably,” I agreed. “But not yet, and preferably not until I find out who put me here. We still have fight left in us.”

      I turned around to see we were down to three.

      “Okay, so he doesn’t,” I said, pointing to the now dead mustachioed man. “But the rest of us, huh?”

      Hannibal clenched his teeth and nodded.

      Ghomas looked out of his mind in terror, his eyes saucers and his whole body trembling.

      “Just you and me,” I said to Hannibal. “We’ll try to keep this guy alive if we can.”

      Hannibal nodded again.

      “You know anything about nychtothágos?” I asked.

      Hannibal shook his head. Apparently he wasn’t in the mood for talking. It was nice the assholes running this joint sent a slow group so we ‘strangers’ could chat.

      Of course, the lack of action seemed to be getting to the crowd as there were quite a few jeers and taunts thrown our way. I mean, it’s possible the bloodthirsty mob was yelling for the undead blue boys to be faster, but I doubted it.

      I chanced a glance over my shoulder. The nychtothágos came on, arms reaching for us. If only I had a sword. If only I could remember to put on my fucking bag after I took a shower. Or a bath. Or just got changed. What the fuck was wrong with me?

      I watched my enemy for a second.

      Something wet hit the back of my head.

      The unsubtle scent of an overripe tomato washed over me.

      “Wrong move, dickhead,” I said, already forming a plan in my head.

      At that same moment, a nychtothágos unhinged its overly wide jaw. A fleshy-pink, conical, segmented tongue whipped out the ten feet between us and wrapped around my arm. It looked a bit like a pointy earthworm had just been launched from the nychtothágos’s mouth.

      Immediately, my arm tingled, like a jellyfish sting mixed with my nerves shorting out. Fantastic pain followed by numbness.

      The nychtothágos reared back, reeling me in.

      Or should I say, trying to reel me in? But instead, I didn’t move; it did. Its clawed feet slid toward me through in the sand.

      I grinned, grabbed the tongue, ignored the pain, and yanked the nychtothágos to me.

      The undead thing seemed sort of surprised, but still reached out to rake me with its claws.

      But I was ready with my foot up, and caught it on the neck. I extended my leg while pulling my arm back, which let me find the limit of the tongue. I promptly exceeded the limit, ripping the tongue out at the base. Blackish-bluish ichor erupted from the thing’s ruined mouth.

      The nychtothágos made a really strange noise, kind of like if you ran a cheese grater over a dying chicken. A liquid-infused squawk death warble.

      Then I shoved the thing over, got one hand on each foot, and spun around and around like I was doing a hammer throw.

      I released with a little extra upward oomph, and the nychtothágos soared up, up, and up until it cleared the wall behind me and landed in the stands.

      The tenor of the crowd’s cheers, jeers, and shouts changed as the nychtothágos arrived, and presumably, got back up.

      I still had the tongue wrapped around my arm, so I swung it around over my head, the heavy chunk of oozing flesh at the end going faster and faster as the other nychtothágos stumbled resolutely on.

      When I saw a jaw hinging open, I stepped forward and smashed the fleshy tongue base into the nychtothágos’s head.

      Not much happened. It was like I’d just slapped it with a freshly butchered steak.

      It did, however, keep the nychtothágos from launching its tongue at me or Hannibal.

      The other nychtothágos had no such trouble, and tongues came at me from every angle. Like I was dipped in peanut butter and dropped into a doggie daycare.

      Tingles and pain flew across my body, everywhere except the bits where I’d been covered in nychtothágos blood.

      “Their blood keeps you from being paralyzed,” I shouted to Hannibal.

      I think, perhaps, a normal person might have been held tight when twenty-some odd tongues are attached. For me, though, it just meant I got leverage.

      I slid my feet out past shoulder-width to make sure I kept a low-center of gravity. Then I started pulling in the undead assholes to rip tongues out and jaws off.

      As I did, the nychtothágos all faltered somewhat and dropped to the ground. But naturally, after that they rose again.

      “Stomp on their heads!” I shouted.

      Hannibal was listening, thankfully, and he got to stomping like he was the learning how to krump.

      Debuffs flooded my vision. These things were inflicting all sorts of nastiness on me. Multiple infections, some paralysis, I think paranoia, and a few even managed to get bites in, chomping off chunks of prime Montana beef.

      But nothing was hitting as fast as me. It took maybe three minutes of intense fighting through the group of nychtothágos before I noticed my red health bar starting to refill itself.

      I stood up and took in a few deep breaths.

      “We survived,” Hannibal said, his voice low and shakey, like he didn’t believe what he was saying.

      “Round two,” I said, peeling pink nychtothágos tongues off my arms and legs. I had to pop out a few teeth like nightmare blackheads before the bites on my thigh would heal. Then I tried to wipe off some of the ichor, but I looked like a duck in an oil spill, so it was more just moving fluids around then cleaning.

      “Ghomas?” I asked.

      “Still here,” Hannibal said.

      The dude was leaning against the wall, frozen in fear. But alive. And somehow untouched.

      “Must have a damn high luck stat,” I muttered. “Now what the fuck are we facing next?”

      “Ah, yes, YES!” the announcer bellowed, his voice most certainly magically enhanced in some capacity since he sounded like someone had just rushed him back to the mic, “the seven strangers continue their historic attempt! Let Wave Three commence: VATRAGOOSHT!”
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      “What the fuck?” I asked, scouring the sand to see the next thing we had to fight. But the sands were empty.

      Whatever the vatragoosht was, however, excited the crowd. The lights were back up and bright, which made me think we wouldn’t be going up against more undead — at least not this wave. I still couldn’t believe I was doing this shit. How had I gotten thrown into this?

      A crate fell out of the sky on the opposite side of the arena, smashing onto the ground. Weapons spilled out: spears, swords, axes — all sorts of melee-making fun.

      “Either of you know what a vatragoosht is?” I asked without turning around. I wanted to keep my focus on the sands. “Anything like a mimic?”

      “I, no, I have no idea,” Hannibal said.

      “Burn,” Ghomas said. “They will burn...”

      “Thanks for joining us, bub,” I said. “We’re going for the weapons.”

      “But—” Ghomas said, but I didn’t feel like listening when there were weapons available.

      I mean, obviously, the powers that be wanted us to move away from our little safety spot. It was probably making the crowd angry that they couldn’t see us well. Given the shouts and screams behind us, as well, I felt like there might be some desire to move us away from the hopefully still active nychtothágos I’d tossed up there.

      “Let’s circle around,” I said, “and watch out for these burning things.”

      Ten steps across the sand, and I noticed movement. Something was coming, burrowing along and leaving a crest of sand in its wake.

      “Coming in, three o’clock,” I shouted. “I’m breaking right, going to just straight across. You keep going around.”

      I took two steps forward as if I was just continuing on, and then I juked left and turned right, sprinting at full speed.

      The thing in the sand paused, clearly confused, but then gave chase, speeding after me.

      My bare feet thundered across the sand, which felt a bit hot, maybe from the lights overhead. Which was weird, because they had to be magic lights.

      Behind me, the thing under the sand, ostensibly the vatragoosht, kept pace. I wasn’t sure if it could go faster, but it wasn’t.

      Mid-run, I tried to get a sense of the weapons I could grab and fight. It didn’t look like there was a lot of quality gear to choose from, since most everything was rusty. Still, it was better than having to barehand the monstrosities I still had to fight.

      Unless, you know, the vatragoosht was some sort of rust monster. Which would suck. Sort of. At least a rust monster wouldn’t be trying to eat me — maybe I could placate it by feeding it tasty bent spears.

      Given my options, I decided to go with a spear first. Make sure I had a little reach, and, if necessary, I could throw it.

      I dove past the chipped sword and got my hand around a mostly straight wood shaft. Then I rolled up into a ready stance, spear out. Good to fight.

      At that point, the vatragoosht emerged from the sand. I got out an “oh fuck me” as literal lava poured from the vatragoosht’s mouth, all over the pile of weapons. And the tip of my spear.

      I jumped back to keep the spreading magma from burning my feet off. I had to keep backing up until I had more than twenty feet between me and the lava monster.

      The vatragoosht was pretty tall, probably about fifteen feet standing up. He looked a lot like a fat, rounded-off version of a lizard. It had a very wide mouth with a ton of tiny shiny black teeth. Actually, everything about the vatragoosht was shiny black, shiny black, like it was made of obsidian. Which, given that it clearly could spew lava on command, wasn’t really that far-fetched.

      It had two sets of short stubby legs near its neck, and then a larger, but still stout, set it kept on the ground. I thought maybe the large set was for propelling itself through the sand, and for balancing itself standing up. It didn’t seem particularly keen to totter around when upright; instead it tracked me with its big black orb eyes, but didn’t move.

      I’m not sure which happened first: the vatragoosht opening its mouth, or spitting out a glob of lava.

      Like Satan’s loogie, the molten blob sizzled as it soared through the air.

      I stepped to the side, but got a quick hair removal in the process.

      “You fucker, I just grew that,” I shouted, and threw the spear at the stupid rounded off lizard.

      The spear, tipped with still mostly molten rock and melting metal, hit the vatragoosht’s stomach and stuck there.

      Its big head glanced down, confused, and tried to swipe the spear with its legs.

      But the legs didn’t reach. The vatragoosht tried all four of its up-top legs, but still couldn’t quite get to the spear. It would have been cute if the thing hadn’t been so big and determined to kill me.

      Across the way, my handy comrades had stopped moving, taking up a protective position on the wall, clearly more than happy to leave me to deal with the vatragoosht.

      A quick peek at the pile of weapons told me they were no good. Not a single piece had been untouched enough that I could grab hold and use them.

      I cracked my knuckles, knowing this was going to be an old-fashioned sort of day. Or night, as it were.

      As if in response, the vatragoosht vomited up a huge swath of lava, spreading it out all around itself until it was standing, unharmed, in a big puddle of bright red burning goop. Then, just for good measure, it spit another Satan loogie at me.

      I dodged a little earlier this time, not wanting another beard chunk to go missing.

      I surveyed the hot lava and the vatragoosht, who must have thought it was safe from me in the middle. It clearly planned to just spit at me until I dodged the wrong way. The thing was, the stuff was so hot, it didn’t even have to be that close to set me, my hair, or my clothes on fire. Even the early dodge left the blood on my shirt steaming.

      But the steam got me thinking. There had most definitely been something about this one time in a science class I’d been daydreaming through...

      I dodged another bit of spit, then a second that came much faster than I’d expected. My hair caught on fire, and I quickly tamped it out.

      And now I had to really watch out, because there were hot spots around my feet.

      What was that lecture... something about water in a frying pan? That it moved fast and didn’t get hot?

      Fuck it — seemed right to me.

      As the vatragoosht hawked another Satan loogie at me, I charged forward, sprinting right into the lava.

      My science teacher was wrong. My feet burned immediately.

      I screamed in pain.

      But I kept going. Not like it was going to do any good for me to stop midway through and try to put out the burning stumps. The only chance I had to save the blood already boiling in my veins was to end this fight before I died.

      The vatragoosht seemed surprised that I was charging it. It lowered a little and opened up its mouth, maybe somehow thinking I was just gonna run right in and give him an easy meal.

      Half-right.

      I ran right in, diving forward into the gullet of the beast. I thought, maybe, I’d find more lava in its stomach, but it was just normal acid and a mostly normal stomach.

      My specialty.

      I gritted my teeth against the acid burning feeling, a marginal sense of relief as the acid seemed to put out the fires on what remained of my feet.

      Grabbing at the stomach, my fingers slid along the lining for a second before I managed to get purchase. Then I tore the stomach apart. Blood poured in, and I could feel the vatragoosht stumbling around.

      In darkness, I just kept grabbing for things and tearing them apart, destroying the internals of the vatragoosht until it stopped moving and my health bar stopped dropping.

      I’d done enough damage that I had room to turn around and crawl out of the vatragoosht head first, forcing the jaws open and emerging just as the announcer was saying how terrible it was I had perished.

      Slowly, and completely covered in a host of foul fluids, I stood up.

      “Not yet, fuckface,” I yelled into the lights. “Still here. Let’s wave four this shit.”

      To punctuate it, I snot-rocketed a piece of the vatragoosht out of my nose and onto the sand.

      There was a momentary silence. Then the crowd erupted in cheers.

      I flipped them all off, but that only seemed to make them yell louder.

      On healing feet, I limped across toward Hannibal and Ghomas.

      “Thanks for the assist,” I said.

      The crowds continued to cheer, and a few flowers were coming down.

      “Apologies,” Hannibal said quickly, “I am not useful here. I would have simply slowed you down.”

      I tried to be mad, but I was really, really tired. And there was still so much more of this to go. If my respawn point wasn’t back where I’d come from, I’d have been tempted to just die and come back to Glaton at some other date when there weren’t mysterious cage carriages going around to deliver strangers to death games.

      “Yeah,” I said instead, “I guess.”

      “Continuing an unlikely but doomed attempt through the Seven Cycles,” the announcer boomed, “your strangers must meet their next opponent. Can they survive these deadly beasts, birthed from the deepest caves beneath the foulest forests? The ARACHRICHNEI!”
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      For once, our new opponents didn’t come through the sand. A large set of doors opened up in the wall nearest us, about fifteen yards to the right of where Ghomas was frozen, and the arachrichneis came pouring forth.

      There had to be forty of them, but it was hard to count because there were so many damn legs.

      Of course, when I stopped looking at the forest of legs, I could see the trees, metaphorically speaking. If the trees were, you know, spiders. Big fuck-off spiders the size of horses with a human-esque abdomen coming out of where the spider’s head should have been. With way-too-long arms coming out of their human shoulders. Spider centaur things, maybe?

      Bluish-white chitin covered them, with foot-long bits of hair poking out here and there. Trichobothria. The name for spider hair came floating out of my brain as if I’d always known it. And maybe I had, but it was not the time to postulate on when I’d learned that bit of scientific vocabulary.

      Because while these big centaur-spider looking motherfuckers had come out charging, not seeing us, it didn’t take them long to figure out where their prey lay. Which was just a little jump for them.

      The first of the arachrichnei turned and saw us. It curled its abdomen around and launched a spray of white sticky web our way. It flew through the air and spread out into fine strands that glinted almost prettily in the light.

      I turned and burned. I felt bad leaving Hannibal and Ghomas to the webs, but I also knew that if I got stuck down, the other two had no hope.

      Something hit my back.

      Not light, like a strand of webbing, though. Heavier. And that heavier thing started moving, crawling on me.

      I dove forward into a roll, and heard a wet crunch as my back rolled across the sound. Coming up still running, I glanced behind to see the remains of a spider, somewhat flatter now, where I’d done my little roll. Its body had been about the size of a basketball.

      More of the basketballs with legs came my way. I could see a ton of them, some running my way, others flying through the air. The arachrichnei threw the smaller spiders, using their overly long arachrichnei arms like oversized chitin xistera in a horrific game of living jai alai.

      Sometimes the spider balls hit the sand hard enough, or me hard enough, to goo-ify on impact. More often though, they unfolded their legs when they landed, and joined the chase.

      And then there was me, just running. I didn’t know what else to do. The only plus side: the spider balls weren’t as fast as me, nor did they seem to have much in the way of an attack strategy. At least until they started to bite. Which hurt. But they didn’t pump any venom in before I ripped them off and threw them down to get ground to mush under my feet.

      Of course, I was in a round arena, which meant that as I ran, I ran out of space. The end of the arena, a tall wall, was looming.

      I kept hoping my mind would throw out some sort of awesome answer to this problem before I hit the wall.

      But my mind, as it often does, let me down.

      So I just ran up the wall, powering up step after step until I was high in the air. I got both legs under me and pushed off, soaring out back into the arena proper. For a brief moment, I could see beyond the lights, and I was amazed at the size of this place. It was huge. And filled with screaming people. It was, straight-up, like being in the fucking Silverdome. Even though I knew it was kinda stupid, a grin spread across my face.

      I turned to face the sand and my grin disappeared as I faced the still-coming onslaught of arachrichneis. There were a lot of them, all staring at me with confused looks on their dopey faces.

      I smashed, face first, in the chitinous abdomen of one of the big arachrichnei, then scrabbled for purchase to keep from sliding off. I grabbed onto one of the trichobothria, and the thick spider hair provided just enough grip to keep me aboard. My nose was busted, and blood was pouring out.

      Shaking the pain off, I scrambled up the back of the creature as it tried, frantically, to see what I was doing.

      I got to the human portion of the arachrichnei, and was thankfully back to dealing with what I knew. I grabbed the thing’s head and wrenched it around until it got a good look at me.

      Then I ripped the head off and threw it over my shoulder.

      The arachrichnei seemed to give me a moment’s pause, as this was clearly not how their meals typically reacted.

      But I wasn’t about to slow down, not when I still needed to get some dinner before the night was over.

      While the arachrichnei I stood on started to drop to the ground, the legs finally receiving the information that they were dead, I leapt over and climbed up to the next one.

      The process was repeated, where the arachrichnei tried to reach its back, but its arms didn’t bend that way. They were clearly meant for throwing the little spiders and bringing things to wherever the mouth of these things was located, but not scratching their backs. I grabbed the next one a little lower, below the big fuck-off arms. Then I set my feet and pulled up like I was going for a record squat.

      It tore apart, showering me, and the surrounding area, with gore.

      After the fourth one fell to my gruesome tactics, I started chasing them, as they were running from me.

      A door opened up and the remaining arachrichnei exited the arena. But a portcullis grate clanged down before I could get out.

      I stood there, staring at a few human guards on the other side of the bars, breathing hard and covered with gore. They wouldn’t meet my eyes as they pulled on chains to close the doors. I spat through the doors before they closed fully.

      Fuckers.

      “I will find you,” I shouted.

      The crowd went nuts.
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      I stomped across the arena until I got back to my buddies. Or, you know, their bodies. They might have been alive, but they were wrapped so tight in webbing that I couldn’t tell. A few of the little spider fuckers were crawling over Ghomas, and they tried to scare me off.

      I just kicked one, and the other skittered away.

      The web was sticky, and I couldn’t get it to open up. But then I saw a spider fang about eight inches long in a pile of goo that used to be a spider. I grabbed the fang and used it to piece a hole through the webbing in the general area of Ghomas’s face. Then I peeled him free.

      “Thank you,” he whimpered, scooting back across the sand.

      “The Night Continues!” boomed the announcer. “The Seven Strangers fight on, their next cycle drawing from the mysterious and deadly depths under Glaton herself, GLATONESE OOZEBEASTS!”

      I sighed, and went to work on Hannibal.

      He was pale and unresponsive. I saw a nasty bite on his leg.

      “Bury yourself in the sand,” I said, “and him. Cover yourselves with the webbing and stay out of sight.”

      “Who are you?” Ghomas asked.

      “Right dude, wrong place. I’ll see you on the other side of this bullshit.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the still-empty arena.

