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      To  Gaius Primus.

      You are an unsung hero.
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      And when I opened my eyes, I was looking into another pair of eyes. Familiar eyes that shouldn’t be in existence anymore, because the last time I’d seen them, they’d been in a disembodied head that was sitting on a table. With no body anywhere to be found. Emeline had been beheaded by the Master, and now she was in my room, her head seemingly reattached to her body, staring at me in my bed.

      “Evening Montana,” Emeline said. “I think it’s time to have a chat.”

      I blinked. My brain was having trouble processing what exactly I was seeing.

      “The fuck?” I started with, which seemed like an eloquent enough way to address the situation. Then I shouted and leapt up from bed, throwing my covers at the thing that looked like Emeline. I reached my hand out.

      The throwing