      Oozes and slimes I could deal with. Oozes and slimes were easy — old hat at this point. And these fuckers had already given me what I probably needed to fight them. Just had to get them before the oozebeast arrived.

      I pushed the fang into Ghomas’s hand and turned to the arena, striding toward the middle. If I had to do more of this shit, I might as well do it right.

      Arms up, I threw my head back and roared.

      The crowd roared back.

      I pumped my arms, working the crowd.

      The sand in the middle of the arena started to disappear, as if a hole had opened up below it.

      I darted over to the smoking, still-molten rock and poked through the bits of ruined weaponry.

      Something emerged from the hole. Something huge and nasty that made the crowd quiet down, either in fear, awe, or a mix of the two.

      I kept my focus on the metal, because in the middle of it all, I spotted a little prize. A haft of metal that wasn’t melted. The weapon portion of it, something that seemed like it had been an axe, was. I grabbed the haft, enjoyed that it wasn’t burning the skin off my hands, and pulled it free from the messy remains.

      Then I used one end of the staff to scoop up a hearty ball of melted, gooey white-hot rock. Kind of like a wet mace.

      A large arm reached up and slammed a wide greenish hand down on the sand. As it did, the fingers spread out, like they weren’t quite fully formed. Undercooked.

      Head back, chest out, I strolled toward the hole as a second arm came out, slamming a hand down on the sand.

      Closer to the hole, I could see that there was quite a large creature down there, with a rather amorphous head. It looked like someone poured semi-translucent green slime over a skeleton put together by an enthusiastic third grader.

      I swung my magma-mace at the left forearm.

      The slime started sizzling before I even landed the magma ball, but when it hit, a great puff of steam shot from the arm, and a horrific shout of pain escaped from the monster, who was still climbing up.

      For good measure, I swirled the magma around in the arm, the slime and ooze boiling away in the onslaught.

      The arm lost cohesion, only hanging together by slim tendrils.

      Tendrils that couldn’t hold the weight of the beast below.

      I yanked my hot metal ball on a stick out of the ruined forearm just as the arm gave way, and snapped.

      The other arm went taut as the creature’s total weight pulled on it.

      Calmly, I walked back over to the pile of red-hot liquid rock and I got another big ball of magma on the end of my metal pole.

      I whistled as I walked back over.

      And I could hear my own whistle.

      The crowd watched in silence, knowing what I was going to do, perhaps not quite believing it.

      At the second arm, I took a second to peek into the hole, and I saw the oozebeast waving around its ruined arm, not quite understanding why it couldn’t grab anything. The arm that was, for the moment, still whole, seemed more than able to hold the oozebeast.

      So I took my hot metal ball and jammed it into the second arm.

      The oozebeast screamed.

      I waggled the hot metal bit around like I was beating eggs.

      The arm snapped.

      For a heartbeat, I saw the oozebeast hang in space.

      Then gravity asserted its laws, and the oozebeast fell into darkness.

      A horrible noise rose from below, like a rotten watermelon falling down a laundry chute into a concrete slab.

      Then silence.

      A heartbeat, and then the grinding noise of the hole in the floor closing up again.

      “Next?” I called out.

      The crowd erupted into cheers. I really wished I had a fan to blow back my hair. Or, you know, hair to blow back. Instead, I just twirled my new favorite weapon, fiery ball on a stick, and gave what I hoped was a surreptitious glance toward the other two poor fucks involved in this shit.

      “Stranger!” someone shouted out.

      And then another. “The Stranger!”

      And another.

      And another. And then it was morphing into a chant.

      “Strange... Er... Strange... Er... Strang... Er!”

      I lifted my arena-made mace.

      The crowd went wild, the noise reaching absolutely overwhelming levels.

      “Yes, a magical evening,” the announcer boomed, “as these strangers defy history and push forward into the sixth cycle! From the bowels of your nightmares, hold on to your children, UNLEASH THE HORDE!”
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      Big gates swung inward at four points in the arena, basically twelve, nine, six, and three, if it were a clock. And from those dark holes emerged my old foes. Goblins riding wargs. Or wolves. Probably wargs. Not night goblins — these fucks lacked the distinct pale coloration. Instead, their skin was a mottled green. And the wargs didn’t seem to have much in the way of fur; their skin looked like a pebbled hide. A bit like an elephant’s.

      I sighed, feeling the fatigue washing over me. It had been a long few days, and this was really starting to piss me off.

      My weapon was oddly well-suited for dealing with riders, what with it being a heavy weight on the end of a long pole. And these were well-known enemies to me. Enemies that should also suffer under the weight of some serious fear effects.

      And yet, they charged me from every direction, riding with feral aggression.

      They foamed at the mouths.

      Either someone drugged them, or they’d drugged themselves. Not exactly a big difference for them, really.

      I waited, knowing my attack would be better if it came as something of a surprise.

      They charged on, shrieking and screaming in a frenzy.

      I gripped the shaft tight and stifled a giggle. This was not the time to make dick jokes, even if I did have a weapon that was a ball on a shaft.

      The goblins were close enough I could see the red of their eyes.

      Time to act.

      I brought the mace up, swinging it overhead in a circle, and then just kept it going faster and faster around me.

      The goblins and their mounts closed in. The big hunk of hot rock obliterated what it hit. The first poor fuck became hot goblin jam, and I just kept the momentum going, swinging harder no matter what I hit.

      And because the goblins had already committed their steeds to this swarm attack, they had little chance to change their tactics. So they just had to take the hits. And they could not take the hits.

      The swarm of goblins on wargs probably should have retreated in the face of such utter devastation. But, well, this was a fucked up arena where death or victory seemed to be the only victory conditions. So they kept coming, and I kept swinging.

      All my fatigue disappeared.

      I just got that ball of hot rock going faster and faster until it was whistling through the air and the goblins. The wargs too.

      Viscera and gore flew around in horrible chunks, peppering the sand all around me in a rain of bones, guts, teeth, and all the other bits that made up goblins. Their shitty swords shattered when hit, becoming little more than shrapnel.

      It was a horrible, yet short, and completely one-sided battle. It actually seemed even easier than I’d expected. I had to wonder if my Keep On Cutting ability had been proccing despite me not actually cutting through the goblins. I hitting so hard the ball basically went through the goblins, so maybe that was close enough to cutting through for the ability.

      The final goblin seemed to realize, at the last second, what a mistake it had made. I watched it haul the reins back just as the ball hit.

      Then there was no goblin there, just hot ball, steaming the goblin remains off.

      I shook my head like a dog’s, trying to get some of the gunk off me. Because, naturally, the shower of goblin bits didn’t somehow magically miss me. I was liberally covered.

      Again, though, the arena was quiet, clearly not believing what they saw. Or, maybe, still processing what they’d seen.

      I walked over to the pile of magma and layered some more molten rock onto my mace. I was starting to like this thing. The magma was cooling, though, so my mace head wasn’t quite as smooth as before. I didn’t mind the new sharp edges — only made the weapon worse.

      “The stranger!” someone in the crowd shouted. “He lives! He cannot be killed!”

      The chanting started: “Strange... Er... Strange... Er...”

      It all made me wish I’d gotten a better name. It was a pretty lame chant.

      The goblins were completely focused on me, so I wasn’t too worried that Hannibal or Ghomas had been found. I wanted to go check on them, but I figured whatever thing was coming last was going to be the worst.

      There was a strange hum, then a shift of the air, almost like we’d just changed elevation quickly. I had to equalize my ears.

      A magical blue lattice spread across the arena, creating what had to be a barrier. It was hard to look at, what with it being so damn bright, and it changed the yellow sand to a greener color.

      “The last cycle,” boomed the announcer. “Can this lone stranger make history? Can this lone stranger survive the greatest danger we have ever presented to the people of Glaton? A highlight of our history! A danger that cannot be understood until it is seen, and a creature that has never before been seen on these grounds! A beast so foul it hides in the depths of your nightmares--“

      “Already used that one,” I grumbled. “Unoriginal fuck.”

      “THE HETTUORMUR!”
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      Once again, the sand in the middle of the arena rushed out, and the big hole opened up.

      I took two steps toward the hole before a huge thing leapt out in a blur. It bounced off the blue-lattice boundary and crashed down on the sand.

      It towered over me and I just looked at the thing, trying to figure out what the fuck I was looking at.

      I mean, I knew it was a hettuormur. But what the fuck?

      It was big. I’d guess twenty-plus feet tall, but hard to tell because it was hunched over. Dude was bipedal, but had no arms. Huge fat tail and big fat head. A wide jaw with fat but pointy teeth, kind of like they were pointy extensions of the jaw, and no lips covering them. A long, slender, pointy tongue hung loosely out of its open mouth. A nose a bit like a pug’s sat on the end of its short snout, and two white eyes glowed down at me. All over its body were bumps and spikes, a bit like warts, a bit like gator scutes.

      The hettuormur just stood there, hunched over and staring at me. A strand of drool came out of its mouth, hanging longer and longer until it just barely touched the sand and got stuck there. A line of drool twenty feet long.

      I spit in my hands and grabbed my rock pole, hoisting it onto my shoulder. It was getting damn heavy with all the rock I’d layered on the end, but whatever metal made up the haft wasn’t bending at all. There was, maybe, a slight bit of flex, but it still seemed up to the task.

      The hettuormur sniffed at me.

      “You know,” I said, “we could just be friends. Say fuck it—”

      Clearly my offer was unappealing, because the hettuormur launched itself at me, its huge fat legs powering forward like a fucking god-flea.

      I dove to the side, but the edge of the hettuormur’s mouth clipped my foot and sent me spinning in a wild circle.

      I cartwheeled into the sand and slid for a few yards before scrambling up to my feet.

      The hettuormur made its turn to remain on the attack again in startling time, charging towards me, leaving a spray of sand behind it.

      I got in a low stance and started my wind up as the hettuormur closed in.

      The ball whistled through the air, making a new and different noise with all its various sharp pointy bits.

      Fucking hettuormur was faster than I’d thought, so while I’d hit hard, I hit behind where I’d been aiming, tagging the thing’s neck instead of its mouth. Granted, it still meant the hettuormur couldn’t bite me, but I’d been hoping to knock a few teeth off the fucker.

      Instead, the sharp stone ball lodged into the hettuormur’s neck, and the hettuormur went off at an angle.

      The mace made a sucking noise as I pulled it out, and dark green blood poured out of the hole in the hettuormur, spilling out onto the sand.

      I backpedaled to give myself room to work, getting the mace ready for another swing.

      The hettuormur lumbered around to face me, but there was something new about it. The spot I’d hit had healed over, and then sprouted a four heads. These smaller heads, on thin snake-like necks of varying length, were all differently shaped but shared a vague similarity: long snouts, almost more like beaks with sharp teeth-like protrusions. And again, there were no lips on these things, just toothed beaks.

      All four of the new heads and the one old head looked at me with their beady, glowing white eyes. The four new heads danced around, weaving back and forth.

      One darted forward, testing the distance, but it came up short, its beaky mouth snapping shut with a loud clack.

      I brought the mace around and pulped the aggressive little head.

      The main hettuormur roared in surprise, followed quickly by the other three heads roaring. Then two new heads on its tail roared. And a new head popped out of the one I’d just pulped. It looked a bit weird, a copy of a copy vibe.

      Being that it hadn’t moved, I swung and pulped it again.

      The main head decided it didn’t like that and lunged at me. I whipped my stone-tipped pole over as fast as I could, braining the beast, hitting right on the top of its skull and driving the head into the sand.

      Blood gushed out, and then heads sprang up from the wound.

      It became the most horrible and bizarre version of whack-a-mole I’d ever played. Except in this version, the moles could bite. And bite they did, often getting chomps in on my arms or legs before I got to smashing those heads into bloody messes.

      But each of the damn little replacement heads were replaced nearly instantly with an even more fucked up little head. It lead to an increasingly bizarre fight, especially when there were so many long necks and heads on the front of the hettuormur that it couldn’t use its tail to balance, and just face-planted. I almost felt bad for the thing. You know, if it weren’t still trying to eat me.

      At that point, it became just a sad sort of slog, as I just beat the stupid thing until it bled to death.

      Slowly, feeling the burn in all my muscles, I chucked the big mace thing into the sand and took a few steps back.

      The thunder of blood in my head ebbed, and I could hear the arena. Or, rather, I could hear how quiet the arena had become.

      I wiped the blood from my face and flung what I could off me. It was not super effective.

      The chanting started, low and slow before gathering steam and filling the whole space with the sound of “STRANGE... ERR.... STRANGE... ERR.”

      Stupid chant.

      Ignoring it, I trudged over to the side of the arena, where I could see two figures pulling webbing off of each other and helping each other to their feet.

      Hannibal and Ghomas stood and looked at me, incredulous.

      “How?” Hannibal asked, though that was just a guess. ^here was more than a little slurring going on.

      “Who are you?” Ghomas asked.

      “No one of consequence,” I replied with a smile.

      Then the lights went out.
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      Standing there, in the darkness, there was literally no way to avoid the notification:
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      The Seven Cycles for the Seven Strangers

      You survived all seven cycles.

      Reward for success: Your life, 42000 XP, the Seven Cycles Survivor Indicium
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        * * *

      

      You have gained the Indicium THE SEVEN CYCLES FOR THE SEVEN STRANGERS SURVIVOR. You gain a one time ten percent bonus to total health. You gain a one time ten percent bonus to total mana. You gain a one time ten percent bonus to total stamina. You gain four points to distribute to your attributes.
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        * * *

      

      Almost impossibly quickly, seven rings burned into my arm, then faded away just as fast.

      Then:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 35! A reasonably rare occurrence. You receive 6 attribute points to distribute in the next 36 hours or you lose them. As you did not pick a new choice at Level 30, you will not have a new choice until Level 40.
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        * * *

      

      Well fuck you too, game. I pulled up my character sheet, wanting to use my ten points before I forgot about them.
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        * * *

      

      Montana - Lvl 35 Burgmann

      Traits

      Race: Royal Fallen

      Height: 6’5”

      Weight: 412 lbs

      Eye Color: Hazel

      Hair Color: Blonde

      Renown: 525 - The Hero of Osterstadt … 1200 - The Stranger
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        * * *

      

      Statistics

      HP: 1001

      STAM: n/a

      MP: 59,240

      Active Effects: Frightful Presence
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 52

      Dexterity: 55

      Constitution: 77

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 32

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 37
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        * * *

      

      Skills

      Riding – improvised (Lvl 1)

      Falling (Lvl 4)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 5)

      Investigate (Lvl 1)

      Harvesting (Lvl 5)

      Swords (Lvl 61)

      Unarmed Combat (Lvl 18)

      Axes (Lvl 57)

      Large Weapon Throwing (Lvl 28)

      Jump (Lvl 6)

      Stealth (Lvl 6)

      Improvised Weaponry (Lvl 10)

      Swimming (Lvl 18)

      Spears (Lvl 62)

      Warhammers (Lvl 31)

      Light Armor (Lvl 8)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 18)

      Fishing (Lvl 9)

      Carving (Lvl 6)

      Crafting (Lvl 5)

      Wooden Weapon-Making (Lvl 1)

      Skinning (Lvl 11)

      Detect Traps (Lvl 45)

      Lumberjack (Lvl 21)

      Intimidation (Lvl 10)

      Surveillance (Lvl 2)

      Birding (Lvl 1)

      Archery (Lvl 26)

      Tracking (Lvl 24)

      Fletching (Lvl 10)

      Shield (Lvl 56)

      Internal Monster Butchering (Lvl 10)

      Digging (Lvl 8)

      Politicking (Lvl 1)

      Weaving (Lvl 1)

      Campfire Cooking (Lvl 1)

      Foraging (Lvl 5)

      Staring at the Ceiling (Lvl 1)

      Small Weapon Throwing (Lvl 9)

      Swinging (Lvl 1)

      Blushing (Lvl 1)

      Asking Stupid Question (Lvl 2)

      Advanced Furniture Deconstruction (Lvl 4)

      Climbing (Lvl 22)
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        * * *

      

      Abilities

      Darkvision

      The Sword of My Enemy is My Sword

      Iron Will

      Make An Entrance

      Stand Tall

      Regal Bearing

      Rallying Cry

      Art of Movement

      Labyrinthine Recall

      Detect Mimic

      Indomitable

      Swift Tracker

      Veritasium

      Detect Metals and Minerals

      Tremorsense

      Unbreakable Skeleton

      Imperial Favor

      House Scion

      That’s not Pain

      Battle Frenzy, Advanced

      Using Your Head

      Surge of Strength

      Mana Well

      Books of Blood

      True Sight

      Need A Weapon

      Durable

      Keep On Cutting

      Savage Attacker
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        * * *

      

      Boons

      Powerful Build (Mister Paul) - You are bigger than you look. For all strength roles, you are counted as one size category larger than you actually are.

      Regeneration (Mister Paul) - Outside of combat, your body will repair rather quickly. Given enough time, it’s possible you will heal from nearly any wound.

      Gift of Gab (Mister Paul) - Should you encounter a language you do not understand, as long as you hear at least three words of it, you will understand it, and speak it, perfectly.

      Monstrous Companion (Typhon) - You have been gifted a companion from the god Typhon. Your companion is immortal, though if reduced to 0 HP, he will be forced to return in a different form, chosen at the whim of Typhon. You may absorb your companion for a temporary boost to your abilities, but the boost will only last until Typhon sends another companion your way.
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        * * *

      

      Indicium

      Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement -complete - You are granted permission to use family buildings as you see fit, granted control of family funds, granted permission to use the family name, granted permission to name an heir, granted permission to expand the family, granted permission to bestow aspects of the Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement. You gain ten levels in the skill Shield. You gain the ability Imperial Favor. You gain the ability House Scion.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Spear - Eona blesses you with +10 spear, +7 swimming, +5 fishing, +10% movement in water, +3 Agility

      Choice, Burghman - Martial skills advance double. You take less damage from all attacks as long as you are protecting at least one non-combatant. Gain bonus XP from protecting others.

      Indicium of Imperial Prerogative: Magic - You are permitted to perform magic within the Empire of Glaton

      Royal - You are identified as being of Royal Blood, and gain the abilities Stand Tall and Regal Bearing

      Dungeon of the Ancients Indicium - You gain the following skills and/or abilities: Art of Movement, Labyrinthine Recall, Detect Mimic 20 ft, Detect Traps +45 levels, Swift Tracker, Veritasium, and Detect Metals and Minerals

      Slayer: Death Bringer - As a living embodiment of death, know that you cause Frightful Presence. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened when they are aware of you. You do an extra 10% damage to any creature below half health. Each death you cause brings you 1% of your health in return.

      Slayer: Death Bearer - Congratulations on the slaughter. For each new entity you kill within the time limit, you receive an additional 5% XP. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened even when they are not aware of you, but you are within 20 yards of them.

      Slayer: Goblinbane, Scourge of Goblins - Congratulations on the slaughter. Goblins of all stripe fear you and whisper your name in the dark. You gain significantly more XP for killing goblins, you do bonus visceral damage to goblins, greater chance for dismemberment and brutality when killing goblins. Goblins are likely to flee rather than flight. It is possible goblins will worship you instead of fear you.

      Slayer: Vampire - You are able to withstand the charms of the vampire. You are immune to being turned. You do bonus damage to vampires. Vampires are vulnerable to your fear effects.

      Typhon’s Mark of the Beast - Typhon blesses you with +10 intimidation, tremorsense, labyrinthine recall, and +5 Strength.

      Zothys’ Blessing of the Protector - You gain 25 levels in shield and +3 Constitution.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Hunt - You receive +20 skill levels in Archery, +15 skill levels in tracking, +10 skill levels in fletching, +10% harder to detect while moving, +3 Dex

      Eona’s Blessing of the Blend - Within your holding, you and your followers will be able to blend breeds and races together that might not be viable in any other situation.
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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

      Undermountain Common

      Draconic

      Grey Veveridia

      Plains Centaurese

      Koäðemaarian

      Base Ogrish

      Ethusian

      Chasoneintails
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        * * *

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Heal Other (Lvl 3)

      Humas (Lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification (Lvl 3)

      Tame - Greater (Lvl 1)

      ManaBomb (Lvl 1)
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        * * *

      

      It was a lot of information to take in, and I tried to think through the past few months, how I’d been faring and where my weaknesses had been. I could afford to put a point in everything, because I felt like I’d been failing on most everything. But I was a fighter at heart, it was what I did, and what helped my people survive.

      I put three points in Agility and seven in Constitution, leaving my attributes as such:
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 55

      Dexterity: 55

      Constitution: 84

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 32

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 37
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        * * *

      

      With a little luck, I’d get constitution over a hundred. Of course, if I was looking for luck, maybe I should’ve put points in luck…
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      The lights in the rest of the arena came up, and I saw the scope of the audience. The place was packed. And it was a damn big arena, easily on par with either the Silverdome or Ford Field. Except, you know, probably more sand in this place. And no grass. Or cheerleaders.

      The crowd was already getting up, talking to each other, and likely complaining about how the traffic was going to be all fucked up, and the parking lots were overflowing. Maybe some were talking about where they were going to have dinner after watching just a little light evening murder.

      “This way,” a voice called out. A small door opened up in the wall, a door that had been nearly perfectly hidden amid the stonework. Now that it was lit, it was easy to see now.

      Ghomas hurried that way. Hannibal took a few weak steps. I threw his arm over my shoulder and maybe kinda sorta dragged him along. He wasn’t looking great. Bit grey and sluggish.

      “I’m sure they’ve got an antidote to the venom,” I said.

      “Yarfh,” Hannibal replied. “Flargle bargle.”

      “Yeah, sure. Just hang in there.”

      As I got him to the door, two nice young ladies in white robes grabbed Hannibal from me and helped him walk down the hall.

      Another woman in white robes stood and looked at me expectantly.

      “What?” I asked.

      “What healing do you require?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” I barked. “Who’s in charge of this shit show?”

      “I apologize, but you must be healed. It is part of—”

      “I assure you, I am fine,” I said, realizing there was a piece of something in my arm that I dug out with a fingernail and flicked over my shoulder. “Be better if you could make my beard whole again, but fuck me, right?”

      “I fear that skill is beyond me, but I could see—”

      “See me to the dipshit running this.”

      “I, uh, if you are not injured, perhaps I could offer you, um—”

      “Pants?”

      “Yes, of course. I can offer you clothing. This way, please.”

      She smiled, I think maybe a little afraid, and escorted me down the hall.

      It was a normal hallway, which felt even more odd considering what I’d just gone through. It seemed, to me at least, that we should walk through dark and damp hallways filled with gladiators sharpening their weapons, drips of mystery liquids coming down at random intervals, and more than one corpse piled surreptitiously in the corner. Instead, it had an institutional feel, more like an office. That’s not to say that there weren’t dark and damp hallways filled with gladiators and corpses somewhere else in the arena. It just wasn’t where I happened to be taken.

      The healer woman led me to a small room with a bench, a locker, and a table. The table had a few towels, nicely folded and stacked, as well as a pitcher of water and a plate of cut fruit.

      “A moment, please. I will fetch some clothes,” the woman said. Then she shut the door and locked it.

      Not what I wanted to hear.

      “Don’t lock the door,” I said.

      There was no answer.

      I clenched my fist, trying to muster a sense of calm. There were no other exits beyond the door. Fucking fire hazard. And a Montana anger hazard.

      I gave the water a sniff and decided I would not be an idiot and blindly trust these assholes with a damn thing. Given how I wound up in this mess, it was entirely likely I’d wind up drugged if I ate or drank anything. Which sucked, because I was so damn thirsty and hungry.

      Maybe I couldn’t get drugged. Maybe I’d be able to withstand whatever poisons might have been in the water or the food. But that seemed a dumb thing to test. Especially when I could just grab the pitcher and slam it against the wall. Watching it smash, and seeing the pieces fly around, filed off just a small iota of the rising rage.

      I followed up quickly with the plate of fruit.

      Then I broke the table and ripped the bench out of the floor.

      “Time’s up,” I shouted, and I kicked the door down.

      Two guards stood there, big tower shields facing me, small swords at the ready, points shaking.

      “You think that’s going to do fuck all against me?” I shouted at the two sad sacks, clearly terrified. “Did you see what you fuckwits already put me through tonight? You think you can do anything to me all those other actually competent monsters couldn’t?”

      I grabbed the edges of one of the shields and bent it into an iron taco.

      “Where’s the person in charge?” I demanded.

      Guard one looked to guard two.

      Guard two looked at the taco shield and ran.

      Guard one dropped his taco shield and pointed down the hallway, to the right. Then he turned and sprinted left, the other way.

      A few other people peeked out into the hall like groundhogs, drawn by the commotion. As soon as I took a step, everyone disappeared back into their rooms.

      I stomped down the hall, leaving sandy, bloody prints in my wake. Whenever I came to a door, I’d try to open it. Most of the time, they were open, and I’d just look in on empty rooms. Quite a few were like the one I’d just left, with a locker and a bench. None had food. Some had towels. I punched holes in every table I came across, as well as toss the folded towels on the floor. Fuck their laundry dude. Fuck everyone who worked there. If the door was locked, I kicked it in. But on those occasions, I only ever found small storerooms. Like where all the towels were stored. In which case, I dragged them all out and threw them around in a blizzard of formerly clean towels. For good measure, I did a bloody sand dance on the towels, and then rubbed my body over them all, leaving a foul and violent variant of my own shroud of Turin.

      As I reached a corner, I heard the footsteps of people running away.

      I paused, wondering if I was about to come up against some sort of armed response. Would there be soldiers around the corner with spears? Would I have to fight and kill again?

      Nope.

      I jumped around the corner, ready for war, but just found an open space with large stairway leading up and two openings leading to other hallways. No people. No weapons.

      Just another decision which way to go.

      “Up here,” came a voice from above.

      A woman, who was smiling at me and didn’t seem to be wearing quite enough clothing, waved at me from a set of doors at the top of the stairs. Doors that had been nearly seamlessly blended into the wall.

      “If you would come this way,” she said, “the head of the games would like to congratulate you on your victory!”

      I clenched my teeth and clamped down on my rage until it was only just simmering.

      Then I stomped up the stairs, reminded myself not to punch this poor woman in the face, and followed her down another damn hallway to another set of doors where she knocked politely before opening them and gesturing that I should go inside.

      It was weird to be in such a comfortable and luxurious spot amid what I thought of as a bloody, violent place. It was a beautiful office-owners’ box where you could take meetings and watch death unfold on the sand below through the large windows looking out onto the arena. The arena was mostly dark now. Pretty clear the events of the night were done for the moment. A large conference table took up one half of the room, and there was a desk and couch on the other side.

      Two men sat in the seats right up against the window, a drink cart sitting right behind them.

      “Ah, there he is,” said one man, getting to his feet.

      The man who remained seated was chubby and bald with a mean face. An enormous hat with an ostentatious feather sat next to him.

      As to the other man, the one striding across the room to me, he was a shorter fellow, nearly bald but still fighting it with a ring of long dark hair around his otherwise clean pate, a ready smile, and way too many chunky rings on his hand. A hand that was outstretched toward me.

      I sneered at his hand and smacked it away.

      “The fuck is going on here?” I bellowed.

      “Ah, uh, we are, uh,” the man stammered. It didn’t seem like he was nervous or surprised, though; it fully felt like he was playing this up. That this was his act here. “As I was saying, we are, or perhaps Suzanna did not tell you? We wanted to congratulate you on your victory. Quite historic. Never happened before, and it was so—”

      “You do this shit often?”

      “Ah, no. This is the first time anyone has won.”

      “I mean this Seven Strangers bullshit.”

      Mostly-Bald looked over at his compatriot, who was still sitting and stirring his drink.

      “Of course,” Mostly-Bald said. “It is the start to every Games.”

      “You kidnap people and throw them in an arena to their deaths?” I said, really trying to control my voice and not just rip this asshole’s throat out. I realized I needed a little more information before I went full murder on the place.

      “Kidnap?” Mostly-Bald asked, hand to his chest as if the idea was mortifying. “That would be horrific, illegal, and completely at odds with everything the Games stand for.”

      “Oh? Care to explain—”

      “Each and every one of the strangers knows what they sign up for. We make it very clear. Both the potential downsides: death or dismemberment; and the upsides: wealth and fame.”

      “I didn’t sign up for anything.”

      “Really, Myles Chowne? This is hardly the best negotiating tactic.”

      “It is an intriguing path to take,” the other man, Chowne I guess, said. “Do you mind if I take a moment to speak?”

      “Of course not,” Mostly-Bald said. “It would seem as if your emotional entrance has forced us into impoliteness. We have yet to introduce ourselves. I am Theophilus Felbrigg, head of the Glaton Games Commission.”

      “And I,” Chowne said, sauntering his pompous ass over to me and holding out his hand so I might kiss his rings, “am Lord Tollendahl.”

      “You’re Tollendahl?” I asked the guy I’d thought was Chowne.

      “You have heard of me,” he said, still holding his hand out. “I feel, hrm, some joy at that perhaps. My fame precedes me.”

      “I haven’t heard of you,” I said, “but why did this fuck,” I pointed at Felbrigg, “call you Chowne?”

      “I did nothing of the sort,” Felbrigg said. “Your name is Chowne. Myles Chowne. As it is on the contract you signed—”

      Felbrigg gestured over to a piece of parchment on the large conference table.

      “The fuck it is,” I said. “I’m not Myles Chowne.”

      “I would certainly hope you are,” Felbrigg said with a wide smile, “else it would appear some other Myles Chowne will have access to your victory and all that comes with it.”

      Curiosity getting the better of me, I walked over and glanced at the piece of paper.

      It was a simple contract saying that Myles Chowne understood that he would most likely die, and he was entering this of his own free will, blah blah blah. If victorious, Miles would get the grand prize, which was not spelled out in anything other than the vaguest of terms. And then, down at the bottom, Myles Chowne had signed. Dude had a nice signature.

      “Nice signature,” I said. “Date’s a bit off, though.”

      “How so?”

      “I wasn’t here yesterday. Didn’t get to Glaton until this afternoon—”

      “I assure you, that is your signature, and that is you. Now, if you would like to negotiate a better price, I suppose that could be done. Provided, of course, you finally acknowledge that you are Myles Chowne. And while we certainly appreciate the historic victory here, it really has thrown these entire Games into complete disarray. Frankly, we have blown some of our best monsters to bits, and this is only the first night. You were the undercard and now you are the only card. It is a marketing disaster. While I might be willing to consider the unique circumstances and make a long-term arrangement with you to, perhaps, join the Glaton Games Commission in some capacity, that is very dependent on you and your willingness to accept the document you most certainly signed, Myles Chowne. Unless—”

      With one hand, I grabbed the ten-foot table and flipped it over. I snatched a chair and sent it through the window. Then I got Felbrigg by the throat and held him up so he could look me in the eye. It made his stupid fancy shoes dangle off the ground.

      “You want to tell me who I am again?” I asked, squeezing just hard enough that his eyes didn’t actually pop out of his head.

      He struggled, then eked out, “You are nothing compared to the Games—”“

      “Guards!” Tollendahl shouted.

      I tossed Felbrigg to the side. He slammed into a wall and crumbled in a satin-covered lump at the bottom.

      Then I advanced on Tollendahl.

      “Guards! Now!” Tollendahl screamed, backing away from me as he fumbled with something at his side.

      He grabbed something and whipped out a sword that, while short, certainly had an intense blue glow to it.

      “You cannot hurt me,” Tollendahl said through chattering teeth. “I am a Lord of Glaton. I am—”

      “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want to you,” I said, leaning in to the asshole. “Your guards didn’t stop me. Your monsters didn’t stop me.”

      “You hurt me and the city guard will come for you—”

      “Who? For me? Myles Chowne? Let them. Let them search all over for Myles Chowne, because you don’t even have a clue who the fuck I am. And if you did, you would run right now. Because unlike you, people have heard of me. And they are all afraid.”

      “You think you can stand up to the Games?” Felbrigg called out, his voice weak. “You are nothing. Nothing! Just some over-leveled asshole who thinks killing monsters makes him a god! I care nothing for who you think you are. Even the Emperor cannot stand against us.”

      “Good thing I’m not the Emperor,” I said. And quick as a flash, I punched Tollendahl. Just a jab. A flick of the fist.

      Tollendahl crumpled, the blue fizzling out from his sword. I gave him a second to make sure he was still breathing. Ultimately, I didn’t want to kill these assholes, not yet. Maybe not ever.

      “We will find you,” Felbrigg said. “And when we do—”

      “We can talk again then,” I said.

      I snatched a heavy-looking cloak from the wall, tossed it over my shoulders, and flipped the hood up.

      “Meantime,” I said, picking his desk up and then chucking it through the remaining window, “go fuck yourselves.”
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      I followed the desk out the window, dropping the thirty or so feet onto the stone seating below. There were people cleaning the stands, but given the broken glass and the chair, no one was underneath the owners’ box. I hurried along, cloak held tight, really wishing I’d also taken someone’s shoes. Instead, I had to John McClane it and wait until I got to a semi-private space before pulling the shards out of my feet.

      I made my way through the public side of the arena until I got to the street level, and I walked out into the city.

      It was definitely a party atmosphere. People were having a grand ol’ time in the huge wide-open square surrounding the arena. Lots of booze was being consumed by nearly everyone, cafes serving food, and nearly everywhere I looked, people re-enacting portions of the night. It was very clear no one remembered that while three of us survived, four people also died. Not to mention all the monsters. Not like I cared that much about killing goblins, but death was death. It didn’t seem right to celebrate death as entertainment.

      I pulled the hood tighter about me and hurried across the square. I had a pretty good idea where I was staying. If we’d been underground, I’d have a perfect idea. Stupid labyrinth ability didn’t work unless I was inside, and somehow it didn’t count that I’d been inside a wagon. Fucking Vuldranni, where you live and die by subjective interpretation of semantics. What a life. I figured if I could get to either of the main thoroughfares, I could probably make my way ‘home’ with little trouble.

      So while I walked, I looked for someone who appeared reasonably sober.

      “Pardon,” I said.

      “Yup,” the man said. He turned to face me, then his eyes went wide. “The stranger...”

      “No,” I replied quickly, “not me.”

      “You... you...”

      “Fuck.”

      I walked away at full speed, trying my damndest to not sprint.

      “The stranger!” the man called out. I was willing to bet he was pointing in my direction.

      Naturally, I made the first turn I could, going into a dark, shadow-filled alley.

      If only the alley had been empty.

      Instead, I saw a burly looking thug-type fellow who had a knife pulled on a young couple.

      All six eyes flashed over to me.

      Without thinking, I snapped out and grabbed the thug by the back of his neck and rammed his head into the nearest brick wall.

      “Th— the— thank you,” the young woman said.

      “Are you—” the man started.

      “Yeah, but can we pretend I’m not?” I asked.

      “But—” the man started.

      “Which way to the Via Praetoria?” I asked.

      “Via Praetorius? That way,” the woman said, pointing over her shoulder. “Go there, turn right, and then just keep going.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and stepped over the groaning thief before run-walking down the alley.

      “That was The Stranger,” I heard the man whisper.

      “I know,” the woman said, excited. “We were just saved by the Stranger.”

      I rolled my eyes, really not liking the way my visit to Glaton was shaping up.

      And that sort of shit just kept happening as I made my way home. I wasn’t sure if Glaton was always filled with monsters and criminals at night, but it really seemed like I came across an unusual number of scenarios where I needed to step in and help people.

      A statue came to life and was trying to eat a woman.

      Slimes came out of the sewers and were chasing down a man and his daughter.

      A group of weird fuckwits in white robes were in someone’s house, probably aiming to eat an entire family. Actually, it seemed more like a robbery-homicide was taking place, but I figured the eating fit in better with the scope of the night.

      Thankfully, by the time I was doing the later rescues, no one knew me as the fucking stranger. So it was just the shoeless asshole who didn’t know how to shave properly helping people. I felt stupid with my beard the way it was. And my hair the way it was. I looked like a post-apocalyptic Gallagher on steroids. Stringy hair, patchy beard, strong distrust of watermelons.

      Finally, after what seemed like the longest night of my life, I arrived in front of the Northwoods townhouse and pulled on the string to get let in. That’s when the real fight started.
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      “Where in all the hells were you last night?” Eliza bellowed as I hunched over a bowl of oatmeal. “And please tell me it was in one of the hells, so you might have some legitimate excuse for—” she gestured at me while she sputtered out some noises, then just said, “this.”

      “It was a long night, okay?” I said. “And I did not go out intending to do anything other than get a bite to eat.”

      “And then what? You got sent on a quest to find a unique beast to butcher?”

      “No, although I technically did some of that. But it wasn’t by choice.”

      “Never is,” Ragnar said, spoon halfway to his mouth and eyes firmly on the newspaper in front of him.

      “Not helping,” I said.

      “You are a man who is very quick with excuses,” Eliza said, her eyes blazing in her anger. Despite that, she looked fantastic.

      It made me feel extra gross that she was so put together. Her hair was up, while my hair had been mostly burned off. She had on just enough makeup to look elegant, while I had dried viscera all over me. Her dress was a deep blue that looked exquisitely crafted and fit her to perfection, while I had a stolen cloak that didn’t fit right and left my legs exposed. And no pants. Or shoes. Or a whole shirt.

      “Yeah, well, last night—” I started.

      “Is anything you are about to say going to make me feel any better about the meeting you are having with the High Prince of this country, the man who would be the Emperor if he so chose, in less than an hour?” she asked.

      “I mean, it’s my meeting--“

      “Arranged through my father and our house. We facilitated it and we are, therefore, connected to you. You are Coggeshall, and right now, Coggeshall looks like shit.”

      I blinked.

      The room was quiet.

      “Never heard you curse before,” I said.

      “I dislike it,” she replied, blushing just a little, “but nothing was getting through to you.”

      “You would like me to bathe.”

      “I find it hard to believe you have not already done so.”

      “I was hungry,” I said, pointing to the bowl of porridge I’d managed to half-finish before Eliza found me and began yelling.

      “Then eat it in the damn bath, Montana.”

      I picked up my bowl and marched my gross ass to the bath as requested.
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      I ate my porridge in the bath. Like the water, it was cold. Like the bath, I did not enjoy it.
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      While I got dressed, Bear appeared on my pillow.

      “Want to explain last night?” she asked.

      “You want to explain last night?”

      “You broke a bed, went downstairs and never came back. You left your magic bag here. How was I supposed to know you actually left the house and went gallivanting around Glaton?”

      “So you saw the bag and didn’t come with me because the bag.”

      “You also didn’t tell me you were going. I’m not a mind reader, I’m a fairy. Big difference, you giant galoot. Now your turn.”

      “It sucked,” I replied.

      “How about a few details? Like what are the Seven Cycles of the Seven Strangers that you supposedly won last night?”

      “Ah, you saw that?”

      “Unlike some people,” she said, “I actually look at my notifications. And when you get a new indicium, I’m particularly interested.”

      “So I went to get dinner,” I started, and then went through the events of the night as they happened. “And then I made it here and got in without waking anyone else up besides the help, who were already up, and the cook kindly gave me a bowl of the servants’ breakfast because she hadn’t made the other food yet. I’m pretty sure they think I was out carousing and got wasted.”

      Bear frowned and paced back and forth along the bed.

      “What?” I asked. “You don’t believe me?”

      “Obviously I believe you,” she said. “I don’t think you’ve ever lied to me. I’m just trying to connect the other dots around you. Why would they pick you to kidnap? Clearly, they didn’t know who you are; otherwise, they’d have left you be. They must have just seen you as an easy target, somehow, and then... I mean, why the arena? There have to be people desperate for whatever the prize might be, if there’s a prize. Was there a prize?”

      “There was, but I declined it.”

      “How magnanimous and against your loot-grabby nature. Why?”

      “I told you. They wanted me to pretend to be Myles whoever, so they could say I signed up to be one of the seven strangers. Maybe they couldn’t find seven people so stupid they’re willing to give their lives up for the entertainment of others on the extreme off chance they can kill seven increasingly powerful monsters.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Whatever the case,” I said, “I need to look as much like a duke as I can manage in—”

      “Fifteen minutes.”

      “Shit. Well, fuck me, that’s not going to happen.”

      “You need to shave.”

      “You got a fire spell?”

      “I do, but—”

      I put my hand over my eyes and, importantly, my eyebrows. “Do it.”

      “Montana.”

      “Quickest way I know of to get rid of hair.”

      “It’s going to hurt.”

      “It hurts to be beautiful.”

      “You’re an idiot,” she said, but she hit me right in the face with a bolt of fire.

      It did hurt. A lot. But the fire cleaned up my face well. Only took a quick minute with a sharp blade to get the rest cleaned up and then I was ready to go. More or less.
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      Eliza was silent in the carriage. But not like comfortably silent — she was purposefully quiet, stewing.

      Ragnar, Bear, and Baltu had their own tasks for the day. Ragnar and Bear were going to the academy known as the Enderun to inquire about antidotes to venom, while Baltu was visiting his old stomping grounds, to see if any of his kobold friends were still around.

      But that meant I had Eliza as my carriage companion. Which was just so nice. Actually, don’t tell her, but it was kind of nice to ride in silence. Calming. The rainy weather, the clatter of the wagon wheels on the cobblestones, all working so nicely together that as I leaned against the padded backboard, I found myself drifting to sleep.

      “Really?” Eliza snapped. “Now you sleep?”

      I popped upright.

      “I wasn’t asleep.”

      “So that was the carriage driver I heard snoring?”

      “Maybe the horses? I didn’t get any sleep last night. I’m a bit tired.”

      “Can you try to focus on this meeting? It is quite important.”

      “I’m focused.”

      She gave me a look.

      “I promise I’m focused and awake. That was all the sleep I needed.”

      I got a frown from her, but she said nothing else.

      Mistakenly, I’d thought we were headed to the Imperial Palace to meet Valamir. Instead, we turned away from the palace toward a very large estate that had a lovely garden tucked behind tall iron bars and a whole host of guards, all wearing Glaton blue.

      The gates to the place swung open, and we went up the driveway loop until the carriage stopped at the front entrance. Plenty of valets and footmen were standing at attention. One opened up the door and offered Eliza a hand. She stepped out, all smiles, like this was the highlight of her week.

      I got out on my own, with a smile plastered over my face, really wishing I had my beard. I felt like I looked ridiculous without it.

      “Your grace,” an older man said, striding forward. He was tall and slender and had dark hair streaked with white. He wore what seemed to be a military-style uniform that had none of the fancy bits I’d come to expect from the Glatonese nobility, and he walked like he was in the military. His back ramrod straight, his head high, and something vaguely resembling a smile. “You honor my home with your presence.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Eliza cleared her throat.

      “Your highness,” I added quickly.

      He grabbed my hand and gave me a firm shake.

      “I understand I am likely not your favorite individual in the Empire,” he said quietly, still holding my hand, “but I hope you will give me the opportunity to explain things.”

      “I am willing to listen,” I said.

      “Thank you.” He turned to Eliza and gave her a nod. “Lady Northwoods, it is always the greatest of pleasures to see you.”

      “Likewise. I leave the two of you to your meeting,” Eliza said with a sweet curtsy. Then she climbed back into the carriage.

      “Wait—” I started.

      She smiled. “I leave you in capable hands, your grace. I must see to a later appointment for you.”

      “I— what?”

      But she just winked and closed the carriage door. As soon as the driver heard the latch, he gave the reins a slight tap, and the horses pulled the carriage away.

      I turned to see a sea of faces all looking at me.

      “This way, if you please,” Valamir said, walking into his house.

      As I followed, it was a bit like a reverse zipper as every valet and footman I passed stepped in to follow as well, until we formed a giant procession walking into the gigantic house. Of course, as soon as we were inside, everyone faded away to do whatever it was they were supposed to be doing instead of following Valamir and me around. It was a very nice house, tastefully designed and leaning heavily into that old-money, truly wealthy vibe.

      Valamir led me to what I took to be his office on the second floor and gestured for me to take a seat in front of his desk. Felt a bit like I was about to get a tongue-lashing by the vice-principal. A position I’d been in many times before. Valamir sat down behind his desk, and then looked at me.

      “I am very sorry about what happened to your father,” Valamir said. “It was never my intention for any of that to happen. Truly, it was the exact opposite of what I wanted. I was working to bring your father to a place where he’d be safe, because... well, because of what ultimately happened to my brother.”

      Valamir turned away, but I could swear I saw him wipe a tear from his cheek.

      That was unexpected. I didn’t know what to make of it all. Could Eliza have been right, and this guy was just seriously misunderstood? I leaned back in the chair and scratched at my face.

      “Yeah,” I said. “There was a lot I was thinking about saying to you. I had a lot of time to stew over it, maybe a lot of, um, emotions around it. Spent a lot of time making you out to be the enemy, and not trusting you or anyone you associated with. But now I don’t really know what to do. Or to feel.”

      Valamir nodded, and then leaned back. It was like we were putting as much space between us as we could. Subconscious desire to have room to run, perhaps.

      “I have heard rumblings to that effect,” he said.

      “Spies been talking?” I asked.

      “More writing, but yes.”

      “So you admit to having spies in my hold?”

      “Calling them spies is a little, well, grandiose. I have individuals I consider friends who have written to me about you. I think you know some of them. Say, Eliza Northwoods? Or her father?”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “Your vitriol in my direction has not been subtle.”

      “It hasn’t. No.”

      “But I can understand why you would feel that way and bear you no ill will because of it. You are not alone in your opinion of me. Though in your case, I actually am to blame for your current situation, despite my intentions. But I would have you as an ally of mine in Glaton, if you would be willing.”

      “Why?”

      “You are something new to Glaton, and I value what I have seen so far. You care deeply for those in your care, even to the detriment of yourself. You constantly put yourself in the path of danger so that another might be safe. And you eschew power almost as if it anthemic to you. These are positive traits, and I loathe to think what might occur were Coggeshall, or you, to fall.”

      “Because you want power?”

      “If I wanted power, I would take it. I have more than I want, and I have been forced to live a life I never wanted by virtue of my birth and the nature of my brother. I could easily be Emperor, but I have refused, time and time again. But now, with the death of my brother, I may serve the Empire as I see fit.”

      “What if you get elected? Is that even possible? Maybe I should find out a little more about this whole election nonsense.”

      “That is, I believe, one of your late stops today. Eliza and I have organized for an advisor to meet with you. Someone who is intimately familiar with the Senate and its processes, so you might fully take part in it.”

      “Great. That sounds peachy.”

      “It will likely be dull, yes. But important. I have been told you are more a man of action, something I can verify just by this meeting this morning. You are not one to sit around and chat when there are things to be done.”

      “It does annoy me. But sometimes, that’s just what needs to happen, you know?”

      “I know it very well. Too well. I worry I have spent more of my life in conferences and chats than anything else. And I wonder how much more I might have accomplished if some people would simply shut up.”

      “For real. Lots of people are just a little too into the sound of their own voice.”

      “Well, I will not ask you for any sort of commitment, but I would ask if you might indulge me and my own voice for a few minutes, as I try to explain what I see in Glaton at the moment. And, perhaps, if you see a similar set of problems, we might work together against them.”

      “I mean, I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Indeed you are. But I also know you have left more than one room through a window, and I happen to like my windows. So if you would like to leave, the door is there.”

      “Whatchoo talkin’ ‘bout,” I said.

      “It would seem someone who quite matches your physicality made a little history last night by ruining the Games.”

      “Ruined? Really?”

      “That is what those invested in said games have implied. That this ‘Stranger’ upended the Games a whole. No one is that interested in the rest of the Games when the mystery of The Stranger exists. Who is he? Where did he go? Why did he not take his prize? And now there are stories emerging that this stranger spent the rest of the night helping citizens all over Glaton. Quite the hero, this Stranger.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not the hero type, so—”

      “We both know that is bullshit, Montana of Coggeshall. If there is one thing everyone who knows you agrees upon, it is your heroic nature. And though I certainly hate to make assumptions, I daresay it was on display last night.”

      “I daresay the Games are bullshit.”

      “You will have no argument from me in that regard. The Games are a waste of resources, but some argue they are an economic boon for the city and the country. And sadly, in these uncertain times, others have looked to the Games to provide more than just entertainment.”

      “This Seven Strangers thing. It happens every time?”

      Valamir nodded.

      “It has gotten to the second cycle a few times, and the third cycle once. But never beyond that.”

      “And the strangers,” I said, “they just sign up for that?”

      “You did not sign up?”

      “If I was The Stranger and took part in the Seven Cycles of the Seven Strangers, it was because I got kidnapped in a cage made to look like a carriage and thrown into the arena without even a hint about what was going to happen there.”

      He frowned and tapped his fingers against the arm of his chair.

      “Someone kidnapped you?” he asked.

      “Again, if I was the—”

      “Might we just dispense with all that for the time we are here alone?”

      “Fine. I was kidnapped. They took me to the arena and forced me to fight.”

      “And you, as The Stranger, won and what? Just left?”

      “The asshole in charge tried to convince me to agree that I had signed a letter or whatever saying I agreed. But they had no idea who I was, so they just picked a name and tried to get me to say that was me. Which, you know, not really worth it for me to take on a new life like that.”

      “And so you beat these, erm, assholes, and left through the window?”

      “Something along those lines.”

      “At which point, you decided to just spend the night helping those in need?”

      “Just the problems I met between the arena and where I’m staying.”

      Valamir sucked in his breath and shook his head.

      “I have heard things are getting bad in the city,” he said, “but I did not realize quite the extent.”

      “Why are they?”

      “I fear our conversations are going round and round but missing the point. All of this is connected, obviously. Glaton faces, at present, wars on five fronts. Three nations invade our borders: Carchedon to the south, Kronth to the west, and Mahrduhm to the east and northeast. Given that there is no Emperor, our military is somewhat hamstrung, and though I have done what I can through the channels left available to me, I fear I cannot do as much as is needed. I have sent Legions to fight everywhere I could, but with as many front as are forced to fight upon, we now face the problem of lack of soldiers. Right now, as far as I know, Carchedon has Bergamo and Furstenbrünn under siege. It was a masterful bit of tactic — I did not expect the attack on Furstenbrünn, and so I sent, perhaps, too many of our Legions to Bergamo, including pulling those from Rumib Pass, as I thought the Rumib Pass situation had settled into little more than a border conflict. Now rumors are swirling about Rumib Pass, increased Mahrduhm presence there, and all the soldiers I pulled from the north are committed in the south, for if we lose hold of Bergamo or really any part of that isthmus, that opens Marchtal to Carchedon, and we would have a whole new front to the war, where Carchedon and Mahrduhm could, in theory meet and present an allied force. Since I also needed soldiers to hold Furstenbrünn, the rest of our available Legions went there.

      “However, as soon as that order went out, and the Legions marched south, Reidan, to the west, was attacked and sieged. One place we have a reserve of trained men and women is the City Guard of the capital, so I convinced the mayor to marshal most of the Guard into an army and sent them west as a stop-gap for Reidan. More Legions are holding Dragsbøl from Mahrduhm in the east, but that is such open ground, we require more bodies to hold it, and I cannot pull any soldiers from Dragsbøl to move them to Rumib Pass above Arenberg. I hear a large force has moved into place on the Mahrduhm side of the pass, with rumors of an elite squad preparing a major offensive. They could force the pass. I could pull one Legion from Sadler Woods, but that would present serious logistical problems moving goods from west to east or east to west. It could very well cause the Legion to lose enough able bodies that we would no longer be able to provide patrols through Sadler, which would largely cut the west off from the east. There are simply too many places we need soldiers and too few soldiers, for once, to be everywhere.

      “So Glaton, the capital, suffers rampant crime and increased monster attacks. I would imagine those are actually problems effecting most of Glaton the Empire right now, as we do not have Legions available to provide the normal protection services they have in the past. All the while, we fight three wars and have four cities under siege by three countries. And the election is upon us, which means any available mercenaries have been hired by those who think they might fight their way to the throne, and any private armies or retinues are brought to the city to protect lords and nobles against the mercenaries and other private armies.”

      “That’s quite the shit show.”

      Valamir nodded.

      “Just, uh, to make everything worse for you, Osterstadt decided they’re independent again.”

      “Ah, right. I seem to have forgotten that at the moment, but it is on my list of oh-shit-what-else somewhere in this mess of an office.”

      “Good list title.”

      “It is fitting.”

      “So, two more things to throw at you…”

      “Go on.”

      “One, you mentioned pulling a legion from Sadler woods. There’s only one there now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Only one Legion is running Sadler Woods.”

      “How do you know this, did you come through there? You could not have, you took, well, you took—”

      “We flew down in that general direction and hit a few little towns on the way, just to, you know, show face. One of those towns, Tolbiacum, was massacred. Every single person there was killed. Brutally.”

      “Tolbiacum?”

      “Yes. The Legion looks like it moved out of there, and—”

      “The Legion did move out of Tolbiacum. I sent them to Furstenbrünn. Did you stop in Glimmerhollow?”

      “No, I guess I might be mistaken about the Legion then.”

      “I will double-check,” Valamir said, making some notes, “but I have not noticed any changes in the Sadler Wood run. I will also see who or what I can send to check on Tolbiacum. There is a new investigator I have heard rumblings about who might be perfect for such an assignment. What is the second thing you wished to warn me about?”

      “Oh, just is now a bad time to tell you that Mahrduhm is marching an absolutely massive army west around the mountains to the north?”

      “It is not the best time. But much better to know now. It may well mean that the rumors of a push through Rumib Pass are just a diversionary tactic. Do you know why Mahrduhm would have an army heading west?”

      “I do not. Just something I saw.”

      “You have seen them from Coggeshall?”

      “No, it was during the fall when I was, um, taking a trip back from east to west.”

      “And you were on the north side of the mountains?”

      “I was.”

      “So there is the chance they aim to attack Coggeshall and force a way through to the Empire there, eh?”

      “That’s certainly the most logical play.”

      He pulled out a small notebook and wrote a few things down.

      “The election,” I said. “If we’re friends, what’s the plan there?”

      He sighed. “Since we are being honest,” he said, “I have no idea.”
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      There was a knock at the door.

      “Enter,” Valamir said.

      A young man stepped in with a tray. He carried it over to the desk and set it down. It contained a nice breakfast spread, with fresh fruit, an entire sliced loaf of bread, a pot of what smelled like coffee, and two cups.

      “Thank you, James,” Valamir said.

      “Your highness,” James the footman said as he backed out of the room and shut the door.

      “I was told you missed breakfast,” Valamir said, gesturing at the spread. “I figured this might sate your appetite while we chat a little more.”

      “Thank you, your highness,” I said, pouring him a coffee and then one for myself. “For Emperor — which horse you backing?”

      “It is a complicated question at present. My family has decided that if I am unwilling to assume the throne, then my niece should. Keep it in the family, so to speak.”

      “And you don’t like that?”

      “As a Glaton, I like it very much. She is a very smart girl who has quite a lot going for her. However, were I to look at it through the lens of Glaton the nation, I can quickly find problems with her. She is young, and has little experience with ruling. I fear the rest of my family views her as a potential puppet for their own ends, and I lack understanding of her personality to know if that is what would happen. Does she have the resolve to stand against the wishes and whims of those around her? And young rulers do not have the best track record in our history. Matilda the Burner assumed the throne when she was but fourteen. Lost it at twenty.”

      “I take it the Burner isn’t a nice nickname?”

      “No,” he said with a wry smile. “She had a tendency to ‘cleanse with fire’ whenever she felt something was impure. There was also Elizabeth the Fifth. She lasted one very long, violent year before meeting her untimely end at a mob. Torn apart.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “I imagine so, though she was dreadful enough to earn the moniker the Demon. Glaton was a dark place then. Some would argue we are still recovering. Still, no need to recount all the youthful rulers of Glaton. Just that there are few shining examples. Perhaps Nadya would rise above them.”

      “Who else is in the running?”

      “In the running or worth backing?”

      “Either.”

      “I have yet to see someone else I would vote for, but there are plenty who have made their desires known. The big names will be Karl Lodbrook, Eutharic Edgemond, and Katja Baeder. Baeder is a bit of an outlier, as she lacks what would be seen as the traditional pedigree. Or at least that is what she would like people to think. Her grandfather was a Glaton, though somewhat at the fringes of the family. She claims, of course, that she is not from one of the main families, and holds only a single county. But under her, Baeder County has become quite important and made her incredible wealth.

      “Eutharic Edgemond is terrible. I wish I could find a more polite way to speak about the man, or his family, but it is not possible. The Edgemonds have provided many of the worst rulers in Glaton’s history, and Eutharic would be right up there with his ancestors. He is younger, impulsive, prone to fits of rage and violence, and is caught amid vile rumors concerning pacts with dark lords. Karl Lodbrook i a career politician, ruling his family and region with care and a vague sense of compassion. He is likely the conservative choice. If nothing strange comes about, I imagine it will wind up boiling down to Karl Lodbrook and Nadya Glaton.”

      “I’ve heard of Lodbrook. Duke Ginsburg asked me to support Lodbrook.”

      “That makes sense. Lodbrook would be, hrm, decent I suppose. He’s rather old and set in his ways, with what I might describe as isolationist tendencies. Which is at odds with how he was in the past. In older days, when he spent more time in his lands and did not live in the city quite so much, he was more aggressive in what he wanted. Spoke about conquering everything, making the entire world Glaton. Then again, those were also the days when I really only encountered him in the midst of ribald balls and soirees where neither one of us were particularly sober. More recently, he has floated the idea of cutting some extraneous territory loose. That Glaton has grown too large to be adequately managed. Were he to be elected, it is quite the question whether he would return to his old ways and follow an aggressive policy, or, rather, continue in this new way of thinking.”

      “Who would vote to lose their lands?”

      “He would have to court the votes farther from the center, true, but there are some who feel that is the right direction. And that all these wars we fight are key evidence in pointing that way. Especially because Baeder has expressed similar sentiments. That we need to look into an alliance with Mahrduhm, and that, perhaps, sharing land might be the way to peace. Which I used to think would be a hard sell. The Glatonese way has always been expansionist, but maybe we have overreached.”

      “Doesn’t she have some bad moniker?”

      “Katja Baeder?”

      “The Queen of Mahrduhm. Isn’t she called the Dark Queen?”

      He smiled, shaking his head. “That certainly is the name I have heard, though those sorts of things are often twisted by the time they get to rival nations. A bit over a hundred years ago, our own Empress was called the Blood Queen by her own people. She was a constant on the field of battle, and for her entire reign, short though it was, the Empire was never at peace. But she was good for Glaton. She quelled a civil war and fought back several foul beasts. And regained a corner of the Empire everyone thought lost forever. So, all that to say we may call her the Dark Queen, but we are also at war with Mahrduhm, so I doubt anyone here would be inclined to say nice things about her.”

      “You want to ally with them?”

      “Not in the slightest. They are trying to invade us — I would prefer to see them crushed and to take their lands as our own. That said, her armies are doing very well and ours are struggling. Some might suggest that being willing to ally with Mahrduhm paints Katja as ill-suited for the crown. And yet, she has a following. She is very skilled with money, and that has led to her family and those around her prospering impressively. She also has a rather large standing army, and in this moment of honesty, I fear she is willing to do most anything to attain the throne.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked through a mouth full of a delicious citrus fruit.

      Valamir sighed, I hoped not because I may have done a bit of say-and-spray...

      “The election of an Emperor,” he intoned, as if picking his words carefully, “is a delicate competition, because the Emperor is essentially the source of law for the Empire. So in theory, whatever evils are committed during the election can easily be erased once the Emperor is elected.”

      “So you could just come in and kill everyone, and then when you’re made Emperor say that that was fine?” I asked.

      “Something along those lines. The new Emperor could also forgive such sins as his or her supporters commit as well. But the balance to that scale is that the new Emperor would also be able to punish those who committed such acts for the opposing side. This forces both sides to play nice. Until, that is, one side goes over the edge and, thus, must win the throne or be destroyed. At which point, it just becomes an all-out war between the groups until an Emperor is elected. Then one side is forgiven while the other is punished.”

      “I feel like there’s a lot I’m not getting here.”

      “I would not be surprised, and that does not reflect poorly on you. Glaton has had over a thousand years to develop a system so complicated there are those who have made careers out of studying it. Because even though the Emperor is all-powerful in most every sense, there is also the Senate. Which is the only check on the Emperor’s power. But the only thing that will get the Senate to work together to block the Emperor is a truly horrific Emperor. So as long as the ruler remains marginally sane, the power will be unlimited. And the Senate... I understand its importance, but the bizarre machinations that have developed over the years... It is quite frustrating for those of us who wish to see this country prosper, and yet I worry what might happen if we were to simply toss the Senate aside. “

      “Okay. So, you want me to support Nadya?”

      “I would like you to make up your own mind about Nadya. I do not aim to force you to decide; your votes are yours. I will give advice if you ask, but otherwise—”

      “Hold on,” I said. “All this to be like, do what your heart tells you?”

      “I would prefer you do what your mind tells you, but...”

      “But what?”

      “Follow your heart if you think that will guide you properly.”

      “I don’t understand you. You seem to be so tied into the politics of this place, and yet. I mean, why don’t you take the damn throne?”

      “I have no desire for it.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you not seek it?”

      “Because I would be the worst possible person you could choose to lead a nation. Fuck, dude, I shouldn’t even be a duke. I have no idea what I’m doing, and I have no idea if I’m even succeeding.”

      “And yet, that humility makes you a perfect candidate for the throne.”

      “Oh, fuck that. I’m not doing it.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Becoming Emperor.”

      “I have said nothing along those lines.”

      “It’s what you haven’t said. You’re dumping everything between the lines, Valamir.”

      “If you read that there, I would argue that is on you, not me. I am not attempting to convince you to be Emperor. Even if the job might be something you would not enjoy, do you think the nation would be better off with you at the helm?”

      “No.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Besides the obvious?”

      “Yes. Besides whatever you think might be obvious.”

      “I’m not smart enough for the gig. I’m emotional, and have more than a little rage problem. I don’t deal with idiots very well, and I’m pretty sure I could be pulled into doing something stupid by being convinced it was the right thing to do morally.”

      “All valid issues. But also issues that may be addressed and overcome.”

      “See, you’re doing it again.”

      “I am only having a conversation with you.”

      “I don’t want to be Emperor.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Can they force me?”

      “In the most technical sense, it is possible for you to be voted in against your will. Someone might nominate you, and you might receive votes, but I daresay it would be impossible for someone who does not wish the throne to gain sufficient votes without a living Emperor.”

      “If you nominate me,” I said, “I’m punching you in the face.”

      “If I nominate you,” Valamir replied with a smile, “I will present my face for punching.”

      While I drank my coffee, I stared at him. I couldn’t figure him out, but I also didn’t trust him. I was starting to believe I was being roped into some bizarre attempt to get me into the spot of Emperor. But why?

      A bell rang somewhere in the house. Valamir smiled.

      “It would seem your next appointment is here,” Valamir said.

      “Wait, my next appointment?”

      “Yes. Being that I am a Glaton, when my family reached out to ask if I might help set up a small engagement, I agreed. That should be Nadya here to take you on a little tour of the city.”

      “This better not be a date.”

      He just smiled and shrugged.
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      I’m not saying it was a date, but it very well felt like a date. A valet escorted me out to a posh carriage emblazoned with the Glaton family crest and painted in Glaton colors. Knights in full armor on horseback were stationed behind and in front, and uniformed footmen rode on four different places on the carriage. The driver was a good-looking young man who bowed low and helped me board the carriage.

      Inside was a beautiful young woman with a lot of nearly perfect dark hair and the sort of smile that melts hearts from across the room. Her eyes sparkled at me. I wasn’t sure how to read that.

      “I am Nadya, your grace,” she said. “It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “Charmed,” I replied, remembering hearing that in a movie one time. “I’ve been told we are taking a tour of the city.”

      “I thought it might be a good idea,” she said. “It can be a complicated and overwhelming place when you first arrive.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.”

      “Light refreshment?” she asked.

      Across from us, a woman held out a flute of some bubbling liquid and a small bowl of fruit that had been shaped into balls.

      “Ah, sure,” I said, and took both.

      I noticed Nadya had her own set.

      “And you are?” I asked the woman.

      “Lady Wintergarden,” she replied with a bow of her head.

      “Chaperone,” Nadya said with a wry smile.

      Wintergarden rolled her eyes and leaned back, her duty of giving me refreshments done so now she could focus on making sure I wouldn’t ravish the potential empress.

      “This is my uncle’s estate,” Nadya said. “Very posh.”

      “I doubt his grace needs this portion of the city to be on his tour,” Wintergarden said.

      “Seems pretty important.”

      Wintergarden sighed.

      “Most of the nobility have their city homes nearby,” Nadya continued. “Quite a few of the largest estates in the city are in the surrounding blocks. And if you decide you like to dance at balls, they’ll basically all be here.”

      “Does this neighborhood have a name?”

      “Crown Gardens.”

      “Got it.”

      “How much do you know about the city?”

      “Basically nothing. The name of the main two streets, and the path from the place I’m staying to there.”

      “It’s an older city—”

      “The country was founded here, right?”

      “Yes. It grew from this little city to the great Empire we have today. Only took fifteen hundred years.”

      “Nadya,” Wintergarden sniped.

      This time, Nadya rolled her eyes.

      We rattled along towards the main street, but when we passed a massive building with a very large dome on the top, Nadya pointed out my window, leaning her body against mine to do so, and said, “That’s the Senate.”

      “The whole thing?” I asked.

      “Essentially the entire block, yes. There’s the main meeting chamber, which is huge, and then smaller chambers. Anyone who holds votes is entitled to an office, so there are quite a few offices there. Though I don’t know how many people actually use them.”

      I looked at the building. It was big, imposing, and basically just across the street from—

      “And that’s the palace,” Nadya said, pointing out her window. “The main palace at least. The Imperial Palace as a whole actually encompasses a ton of space, with a bunch of palaces within the grounds. That one should be called the Emperor’s Palace because that’s where the Emperor lives. And his staff is mostly there. Both living and working. I think. Is that right?”

      Wintergarden nodded. “There are over two thousand beds in that palace. It serves as the residence for the Emperor and his or her direct family and staff.”

      “Damn,” I said.

      I couldn’t even see the whole thing.

      We turned on the main north-south road, the Via Praetorius, which ended at the palace. Of course, being on the main road and being in a rather ostentatious parade, nearly everyone we passed watched us.

      Nadya continued the tour, talking nonstop. She was nervous. And sucking down her flutes of bubbly. I’d taken a sip — it was a very sweet wine of some variety. Nice enough, but not exactly morning material. Nor really something I’d drink at any hour of the day, given a choice. So I just held mine and tried to keep from spilling it going over the bumps in the road.

      She pointed out various administration buildings, a museum, all that sort of fun stuff. When we got to the center of the city, where the two main thoroughfares met, she pointed out the Legion recruitment building, which also served as the first point of training for the Legionnaires. Kitty-corner from the Legion building was a large fancy edifice named The Forum where the Emperor would, on occasion, come and meet with anyone who wanted. I got the story behind all the walls, that the city had originally been just a fort, then they built some walls and the city grew to those walls, so they built another set of walls and the city grew to fill those walls. Then there was a massive undertaking to build a huge set of walls and the massive Imperial palace that was up against the mountainous cliffs to the north, and there was no way the city would ever grow so large. And then it promptly grew too large, and they needed another set of walls. Six expansions, and each time they left the existing walls when they built the new ones. Even now, there was talk about another expansion, and the argument was centered on going south this time, or west again.

      I got to see the Golden Square, which was very fancy, but wasn’t a square and had nothing golden I could see. It was home to nearly all the banks in the city, so I suppose there was probably a ton of gold there, just under lock and key. Then we saw The Greens, which held all sorts of gardens and greenhouses, most devoted to producing a specific crop. We got out and took a tour of a Glaton-owned strawberry greenhouse. Which, unsurprisingly, had delicious strawberries.

      Then we got to the Pits.

      Which were low-key awesome. I finally started to understand the whole waste-disposal system of Glaton. They threw everything into various pits. And in those pits were creatures that feasted on the waste. Sometimes those pit beasts made beneficial things on the side.

      Nadya was a little drunk by that time, and a little more touchy than I felt was warranted, but I chalked it up to nerves more than anything. She was also super excited about the Pits, more so than any other portion of the tour thus far. And she seemed to know the answer to virtually anything I could ask about the Pits or the pitbeasts.

      She introduced me to a nice guy named Matthew something or other, who went over the specifics, that the pitbeasts he was overseeing actually produced something that, when dried, turned to glass. So he and his employees were making panes of glass out of pitbeast shit.

      All the sewers drained into just the most massive pit where there were creatures that ate our shit and provided, I guess, clean water and quite fertile soil. Weird how that worked. The massive pit used to be left open, but now it was covered and served as a big square that had the Glatonese equivalent of food trucks. Lots of small kitchens in wagons producing a wide range of foods. It looked as if all the people who worked the pits came to eat at one of the little wagons. It was clear Nadya expected to eat at the wagons, whereas Lady Wintergarden had other plans, and denied us that little joy by saying a stop would take too much time. She did produce a picnic basket that had various pastries and such, but pastries aren’t lunch. More like second breakfasts.

      Still, free food, so I ate them. They were good. And reminded me of something Cleeve once told me.

      “Isn’t there a baker in the city who’s, like, level one hundred?” I asked, kind of out of nowhere.

      Nadya stopped mid-sentence and cocked her head to the side, then looked at Lady Wintergarden.

      She smiled and nodded.

      “There is,” she said. “And while he bakes only occasionally, he provides nearly all the bread for the Imperial palace.”

      “I’d like to try his bread some time,” I said, off-hand.

      “I’ll get you some,” Nadya offered.

      I smiled at her.

      There was a lot of smiling going on.

      Then we turned around and headed west, having gone as far east as, apparently, we were going. Right up to the last expansion without going into it.

      Nadya started talking about the arena and the games and how she’d had tickets to go to the opening night but couldn’t actually make it because of, well, reasons apparently. There was a none-too-subtle glance at Wintergarden, which made it clear Wintergarden had been involved in keeping Nadya away from the Games. But, Nadya had heard all about The Stranger and that was all the talk of Glaton right now. Everyone was desperate to find the man and uncover how he’d managed to be the only one to survive.

      I clenched my teeth.

      “The only one?” I asked.

      “I know,” Nadya said. “First one to make it through all seven cycles, and it was just him.”

      “What about the others?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There were seven at the start, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “And then?”

      “Six died? I don’t really know.”

      I glanced out the window, wanting to get control over my rage. I’d left two men alive at the end of that nightmare. Two men who had been mostly fine.

      “Have you ever been to any arena games?” Nadya asked.

      “Nope. And that Seven Strangers thing seems kind of brutal.”

      “I suppose,” she said. “I guess you can see it that way.”

      “How would you see it?”

      “A chance for someone to become a hero.”

      “But it’s pointless heroics.”

      “Not for those who have no other way to get out of a hole.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Most of the time, as far as I understand, the seven strangers are people who’ve hit rock bottom and need a path out. And if they win, they’re set for life. If they lose, at least their families get something.”

      “And their debts are cleared,” Wintergarden added. “No matter the outcome, the debts are taken on.”

      I leaned back and took a long deep breath in, letting it out nice and slow.

      “I’ve heard that you’ve had some close encounters with monsters,” Nadya said. “Is that true?”

      “I’ve come close to a few nasty things, yeah.”

      “Anything impressive?”

      “Not really.”

      “I would imagine, young lady, that it is not a topic his grace would like to speak on.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Nadya said.

      She sat back. There was most definitely the feeling that this event had gone on longer than it should have. I was tired of sitting down and being bounced along. Nadya was a little drunk and seemed bored as well. I’d gotten more than enough trivia about the city, and now I wanted to do anything physical.

      “It would seem, your grace,” Lady Wintergarden said, “that we are at your next appointment, just in time.”

      I frowned, wondering how the fuck that’d happened. And yet, out the window I saw Eliza Northwoods standing in front of an office building, waving at me.

      “Oh. Uh, yeah,” I said. “Thank you very much for the tour, Lady, um, Nadya.”

      She smiled at me. “You are very welcome, Duke Coggeshall. I hope to see you again soon.”

      “Indeed,” I said, and got out of the carriage before it could get any more awkward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            67

          

        

      

    

    
      Remember how I’d been looking forward to not sitting down and doing something physical?

      Well, I got to sit down and not do something physical, as I met my ‘Senate Advisor,’ Arthur Reinhardt. He was a younger man with a mop of dark curls on top of his head, round glasses perched on his nose that may or may not have actually been necessary, and a remarkable amount of loose paper stacked in his rather cramped office, with just the slightest view of the Senate Building.

      “Ah, yes, your grace,” he said, practically bouncing on his feet as he pumped my hand. “Arthur Reinhardt, at your service.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said, sighing as I dropped into the chair across from him.

      Eliza sat down in the chair next to me and gave me a smile.

      “Yes, well, very excited that you have taken this meeting with me,” he said. “I assure you that I have quite a diverse selection of experience and that I have done extensive work to understand the political machinations of the Glaton Senate—”

      “I don’t need to hear your bona fides,” I said. “Just, um, you know, explain how it works.”

      “How what works? The Senate?”

      “Yeah.”

      He opened his eyes wide and rolled them a little.

      “How long do you have? It could take years.”

      “Start with the election and pretend I know nothing about it.”

      “Do you know anything about it?”

      “Not really, no.”

      “Okay. Is he serious?” he asked Eliza.

      “I told you he was quite new to this,” Eliza said. “He comes from a, well, a non-traditional background.”

      “I’m adopted,” I clarified. “And I’m mostly used to killing things, not negotiating. So, you know, use small words.”

      Eliza playfully hit my knee. “There’s no need to threaten him.”

      “I didn’t threaten him,” I said.

      Arthur gulped, but smiled. “Of course you didn’t.”

      “If I did—”

      “Of course not. Starting with the election, and trying to use, um, small words, I suppose it begins with the votes. There are, well, to be a member of the Senate, you must have at least one vote. Votes are dictated by regions. Originally, only archdukes got votes, them and the Emperor. But, well, it got bigger when archdukes started giving votes to their counts and barons, which became a bit of mess until it was codified clearly in 1025. Now, for each vote given out, the Emperor receives one as well. So the archdukes were given twenty votes each, and each of them were allowed to give those votes out as they wanted. Thus, when there were merely the four main families, there were four archdukes who held eighty votes in the Senate. The Emperor, therefore, also had eighty votes in the Senate. And to avoid a tie, the mayor of Glaton has a single vote.”

      “So to overrule the Emperor in something, it requires everyone to vote against him or her?” I asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Has that ever happened?”

      “Many times. It is not necessarily common, but it has happened time and time again in the annals of history. Usually it marks a precursor to a new Emperor being installed. But, not important for the moment, as the Emperor has no votes at present. The Emperor’s votes are the only votes which do not need to be given to someone. All other votes must be accounted for. Which, partly, is why this is going to be a unique and exciting election.”

      “I have a feeling I’m not going to like this, but why?”

      “Simply put, the latest expansion of the Empire occurred and there are only two nobles who have been granted titles and lands within that region. And since there is only one duke within that region who, on paper, reports only to the Emperor, that means all the votes which go with that region are given to that duke.”

      “Fuck, and I’m that duke.”

      “Yes! You hold more votes than any one person.”

      “Twenty?”

      “You are listening! Yes, you hold twenty votes out of the one and twenty-one votes available.”

      “Neat.”

      “It is so incredible to be on the precipice of a historic moment. I feel blessed to be a part of this.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      “You do not exactly seem excited.”

      “He’s being snide,” Eliza said. “He hates politics.”

      “I am sorry. I find it fascinating.”

      “So why doesn’t Lord Northwoods get some votes?” I asked. “He’s got land there?”

      “Yes, but you are a duke, so they would go to you, and you could then give votes to the count.”

      “Even though he’s not, like, my count?”

      “There is nothing in the bylaws which states what you need to do with your votes once they are yours. You may do with them as you wish. Provided, of course, they go to someone. Who is a member of the landed aristocracy.”

      “So I couldn’t give them to you.”

      “Not officially, no. I could go as your proxy,” Arthur said. “Whereupon I would be voting in your stead. But that is not the same as owning the vote — they would still be yours.”

      “Do I have to cast my votes?”

      “No. It is only required that each region has their votes allocated. The choosing not to vote can be seen as an act of voting.”

      “So, not that complicated.”

      “Perhaps you could say it back to me so I might know if my explanation worked, or if I missed something.”

      “Okay, well, I have twenty votes. I don’t need to use those votes. Most votes for someone and they become Emperor, but I don’t really need to care because I can not vote and just go back to Coggeshall.”

      “Montana,” Eliza snapped.

      “I’m joking! I’ll vote.There are a hundred and twenty-one votes total. I get twenty of them. Most votes wins?”

      “Well,” Arthur started, “potentially. The manner in which the voting occurs must be voted on. So it could be most votes wins, but in the past there have been stages where the top three vote-getters are put into a secondary voting session, and then the top one there moves on to the next stage.”

      “And who—” I stopped mid-thought, realizing I’d definitely just missed something, “next stage?”

      “A ritual occurs after a person has won the Senate vote. It is possible for said person to not make it through that ritual. Of course, the ritual is shrouded in secrecy and really doesn’t involve the Senate, so I’m not exactly familiar with it.”

      “But I have the gist of it, right?”

      “Yes, you do have the gist of it right,” he said, smiling at his wordplay. “The complications really arise when objections are brought forth. The long history of the senate means there are all sorts of small rules in place to strip others of votes and make it difficult to vote. All the games played in the pursuit of power.”

      “Great.”

      “But that is why you would hire someone like me. My job would be to prevent you from running afoul of any of those rules and making sure you maintain your voting ability.”

      I scratched at the stubble on my cheek, then peered out the tiny fire-code violation of a window in the fuel-filled office, trying to make sense of all the shit I’d just stepped in.

      “I hate to add any undue pressure onto the situation,” Arthur said quickly, “as I know it must be overwhelming, what with, you know, the world. But there is a rather tight timeline here. So...”

      “What timeline?” I asked.

      “The first Senate session is this afternoon.”

      “The fuck it is.”

      “It is,” he said, pulling out a calendar and flipping it around to point at the date. “This is the official Senate calendar. Or, rather, a paired copy of the official calendar, so it is updated whenever the official calendar updates, and as you can see,” he tapped on the date, “three pm: introductory session regarding the election of the Emperor and other business in the matters of Glaton and Glaton.”

      “Glaton and Glaton?”

      “City and country,” Eliza said off-handed as she read over the calendar. “When was this added?”

      “This morning.”

      “I suppose they know you’re here,” she said, glancing my way.

      “I am here,” I said. “Arthur, you’re hired. Let’s go to the Senate.”

      Arthur looked like the kid on the first Christmas morning after the divorce, in the thrall of double presents. He clapped a few times excitedly and started grabbing things around the room. “You will not regret this, your grace. I am so excited — I get to sit on the floor! Let’s go!”

      And he was out the door.

      Half a second later, he popped his head back in.

      “Not to hurry you, but,” he said, “I am not allowed in without you. So, um, shall we?”
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      It was exceedingly clear something big was going down at the Senate. If nothing else, the preponderance of carriages was a good clue. They were everywhere, with all sorts of crests on display, and more soldiers than I’d seen anywhere else in the capital city so far.

      And, to make it all so much more fun, all the soldiers were yelling at each other, each trying to make sure their lord could get to the Senate first. Meanwhile, only one carriage at a time could unload in the front door, and whomever was there was taking their damn sweet time getting out of the carriage. Granted, there was every chance it could have been an older person who needed help getting in and out. But once we were close, I could see it was just someone with a ridiculous hat who was doing their damndest to keep the hat from flying off as they got out.

      Some people lined up in front of a door, so I followed suit. But Arthur pulled me out of the line and pointed to another door.

      “That one, your grace,” he said. “The first door is for those hoping to be granted admittance to the viewing area, though I doubt the public will be allowed in for this initial session.”

      We got to the Senators’ door, where two men in full armor stood on either side. A young woman stood between them, wearing some armor.

      “Public entrance is to the side,” she said dismissively.

      “I have his grace, the duke of Coggeshall,” Arthur said, “and his guest, Lady Northwoods.”

      “Duke of Coggeshall?” the woman asked, pulling out a notebook and looking it over before looking me over. “Permission to look through your titles?”

      “Granted,” I said, willing my character sheet to open up.

      I saw her eyes glaze over in that way when people were reading things. She frowned.

      “Apologies, your grace,” she said, stepping back and opening the door for me.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      We stepped into a large open lobby with deep plush carpeting over that absorbed nearly all sound and presented a sharp contrast with what was happening outside. Here, it was limited to basically just the Senators and their immediate parties. We were one of the first groups through the door, so it was just the three of us and like nine other people.

      “An odd aspect of the Senate,” Arthur said quietly, because there was just that sense about the place, that we needed to be quiet while we were there, “there are only as many seats as there are votes. In the past, they called the votes chairs. How many chairs were for this or that? And they would move the chairs about the room to denote who was voting for what. Apparently it got quite silly at times, with people moving chairs around and certain senators saying they were too tired. Anyway, now it’s all votes and recorded as votes. Just, you know, a fun bit of history.”

      “Huh,” I said. “So I’m going to have, what, seventeen empty chairs around me?”

      Arthur smiled and nodded.

      “Can I bring whomever I want to fill those chairs?”

      “In theory. But there are certain rules your guests could violate, which could send you out of the Senate for the meeting. Which would, unfortunately, keep you out of voting for the Emperor.”

      “Is there a difference between the meeting and the session?”

      “Great question. There is quite an important distinction. This is the first session of this meeting. This particular meeting will last until the Emperor is crowned, at which point, a new meeting will be called. Multiple sessions make up a meeting.”

      “Seems backward to me.”

      Arthur just shrugged. “At one point I tried to make sense of it, and then I realized it was likely done on purpose. Anything to make it obtuse and complicated so that those already in the know can keep it artificially elite.”

      “Awesome.”

      “If you will excuse me,” Arthur said, “I will head into chambers and make sure there is an area assigned to you.”

      “Thanks, Arthur.”

      He bounced along the lobby before slipping through a set of doors. It was clear he was an excitable sort and this was the highlight of his week, if not a longer period of time. And all I wanted to do was not be there.

      “Are we supposed schmooze?” I asked.

      “Normally, yes,” Eliza said. “But in this case, it might be better to continue cultivating an air of mystery. Or better yet, we wait for someone to approach you. You hold a lot of votes, and there will doubtless be those who aim to sway you to their side. Was your meeting with Valamir beneficial?”

      “More or less.”

      “Did you come away with any clarity? Perhaps an understanding that he is not the enemy you thought?”

      “I’m more willing to believe, but the jury’s still out.”

      After a few minutes of standing awkwardly in the shadows, Arthur returned and escorted us into the Senate Chambers.

      My mouth opened as we walked in.

      Calling it a room was a bit silly — it was a massive, open area. The ceiling was impossibly high, soaring into a dome that stretched to the heavens. All sorts of fancy architectural details covered the walls, crusted in precious metals and other finery. At one end of the chambers was a structure that wouldn’t look out of place in a courthouse. There were two podiums out front on a raised dais, and, along the back wall, three spots for people to sit way up high, like a judge’s bench. Spreading out from the dais were large, plush chairs. A hundred and twenty-one of them. There was plenty of space for more chairs. You know, if the Empire continued to expand. Or, I suppose, if it fragmented.

      Small banners hung on the backs of chairs, and, sure enough, on one side was a big ol’ block of green with my funky bandersnatch smiling at me. I mean, if a bandersnatch could smile. I doubted it. They seemed truly only capable of snarling. It made me realize I should probably see a bandersnatch at some point. Or maybe get one as a pet. One thing I was sure of, however, was that saying bandersnatch many times in a row was not only difficult, but made the word itself begin to lose meaning. Bandersnatch. Bandersnatch. Bandersnatch. Fuck. I mean, it was a nonsense word to start with, and now...

      “Your grace?” Arthur asked. “Would you care to choose one of your seats?”

      “Oh, uh, sure,” I said, and walked over and picked a chair in the front row of my little section.

      Eliza sat down next to me, and I noticed Arthur walked around to sit behind me.

      “Why back there?” I asked.

      “Less obtrusive,” he said. “I’m a little nervous and I thought, perhaps, I might hide a bit behind you. If that is—”

      “Hide away,” I replied. “I got you.”

      People trickled in slowly, likely as they managed to get out of the traffic jam outside. What was interesting, though, is that no one was introduced and no one really seemed to talk with anyone else. The giant room remained silent. I didn’t recognize many people, likely because I was from such a backwater province. Though, of course, I recognized Valamir when he came in, followed closely by Nadya. They didn’t sit next to each other, but remained nearby.

      Finally, the doors shut with a soft thud, and a bell rang. The few people not sitting quickly found their chairs, and an air of expectancy settled over the space. We were all waiting for something, although I had the sense I was the only one who had no idea what was about to happen.

      It was interesting to glance around the room and see how it had filled up. There weren’t many empty chairs, just one or two here or there. And then there was my section, where I was surrounded. And where I was being stared at by more than one person as they tried to figure out what the fuck was going on.

      There was a loud crack, like a gavel hitting a block, and an older woman came through a door behind the judge’s bench thing. She took a seat in the middle. A moment later, another woman came out and took another of the seats. Then a man came out. All quite old, all wearing dark blue robes. They took a moment to, I don’t know, pull out papers or something. Whatever it was, they were intently focused on something in front of them. Then they had a quick whisper between themselves, and finally, the woman in the center cleared her throat a time or two.

      “The seven hundred and eighth meeting of the Senate of Glaton is called to sit,” the woman said.

      A bell rang.

      “This, the first session of the seven hundred and eighth meeting, is a private session,” Center Woman said. “None shall be allowed in Senate chambers save vote holders and seated guests.”

      There was a little hubbub from somewhere behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw some people being shepherded out of a balcony. I heard doors shut and a lock turn over.

      “Have all chairs been issued?” Center Woman called out.

      “All chairs have been issued,” the woman to the right said. “Save the Emperor’s allotment.”

      “We now call for the chairs present,” the woman in the center called out. And then began the great call of the names and their votes. Or chairs. “His Royal Highness, High Prince of Glaton, Valamir Glaton. Two chairs.”

      “I claim two chairs,” Valamir said.

      “When they call your name,” Arthur whispered right in my ear, “you will say you claim twenty chairs, unless, of course, you give one away. And it would seem we are in the midst of a rather arcane style proceeding. Most surprising.”

      “His grace, the ArchDuke of Glaton, Prince Dalton Glaton. Three chairs.”

      “I claim two chairs,” the archduke, an older guy sitting right behind Valamir, said. “I present Nadya Glaton, Countess of Daventry with one chair.”

      “I claim one chair,” Nadya said.

      “The Senate recognizes one chair given to Nadya Glaton, Countess of Daventry,” Center Woman said.

      The man on the left bench, judge three I guess, made some notes in a very large book splayed out across his desk.

      “Her grace, Archduke of Lodbrook, two chairs.”

      “I claim two chairs,” an old woman said, then took a swig from a flask and sighed. She caught me looking at her, and she winked.

      “His grace, the Archduke of Edgemond, one chair.”

      “I claim three chairs,” a skinny younger man with a pinched face said as he stood up. “And wish--“

      The person next to Edgemond grabbed the kid and wrenched him back down to seating.

      “His grace, the Archduke of Edgemond receives the first demerit,” the woman on the right said, glaring out at the rest of us.

      Utter silence settled on the room.

      Then the Edgemond kid stood back up and said: “I claim one chair.”

      The archdukes of Oldenberg and Ironside were next, each holding two seats.

      And then my turn.

      “His grace, the Imperial Duke of Coggeshall,” the woman in the center said. “Twenty chairs.”

      “I claim twenty chairs,” I said firmly, doing my best impression of someone who knew what the fuck was going on.

      There were a few gasps in the chamber, as if they hadn’t bothered to look over and count all the chairs around me.

      But no one said anything. I could feel all the eyes on me, though.

      The woman running things was unperturbed. She moved on to the next person.

      Who had a single chair.

      And that’s basically how it went. One chair here, two chairs there. One woman, Katja Baeder no less, had three chairs. It seemed to go in order of rank, and Baeder was pretty deep in the thick of it.

      Finally, I heard, “His honor, Mayor of Glaton, Decius Tanicius Docilus.”

      “I claim but one chair,” an affable, smiling chap said from the last seat tucked all the way against the far wall. He waved merrily at everyone. “Back here, in case I’m too quiet.”

      The center woman smiled for the first time, while the woman on the right grimaced like she wanted to admonish the mayor, but didn’t.

      “The chairs have been issued and accounted,” the woman in the center said.

      Slamming the giant book closed, the man to her left then passed it around to someone behind him, who traded him for another huge book. Which was then opened, pages flipped through, and then the man nodded at the center woman.

      “The Senate Chamberlain calls to order!” the center woman called out. “I present the business of this session. The business of this session regards the election of the eighty-seventh Emperor of Glaton. Are there any preliminary motions?”

      Archduke Edgemond, the pinched-face young dude, raised his hand.

      “ArchDuke Edgemond,” the woman on the right intoned. “The bench recognizes ArchDuke Edgemond.”

      “I, as Archduke Edgemond, motion to call the vote for Emperor now!”

      “ArchDuke Edgemond presents the motion to call the vote for Emperor now. Is there a second of equal or greater rank to back this motion?”

      Silence.

      “The motion was presented,” the center woman said. “The motion is denied.”

      I could feel my will to live drain out of my body as it went on.
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      And, fuck, did it go on. And on. And all with that stuffy tone. Everyone had to say their whole title and name every time they spoke. There were all sorts of motions, the bulk of which seemed to have nothing whatsoever to do with the election. Which meant that then someone would make a motion for the original motion maker to defend the motion within the scope of the stated goals of the session and the meeting. At which point, the original motion maker would either retract their motion or attempt to defend it. And then we had to vote on the merits of the motions, and when someone lost on the merits of the motion, they were issued a demerit. Which, in this meeting, was limited to four. Four demerits and you could no longer sit or vote in the session. Though you could still transfer your votes to someone else for the duration of said session. It was a stunning display of bureaucratic nonsense, and I was surprised only three people managed to get bounced during that first session.

      I just tried to stay quiet and keep my votes to myself. I didn’t really care about any of the motions presented, as most of them seemed very personal. Things like establishing a certain area of the country as protected hunting grounds for nobility had no bearing on me, nor could I really see how it dealt with the vote for Emperor. But no one questioned it, and so they voted on it. It did not pass.

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, a more muted bell rang. The woman in charge of the whole affair announced the current motion being discussed was the final motion for this session. She said it would be tabled unless deemed an emergency that needed to be voted on before we halted proceedings for the day. There was no such emergency, so she informed us the next session would begin at the ninth bell on the following morning.

      The man on her left closed his big book, handed it off, and then left. Then the woman on the right got up and left, and finally the woman in the center picked up her gavel and left.

      For a moment, no one did anything. Then there was another soft bell, and the sound of doors being unlocked.

      Everyone seemed to get to their feet at once and start for the doors.

      It was an orderly exit, since it was a really large room and there were less than a hundred of us there. And it was eerily quiet because no one spoke above the barest whisper until we reached the lobby.

      And then, everyone spoke at once. Like we’d all been holding our breath and then we all released at the same time.

      “My goodness,” Arthur said, his face beet red, “that was exciting. I will not forget those moments for the rest of my life.”

      “You are a strange man, Arthur,” I said.

      “I will have all sorts of things to tell my wife tonight. She will be so jealous. We have never been on the floor before. At least not until today, and now I have. She is going to flip!”

      “What actually happened in there?”

      “Hrm?”

      Eliza patted my arm and gave me a look, then split off from me. I had no idea what she was trying to tell me, but I figured she had it under control. Whatever it might be.

      “Were you, I mean,” Arthur started carefully, “were you paying attention?”

      “There were moments I was,” I said, figuring honesty was the best policy here with the guy who was supposed to help me understand all of this. “But not many.”

      “Ah, well, quite a few things occurred. Most were only marginally important to you or Coggeshall, but it was primarily the business being tackled before the election. A few people were ejected, only one on purpose I believe, but—”

      “On purpose?”

      “Oh, surely. The mistakes they made were too simple. I imagine they wanted to give their votes away temporarily and return to their lands.Or something along those lines.”

      “I noticed the mayor was, um, flippant?”

      “His is the only chair that cannot be taken away — there’s no demerit limit. He can be issued them, but they’re mostly, well, pointless. Originally, it was felt the nobles might find a reason to kick the mayor out of every meeting, so here we are.”

      “Fascinating first session, eh?” Valamir said, walking up to me. “You survived it well.”

      “I guess,” I replied. “Still trying to get the hang of it. Arthur, Valamir; Valamir, Arthur.”

      “Oh, ah, your highness,” Arthur stammered out from slightly behind me as he tried to bow. But instead he just bonked his head into my shoulder.

      “A pleasure,” Valamir said, giving the slightest of head nods to Arthur.

      “My Senate advisor,” I said.

      “I have heard good things of you, Mister Reinhardt,” Valamir said. “It would please us if you took special care of the Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Yes, of course, your highness,” Arthur said.

      Eliza reappeared at my side and dropped into a polite curtsy.

      “Your highness,” she said.

      “Lady Northwoods,” Valamir said.

      All the titles and shit were really getting old.

      “Will we be seeing you this eve at the ball?” Eliza asked.

      “Ah,” Valamir smiled, “no. I find one of the few remaining powers of my position is that I can avoid such frivolous things.”

      “A shame,” Eliza said. “There are several ladies who will be most disappointed.”

      Then the impossible happened: Valamir blushed, coughed once, and quickly made an excuse before stepping away.

      “Ball?” I asked.

      “Oh yes,” Eliza said, her smile waaaaay too big for comfort. “Until tomorrow, Arthur.”
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      It was evening when we left the Senate. But we didn’t go home. We didn’t grab some food or a drink after such a long session.

      We went shopping.

      I found the shopping about as enjoyable as the Senate, as it was all trying things on, none of which felt comfortable, until Eliza finally decided I looked how she thought I should look. At which point I had to part with an obscene amount of gold.

      Finally, I was allowed to go back home just long enough to bathe and dress.

      Ragnar and Bear were back and in the midst of a card game while I dressed.

      “Did you find an antidote?” I asked while struggling to pull on a tight shirt with puffy sleeves.

      “Start with that and you’re going to be disappointed,” Ragnar said. “I felt pretty good that we found someone who wanted to take the problem on.”

      “Who?”

      “Name’s Leopold Edwards. Instructor of applied Teratology.”

      “Studies monsters,” Bear said.

      “Yup,” Ragnar added. “I explained what happened, provided some drawings and the samples we took. He said he’d get right to work. Knew nothing about that sort of lizard or creature, but was going to rope in a colleague who studied that sort of stuff.”

      “Herpetologist.”

      “Sure.”

      “Did you tell him there’s some serious time constraints on this? That—” I started.

      “I explained the situation in Coggeshall,” Ragnar said. “As clear as I could. Edwards told me that it would take the time it took, and going faster would wind up taking longer.”

      “Awesome.”

      “How was the Senate?” Bear asked.

      “It’s not the most bored I’ve ever been,” I said, “but it’s definitely fighting for that top spot. I’m really hoping the whole vote thing gets done quickly so we can get out of here. But as long as we’re here, I want you checking in with Edwards daily.”

      “Got it,” Ragnar said. “You want to talk about your turn as The Stranger?”

      “Not in the slightest. Where’s Baltu?”

      “No idea. Haven’t’ seen him since he left this morning. And I would really like to give him a little more time.”

      “You don’t want to go poking around the sewers?”

      Ragnar just frowned at me. Then he threw his cards down.

      “Will you stop using changing all my cards around?” he snapped at Bear.

      She put her cards down with a smile.

      “It’s in my fairy nature,” she said.

      “I hate it.”

      “Maybe try reading a book or something,” I said. “I have to go to a ball.”

      “Oh, poor Montana has to go to a party,” Ragnar said.

      “You want to go?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ragnar can’t switch places with you,” Bear said.

      I sighed. There was a polite knock at the door.

      “Your carriage is here,” a servant said.

      “On my way,” I replied.

      I grabbed the green jacket off the bed, made sure I had my unfillable knapsack tied discreetly to my side, and pulled the jacket on

      “How do I look?” I asked.

      “Duchal,” Bear said with a nod.

      “Mostly,” Ragnar added.
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      The Ball was held in some gargantuan house, an estate that made Valamir’s place look modest. This place was one of the largest I’d ever seen, and if I hadn’t known it was a single family home, I would have thought it was one of the major offices taking care of the brunt of the Empire’s administrative needs. The grand foyer could have fit the brownie tree on top of the white tree, because it was open four levels up. A huge staircase divided the foyer, making it the perfect place for grand entrances. Deep, plush carpet that would surely be ruined by the end of the night covered up marble tile polished to a high shine. The walls were decorated with heavy and detailed tapestries, and anything that could take some gilt was awash in gold. It was impressive, in that I-can’t-believe-someone-spent-so-much-money-on-this sort of way.

      Men and women in impeccable armor stood at regular intervals, both inside and outside, and while they looked pretty, they also looked hard. Ready to rumble if necessary. Hell, some of them looked like they wanted an excused to rumble.

      I’d worried that Eliza was going to make herself my date for the event. It wouldn’t have been bad, but I also wasn’t sure what message that would convey, and how important it was to maintain myself as an eligible bachelor. Which I was not. I had no intention of marrying anyone — just making that clear. But while I knew I wasn’t marrying anyone, I could see the political expediency if people thought I might be available. Instead, Eliza was attending the ball, in a technical sense, with the couple who were the caretakers of the Northwoods city estate, Bertie and his wife Lehanna. All three of them, Eliza and the couple, dressed in Northwoods blue and looked incredibly elegant. Obviously, Eliza looked unreal, making most of the other women in the mansion appear plain in comparison. They swept past me, heading to a large open ballroom with what looked like a full orchestra playing a rousing tune, and a dance floor quite full of people cutting rugs.

      For a second, I thought about going that way, but decided I’d rather get something to eat, so I veered to left, where there was a buffet and several open tables.

      This was definitely more my speed. There was an insane spread of food. All sorts of delicious treats that beat any high-class brunch buffet I’d ever been to, by a wide margin. There were several roasts, bread that seemed fresh from the oven, all sorts of vegetables, both fresh and cooked, a bounty of fish, piles of fruit, and two full bars.

      I piled a plate high and found an empty table tucked a bit distant from the buffet. I sat down, smiling.

      It tasted good.

      The only thing I didn’t like?

      I was attracting attention. I noticed multiple people see me, recognition dawn, and then those same people rushed out of the room. But they only got replaced with more people were looking at me.

      Fifteen minutes of eating in peace was all I got before a woman approached me.

      “Your grace,” Katja Baeder said, dropping into a curtsy.

      I stood up and gave a slight bow.

      “Not necessary,” she said. “I was wondering if we might have a little chat.”

      “Uh,” I looked down at the food I had yet to finish, and then at the seven empty chairs at the table, “sure.”

      “Lovely,” she said, and made a quick gesture with her hand. Three men sat down at a table right behind her. She gathered her large dress and plopped into a seat right next to me. “I hope you don’t mind. I have been waiting to meet you for some time. You are quite the legend in Glaton.”

      “I, uh, I’m not exactly sure what to say to that.”

      She laughed lightly, almost a giggle. Which was off-putting, because she was not girlish at all. She was a big woman, muscular and dense, with broad shoulders and a square jaw.

      “I understand,” she said. “It was very difficult being new to this, well, lifestyle? This strata? You and I are alike in that way. My house is quite new, all things considered. I have had to build most everything I have, unlike nearly everyone here, who gains their power through provenance of birth. You are much the same, if what I hear is true.”

      “I guess so,” I replied around a bite of bread.

      “Impossible not to notice how many, well, chairs you have.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Have you thoughts on how you imagine the future of Glaton?” She reached out and gave my arm a little delicate touch. “Or how you fit into the future of Glaton?”

      I resisted the urge to say something about unwanted touching.

      “Countess, right?” I asked.

      She smiled. “That’s right. Countess Baeder.”

      “Countess Baeder,” I continued, “I hate to be like this, but I’m really on focused on my own lands right now. And the people on them. I have a lot of people counting on me, and it’s, I mean, I’m sorry that I know little about where you’re from, but I don’t and I don’t want to pretend I do. So I’m not trying to say you don’t have to do this, but Coggeshall has basically nothing and seems to be in the path of damn near every monster Glaton’s got to offer. So when I’m thinking of a future, I’m mostly just hoping Coggeshall has one.”

      “Do you have Legion support where you are?”

      “Technically, yes. There is a nearby Legion, but it’s more like we’re giving them a place to stay for the moment.”

      “Odd.”

      “It’s an odd situation. There’s a bit of a thing happening with Osterstadt.”

      “I heard,” she said, smacking my arm with her hand. “What a situation there. Dreadful what happened to that poor man, the viceroy. Did you know him?”

      “Léon Glaton. I knew him very well.”

      “Such a pity when the Empire’s limitless greed for more land has such grotesque consequences. Were I to find myself in the throne, I would make sure that we are more careful with how Glaton grows, focusing on the lands within its borders instead of trying to grab more and more.”

      “Look, if you’d like me to vote for you, just say it. I don’t need a bunch of flowery speeches.”

      She let out a breath and leaned back. Her entire demeanor changed.

      “I appreciate that,” she said, her voice nearly an octave lower. “The roles I must play... it is refreshing to find someone at this level of Glaton who embraces reality.”

      “I’m a simple man,” I replied. “And if I’m being totally honest, the bulk of what’s going on in Glaton is totally beyond me. I’m serious when I say that I’m only looking out for Coggeshall.”

      “Then in the interests of openness and honesty, I would like you to vote for me to become the next ruler of Glaton. In exchange, I promise to do my utmost to ensure nothing untoward happens to Coggeshall.”

      “That’s a very tempting offer.”

      “I can make it more generous if you’d like. I have deep pockets and a long list of friends owing favors. Name what you need, and I can likely make it happen. Perhaps you feel Osterstadt would be better if it were part of your holding?”

      “I can handle Osterstadt when the time comes,” I said. “And I won’t make any promises tonight, to anyone. But I am listening.”

      “That’s all I can ask. Thank you for listening, and for your honesty. Now, if you will excuse me, I suppose I am going to pretend to be girly with an infernally touchy duke in the next room.”

      I smiled at that. “Good luck,” I said.

      She rose from the table, as did her three minders, and the group went off to another room.

      I managed to shovel another bite into my mouth before someone else asked to sit with me.

      This time it was a young man, a baron from some place in the east who wanted to discuss a potential trade deal.

      Then a young woman who was just so curious about Coggeshall and living on the frontier with the wilds, wanting to know all the dangers I’d faced.

      Then an old man who got confused and sat down at the wrong table. My table.

      We traded dirty jokes until his wife came and got him. He was my favorite.
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      After he left, and before someone else could sit down, I got up and checked out the next room, which was a library out of a fairy tale. Floor-to-ceiling books. There were some very large overstuffed leather chairs spread around, with small tables here and there. It was empty, and I thought about sitting down, taking a moment to read.

      That wasn’t my speed though, so I went to the next room, which was a large open sitting room with couches and chairs. Another bar was up against the wall, right next to an open door leading onto the patio. Large braziers perched on either side of the door outside, likely there to provide some warmth and keep the cold air out of the house. I went out to the patio, which seemed to go on and on. It was exceedingly well lit, with what seemed like extra guards, at least as compared to other parts of the house. There were some people outside, mingling and drinking and the like, as well as five or six people already making use of the sitting room.

      But with the loud music and people spilling out, it was clear the ballroom was the hotspot of the party. Walking just into the edge of the ballroom, I could see why. It was a feat of engineering, a room that seemed to be as big as a football field, with a ceiling nearly sixty feet above.

      There was a balcony where plenty of people leaned out to watch the dancing. Then, above that balcony, there was another balcony, with only one or two people looking down.

      I saw Nadya and an elf having an intense conversation up on the third level, which it made me curious. Not curious enough to go see what it was about, just a sort of passing ‘huh’ about it all.

      Instead, I went outside. I wasn’t about to go dancing. Not necessarily because I’ve got anything against dancing, per se, but largely because the dancing they were doing was highly organized and I had no idea what the steps were. But outside, well, outside it was cool and quiet, relatively speaking. The orchestra was good, but freaking loud.

      I walked over to a balcony railing and stood there, taking in the city. To the west, I could just see the top of the big arena, and I couldn’t help but wonder what was happening on the sand at that exact moment.

      “You are an interesting man,” an older man’s voice said from behind, a voice almost comically deep.

      I glanced over to see Karl Lodbrook coming over to me. Like Katja, he had several minions with him who stayed a few feet back. Spreading out, I supposed, to give the archduke and me some space.

      “Archduke Lodbrook,” I said.

      “Imperial Duke Coggeshall,” he replied.

      He was a taller fellow who had managed to hold onto his hair despite his age. Though I imagined there might have been some magic or other tools used to keep it so black. I’d have pegged him around seventy, maybe seventy-five, and somewhere in the lower six-foot range. But he had a ready smile, and the sort of wrinkles that told me grins were his usual facial accessory. Frankly, it seemed he was a kindly grandfather or uncle. I got a good vibe from him.

      “An unusual title, to be sure,” he said, leaning against the balustrade. “Rarely used these days, though I imagine that has largely to do with the lack of new titles generated in recent history. You are basically it. The last Emperor held onto land with an iron fist. It was quite surprising that he bestowed titles upon both your adopted father and Lord Northwoods. Not to say either was undeserving, just that it was out of character for the Emperor.”

      “I wouldn’t really know,” I said. “My knowledge of Imperial history is, um, lacking.”

      “I have heard that your strengths lie elsewhere. There are so many stories swirling around about you and what you have so far accomplished. If even half of them are true, you are quickly becoming one of the most powerful figures in the Empire.”

      “Can’t be true if that’s the case. I’m still figuring shit out. I mean, sorry, figuring things out.”

      He chuckled. “If we few at the top cannot speak bluntly with each other, what, then, is the point of being one of the few at the top?”

      “You got me. I didn’t want to be at the top. I wasn’t really, I mean, I was planning on living a quiet life and this just sort of, I mean, I wound up here.”

      “Fascinating. Here you are, in a position many have killed and yet failed to achieve. Yet you just stumble into it.”

      “I guess. It was a matter of luck. And being able to kill the right things, I suppose.”

      “Was it now?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I presume your advisors have mentioned my plan to accept a nomination of Emperor.”

      “I got a rather lengthy, um, speech from your duke, Ginsburg.”

      “Oh, that’s right. He spent some time with you, over Fiends’ Night and the winter.”

      “He did. And the events that followed, yeah.”

      “I have yet to receive a full report on his visit, but those events were said to be quite brutal. Is your holding standing strong?”

      “Rebuilding strong.”

      “Difficult being at the edge of the Empire, especially with all that is going on.”

      “That it is.”

      “I feel we might be over-committed.”

      “Ginsburg mentioned you wanted to push the boundaries of the Empire out.”

      “Did he? He must have misspoke. Obviously, I would allow none of the Empire to fall into the wrong hands, but it might behoove us to sell some of our unused territories in order to allow focus on the more populous ones.”

      “So no mapping the Emerald Sea?”

      “I suppose that hinges upon you.”

      “Me?”

      “Coggeshall is a march, correct?”

      “I think maybe yes?”

      “It is. Which means you are responsible for retaking Osterstadt if it is to be retaken.”

      “I can do that. If it needs doing.”

      “Quite confident in that.”

      “I owe them a bit of a debt.”

      “Léon?”

      “You could say that.”

      “He was a delightful boy. I never really knew him as an adult, but when he was living in the Imperial Palace,” Lodbrook smiled, and I couldn’t tell if it was an act or part of the memory, “there was no one quite as happily mischievous as him. He once spent an entire dinner carefully filling his uncle’s bowl with more candied walnuts until his uncle had eaten so many he was fit to burst. Everyone was laughing about it for weeks. And for that mirthful lad to be put in such a difficult situation without the proper support was downright criminal.”

      “It was not good. I saw it happen, and I couldn’t stop it.”

      “Really? A man with your capabilities had to watch it and could do nothing?”

      I shook my head, gripping the balustrade hard.

      “A shame,” Lodbrook said. “I know you must have quite a bit to think about in the coming days, but I hope you will consider aligning Coggeshall with Lodbrook. And Glaton. And bear in mind, I know well my age. Even should I take the throne, I cannot hold it for long. I will be looking for an able successor…”

      He gave my arm a pat and then walked away.

      I stared out at the city a little longer, my mind thinking back to Léon. On when I’d seen him, on what happened to him and how I’d been unable to do a damn thing. And in the midst of that, I couldn’t help but feel rage welling up. The bitter taste flowing through me, my heart thundering in my head. I wanted to let loose. I wanted violence, blood. I wanted to destroy things, to destroy anything and everything that hurt someone else.

      The balustrade cracked under my grip, and I blinked, letting the chunks of stone fall onto the patio.

      I might have gotten myself a little too worked up, so I took a few deep, calming breaths. Reminding myself that there would be a time for Osterstadt to pay for what they had done. And that, for the moment, there was nothing I could do. And also, the poor balustrade had done nothing to me, and didn’t deserve to be destroyed.

      I needed a drink.
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      As with basically every party, the bars were the most popular areas, with crowds swelling around the source of liquid courage and social lubricant. I just wanted something to take the edge off. I couldn’t really get drunk any more.

      I got a glass of red wine and took it to the library. I grabbed a random book off the shelf and sat down to read about the qualities of beef cattle in regards to various grasslands. It wasn’t the most gripping book, but, then again, I wasn’t actually reading it. I just kept it in front of me as a shield. And, for a time, it seemed to work. There were definitely people who wanted to come speak with me — they were easy to tell because they came through the library multiple times, always gauging if I was ready to be approached. Hint: I was not.

      But I also knew I couldn’t spend the rest of the night there. Frankly, I wasn’t exactly sure why I was even still at the stupid ball. I wondered how upset Eliza would be if I just left without letting her know.

      I figured that was too big a dick move, even for me, so I finished my paragraph on grasses of the southern steppes of Eastern Glaton, and put the book back on the shelf. I downed my wine, left the glass on a table filled with other mostly empty glasses, and made my way to the ballroom, sure I would find Eliza there.

      Naturally, finding anyone in the ballroom was a challenge, especially from the ground floor. I had a mild advantage in that I was taller than just about everyone, so I could see over the bulk of the dancers. But picking out one auburn headed girl from the horde was an exercise in frustration.

      And, because I was seemingly otherwise occupied, someone approached.

      A very beautiful woman walked right up to me and gave me a stunning smile.

      “Your grace, I know this is forward,” she said, “but I would be most honored if you would dance this dance with me.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know the steps,” I said.

      “They are most simple, and I would be more than happy to teach you.”

      “I really—”

      She grabbed my hand and pulled me onto the dance floor.

      Now, I know I could have ripped my hand back, but she had a tight grip. And there’s always the worry in my head that me doing something quick and impulsive could wind up with me ripping off someone’s arm. It’s not like I hadn’t ripped off limbs before, and I just didn’t need that headache to deal with in the middle of the ball.

      Of course, thinking about accidentally ripping the girl’s arm off made me chuckle because I’m a bit fucked up like that, but the girl took to that to mean that I was enjoying myself.

      I was not.

      She taught me the basic steps, which were thankfully simple. It was a bit like square dancing, oddly enough a ‘sport’ in Phys Ed, because Midwest, and as soon as I made that connection, I started to get the swing of things.

      I maybe even started to have a little fun.

      Just the barest amount.

      I got a bit lost in the moments, feeling the vague hint of warmth from the wine and the sort of communal joy that comes from being in a group of people who are happy. Other people were enjoying themselves, and it rubbed off on me.

      One song turned to two. And then three, and four. And because I had no sense of stamina any longer, I didn’t realize that I was out-dancing the girl and she was huffing and puffing. Thankfully, I caught her when she slipped and that was finally a big enough sign for me to let her take a breather.

      I escorted her off the dance floor and outside, where the two of us quite literally steamed in the cool night air. A few other couples were cooling off on the terrace, and there were some shared smiles between us.

      “Thank you for that,” I said.

      “For someone who didn’t know the steps,” she said while breathing hard, “you certainly picked them up quickly.”

      “Is now when I compliment your teaching ability?”

      “You could, your grace.”

      “Might need your name for that.”

      She smiled and looked down at her feet. “I’m not anyone of consequence.”

      “I’ve used that line.”

      “You are quite nice.”

      “Thank you. I think.”

      “Not at all what I expected.”

      “Who told you about me?”

      “I think most everyone at the ball has some sense of who you are, Duke Coggeshall,” a nasal voice said from behind me.

      I sighed, figuring it could only be the third Imperial candidate to speak with.

      “Edgemond?” I asked, not turning around.

      “The one and only,” the voice replied. A young man stepped in front of me, and gave me a wry smile and a look up and down. “Eutharic Edgemond. You are Montana of Coggeshall, and you are exactly what I expected of you based on what I had heard. Just a great big... man.”

      He was not a great big man. He was small. And pointedly, not the Edgemond I’d thought. Not the young pinched-face weasel boy I’d seen at the Senate. This was a man in his early twenties, and he had a handsome face. Still on the smaller side, slight but not overly short.

      “I suppose your size is quite important when you need to kill most everything you come across,” he said.

      “Certainly helps,” I said.

      “Hrm. You dance well for, well, you.”

      “Thanks?”

      “You may take it as a compliment.”

      “Alright then.”

      “I find it taxing to speak with you. It’s like conversing with cattle.”

      “Done a lot of that?”

      “No.”

      “Then how do you know?”

      “It seems as if that’s what conversing with cattle would be like.”

      “Bah, I’ve talked with cattle that are much better conversationalists that you. Maybe you should start with cattle and then come back to people.”

      His perfect eyes narrowed and he crinkled his nose up like he smelled something foul.

      “Was that an attempt at something amusing? Are you trying to be witty?”

      “Now is when I’d normally say something like I refuse to have a battle of wits with an unarmed person, but that just seems trite and overused, and I’d rather not be talking with you.”

      I turned to walk away.

      “You dare turn your back on your better?” Eutharic bellowed. “You have not been excused.”

      I stopped.

      I heard a slap, followed by a quick whisper.

      I turned back around.

      The girl was right there, though.

      “Excuse my cousin,” she blurted, putting her hands on my chest to keep me from moving forward.

      Her cousin was glaring at me, or at her, hard to tell, and holding his cheek.

      “You will regret that, Marlena,” Eutharic seethed. But the tears leaking from his eyes made his threat a bit too childish to be taken seriously.

      “Despite age and appearance,” Marlena said, “Eutharic remains a spoiled child who has never had the slightest hint of trouble bother his perfect life.”

      “Does someone wipe his ass for him?” I asked.

      Marlena raised an eyebrow and smiled. But notably, she said nothing.

      “I mean,” I said, “I suppose if I had someone willing to do that, I might have wound up a bit spoiled.”

      “Would you really want someone to do that for you?” she asked.

      “Depends. Do I like the person?”

      “Eutharic still thinks he will be the one my family backs for Emperor,” she said softly, looking around me at her cousin’s retreating form.

      “Not the case?”

      “He digs too deep in places better left alone.”

      “Well, you might have just won vague statement of the day.”

      She gave me a wry smile. “Family gossip.”

      “Say no more. I want no part of gossip.”

      “Wrong place for that.”

      “Here with you?”

      “Here in general, smart ass. Glaton might as well just be renamed Gossipton.”

      “That does have a ring to it. Maybe when you’re Empress.”

      “Does that mean I have your vote?”

      “Does that mean you’re the Edgemond gunning for the throne?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “I guess that has to be my answer to whether or not you have my vote.”

      “Votes.”

      “Right. Plural.”

      “My cousin was right about one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You are an interesting man.”

      She patted my chest and then sauntered off. Halfway back to the ballroom, she looked over her shoulder and winked at me.

      I watched her go, letting my mind run through what’d just happened. I didn’t like being cynical about everything, but this was clearly a place where every move was calculated. I didn’t think for a minute that Marlena had chosen me randomly to dance with. Nor did she just happen to get out of breath when she did. It was well done, but I knew the whole thing was scripted. Eutharic being an asshole, Marlena being the sane, nice one. It had to be — it was too much like a scripted sequence to be real. This was the Edgemond attempt to feel me out, see who I was and how I’d react.

      Sighing, I leaned against the balustrade and just enjoyed the cold air for a moment, hoping that I could find Eliza and get the fuck out of the ball before I actually fucked something up.

      No such luck.
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      I was determined to leave, which meant I went back into the house and did a quick loop through the less crowded non-ballroom side. Though I maybe lingered in the buffet room, loading up another plate and polishing it off without anyone sitting down across from me.

      But there was no sign of Eliza.

      So I was forced back to the ballroom. This time, I went to the second floor so I could get a better look at the crowd. But the second floor was basically just as crowded, and there didn’t seem to be an easy means of getting to the railing to look over. So I trudged up to the third floor. Nadya and her mystery elf were gone, so it was basically just me and a few couples making out on the low couches that seemed placed there for that very activity.

      I leaned against the railing carefully and looked down at the crowd below. From above, the patterns the dancers made were hypnotic, and I lost a few minutes just watching the designs unfold. Plus, the music was good. It was a sort of blend between big swing band stuff and proper symphony stuff. Things that I hadn’t heard back in the old world. Not that I really listened to much of either of those genres. Mostly I just bled my eardrums to loud motors and butt-rock chosen by the more forceful members of the club. But this was nice too.

      Maybe it was because I was on my own. Maybe it was because I’d just been a dick to a lot of people. But there I was, hanging out on my own, and someone slammed something hard and heavy against the back of my head.

      For a normal person, I could imagine that blow to be devastating. A brain hemorrhage. Cranial break.

      Luckily I’m not normal.

      I heard a hollow dong sort of noise, and felt a little pain.

      I clenched my teeth and reminded myself I was in public, so I didn’t want to start any sort of blood fest. So I turned around slowly to see a guard standing there, looking at the metal ball on the end of a stick.

      He realized, at that point, that I was just standing there, looking at him, and so he swung the mace at me.

      For some reason, I just let it hit me in the face.

      It should have shattered my eye socket. Except, you know, that whole bones don’t break thing.

      He blinked, and gulped.

      I snatched the mace from his grip, snapped it, and tossed it aside.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I asked, stepping very much into his personal space.

      “You were to come with me,” the guard said, eyes darting left and right as he searched for an escape.

      “You think about asking?”

      “I- I was told not to. To bring you in incapacitated.”

      “Well, that’s clearly not happening, is it, muffin?”

      “I, uh, muffin? What?”

      I grabbed the gorget protecting his neck and pulled him up so his nose was nearly touching mine.

      “You want me to go somewhere,” I said softly, but forcefully, “you ask me. Nicely.”

      “Will you come wit- with me?”

      “Please?”

      “Please.”

      “I am very tempted to say no. But where would you like me to go?”

      “That way,” he said, pointing to the right.

      I tossed him in that direction and he stumbled along before getting back to his feet.

      “Lead on.”

      We circled the ballroom, and then he opened up a set of double doors and ushered me into a large, open room with no furniture.

      There were a bunch of guards inside, all standing there with weapons out, ready to rumble.

      In the middle of them was a short, fat man I recognized from the arena.

      “Tollenfuck,” I said. “How nice to see you here.”

      “It is my house, Stranger,” he snapped in reply.

      “This joint?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s nice.”

      “Thank you,” Tollendahl said, then turned to look at the sheepish guard next to me. “Why is he upright and awake?”

      “He, um—” the guard started.

      “I don’t respond well to being hit on the head,” I said. “And it doesn’t really work that well on me anyway. So he asked me nicely, and I came.”

      “Take him off the property,” Tollendahl said, using one of his multiple chins to indicate the guard who’d brought me in. “If I see you again, I will have you thrown in the pits.”

      The guard was dragged off by two of his compatriots, leaving just me and Tollendahl. And like thirty other armed men and women.

      “It’s possible I have underestimated you,” Tollendahl said. “Not likely, but possible. I have a good eye for talent, and I know how to accurately measure a man. You also might be exactly what it is I have been searching for--“

      “A personal trainer?”

      “To train me in what?”

      “Never mind.”

      “I have been looking for someone to take me through a dungeon. Perhaps two—”

      “Sorry, not me.”

      “You interrupt me and think you already know this deal? You do not know what I am about to offer you.”

      “One, you can’t afford me--“

      “I have more wealth than you could imagine.”

      “Maybe. But even if you could afford me, I still think you’re a piece of shit. No amount of money is going to make me work with you, let alone for you.”

      “You are as foul-mouthed as you are stupid.”

      “Probably. But I’ve been in a dungeon. I know what it’s like in there, and even if you took me and all these idiots around us, which you can’t, you’d be fucked. Even if I liked you and thought you were awesomesauce, which I definitely do not, because you’re a feckless fuck of a man, you wouldn’t make it through the first level, let alone all the levels. And even if, by some huge miracle, all the gods in Vuldranni decided to grace you with the protection necessary to make it through all the levels and out to the other side, you would only be awarded based on what you did in the dungeon. Which would be nothing, because well, see above where I pointed out how utterly worthless you are on every conceivable scale. And two, I think you’re a piece of shit. Did I already say that? I think I said that. But let’s make that number three as well. You suck. And I kind of hate you. So, tell you what? I changed my mind. Let’s go to that dungeon you want to visit, and I’ll push you in and let you die and the whole fucking world will be better off, eh?”

      The whole time I rambled on, his face got redder and redder. Veins popped out of his forehead, and I could hear his teeth grinding over my onslaught of insults.

      “No?” I asked. “You don’t want to do that?”

      “Understand that it is completely your fault all that happens now,” he said.

      Tollendahl walked up to me.

      “I pride myself on being fair,” he said. “You pride yourself on being, what, violent?”

      “Used to be my beard. I felt pretty good about that.”

      “How piquant you lost yours.”

      “I know you mean that in some witty manner, but I have no idea what piquant means, so it kinda falls flat.”

      “You wear your stupidity with such joy. One would think you would aim more toward bettering yourself than reveling in idiocy.”

      “I could make a fat joke, but that’s just mean. So, maybe we can stop making fun of each other, and you tell me why I’m here. Then I can ruin your plans and be on my merry way the fuck out of your oversized house.”

      He frowned, clearly not liking his grandstanding impeded by the likes of me.

      “I am a man with nearly everything anyone could want or need. And you, whatever you are, have but one thing I want and cannot get.”

      “A full head of hair?”

      “What?”

      “Pants that match your shoes?”

      “That is not—”

      “I know, I’ve got it, a kitten.”

      “I have had others killed for lesser infractions.”

      “Are you admitting to murder? You know—”

      “You are new here. I know this, hence why you think you can stand against me. You think I have the slightest concern the guard will do anything to me? The guard whom I provide the payroll to? The guard whom I arm and armor? Do you think they will do anything to me at your behest?”

      “I mean, maybe they’ll do the right thing.”

      “You, a buffoon, have but one thing I want. One thing I have yet to get. One thing—”

      “A nomination to the throne.”

      “Ah, that you suggest such a thing is a perfect illustration of how little you know me, or, frankly, this land of ours. You think I lack for power? Becoming Emperor would be a downgrade for me. I want your power, Coggeshall.”

      “Not sure I can give it to you.”

      “Oh, but you can.”

      “Let me rephrase: even if I could, don’t wanna. Because—”

      “Yes yes, you have made your opinions quite clear. And yet you are still here. Still talking to me. You are curious.”

      “Also a whole lot of people with spears and whatnot here.”

      “I have seen you tear through monsters, Coggeshall. Though these guards may think they could stop you, both you and I know the truth in this matter.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to get blood on your carpet.”

      “I appreciate that. Blood is rather difficult to remove from silks, and I have a rather busy spring. Especially since someone decided to ruin my Games.”

      “That wasn’t my fault.”

      “It is a bother, but I have decided that I will no longer blame you. You have made it more difficult, but I feel it will be better in the end. Though I do need you to return and claim your role as The Stranger.”

      “Not happening.”

      “I am afraid I require it.”

      “Require all you want, dick weed. I’m not doing it. I want nothin—”

      “Your wants are irrelevant. I will happily give you the prizes you have won, as well as compensate you fairly for further work. But you will return. You will announce yourself as The Stranger, and you will fight again, and lose, to a champion of my choosing.”

      “Not really a winning deal for me there.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “It is not to the death. It is simply a battle of skill, more akin to the fights in the tournament. You as The Stranger versus the champion of the Grand Arena Tournament. Perhaps a first blood match. Whatever the case, you will need to lose. But—”

      “I’m not The Stranger. I won’t say I was The Stranger, and neither me nor the Stranger is going to set foot in your arena. I’m done with you because, well, you know all the reasons, you gutless thunderbutt.”

      “When I say I have more power than the throne, I mean it, Coggeshall. But I have less patience. If you would like to have me as an enemy—”

      “I would like to have you the fuck out of my life, Tollenfuck.”

      “Know that this could have been a positive relationship between the two of us. When you look upon the ruins of your people, know it is your doing—”

      I closed the distance between us in a flash and had him by the throat, up to my face, nose to nose.

      “Yuurp—” he got out, his legs dangling.

      I felt spears about an inch from my neck, coming in from every direction.

      “Listen,” I said, “because I’m tired of saying this. Stay out of my life. Stay out of Coggeshall’s life. I don’t want you as an enemy, I don’t want you as a friend. I don’t want you, green eggs and shithead. Just fuck off. And this will be the last fucking time I tell you. Remember that I could have killed you in the arena, and I could have killed you now. I did not. I chose not to. Me. It was my fucking choice. You had nothing to do with it. And if I find out that you have even said the name of my holding, I will rescind that choice. No matter what you put in front of me, I will destroy it before destroying you.”

      I dropped him, then turned and pushed the spears out of my way as I walked out of the room.

      “You will rue the day—” he shouted, but I shut the door on him.

      For good measure, I pulled a heavy iron bar out of my special bag and put it through the door handles, then bent it into a ring.

      What a way to ruin a perfectly terrible night.
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      I found Eliza in the lobby when I came down from the third floor.

      “Where were you?” she asked.

      “Looking for you. Where were you?” I asked.

      “Looking for you.”

      “And now we go?”

      “Now we go,” she said. “Thank you for letting me stay so long. I know—”

      I waved my hand. “Totally fine. I almost had fun.”

      “I saw. You were the talk of the dance floor.”

      “Shush.”

      Her minders, Bertie and Lehanna, were at the door looking more than a little tipsy and exhausted, definitely not used to being out this late, and we picked them up as we walked along. Then, we got into a carriage, returned home, and went to our separate rooms.

      I took a bath, washed the sweat and grime of the night off me, and laid down.

      “You in here?” I asked.

      “No,” Bear said.

      “Yes you are.”

      “I am sleeping. Is it an emergency?”

      “No, not exactly.”

      “Then I’m sleeping.”

      I sighed, closed my eyes, and let myself drift off.
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      Someone pounding on my door woke me up. I was out of bed with a sword in my hand before I was even fully awake.

      “Rise, Duke,” a familiar voice barked.

      I had trouble placing it, though.

      “Valamir?” I asked.

      “Are you awake?”

      “Yes, but—”

      He pushed the door open.

      “Bit naked,” I finished.

      “I have seen the nude form before,” he said, walking into the room and shutting the door quickly behind him.

      “Is it even morning?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he snapped, ripping the drapes open to reveal a sunny garden.

      “Shit. Did I miss the Senate?”

      I scrambled to pull clothes out of the dresser.

      “Not yet, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “Then what’s going on?”

      “I take it you had an interesting evening?”

      “At the ball? Sure. I met the people thinking of running for Emperor. They all seemed kinda shitty as far as people go, but probably fine rulers. I told everyone I wasn’t going to vote for them. At least not yet.”

      “And Tollendahl?”

      “Oh, that blowhard, yeah. He and I had a chat.”

      “Allow me to guess that it did not go well.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “How would you prefer I put it?”

      “No, that’s accurate. He threatened me, and I told him to fuck right off. But I didn’t hurt him, nor did I get into any fights.”

      “The fight you wound up in is one you will have difficult winning.”

      “What did Tollendahl do?”

      “There are many layers of luck that even allow me to posit a means to head off this disaster. But we have little time to get this done.”

      “What?”

      He rubbed his forehead, looking out the window. “Even then, will it work?”

      “Give me a little to go on here.”

      “You will need to go to Arenberg.”

      “And why will I need to do that?”

      “Because it was not a rumor that Mahrduhm has moved an army there, nor a rumor they are looking to take the pass and invade Glaton. I have no army to send, so you need to defeat the army there in a decisive victory. Otherwise, you will lose your titles and Coggeshall will be wiped from the map.”
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      Oh boy, after this, I definitely am ready for the next adventure, but it might be a little longer than normal. The reasons are in the authors note, but rest assured, it will be earlier than the date listed on Amazon. I promise.

      

      Of Slicing Men

      

      Just an FYI, the next book up is actually The Bad Guys in May:

      

      Darktown Funk - May 19

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      April 4

      

      WHOA!

      Readers, what a time to be alive, amiright? History being made all around us, and I hope y’all are doing as best you can in the midst of it all. As always, if you need to chat or need someone to listen, my email is open: eric@ericugland.com

      So there’s some big news from my Homefront: there’s going to be a new baby in my house, starting in July. Hence why my schedule is going to be a bit weird for the fall and into next year. Got to see what kind of baby it’s going to be (fingers crossed for velociraptor) before I know how much writing I can get done around her. Yeah, it’s going to be a girl (girl velociraptor) [Ed. Note - it’s a human]. So that’s why we’re putting our preorder dates out so far. The intent is to have the books come out much sooner than that, but if there are health complications or whatnot, we’re giving ourselves a little breathing space.

      Also, there’s a super-secret project I’m working on with another INCREDIBLE author. I’m very excited about it, thought I can’t tell y’all much of anything right now. BUT, when the time is right, I will let all of you know. I’m so incredibly pumped about it, and I feel blessed I’ve gotten this opportunity.

      Otherwise, I’ll probably be bouncing back and forth between Montana and Clyde as long as they’re in such close proximity. Need to make sure I match the timelines up correctly.

      Whew. I feel good though, now that the burnout is behind me and I’m getting my groove back. Might as well just call me Stella. (Don’t call me Stella. Actually, if you want to call me Stella, that’s fine. I get it.) I’m having fun, and I truly hope that wherever you are, whatever you are doing, you’re finding some fun to have as well. Thank you for reading my books, for taking these little jaunts into my worlds. Y’all mean everything to me, and, frankly, you make my real world possible. Thank you, thank you, thank you.

      Hugs to all that want them.

      Smooches!

      Eric
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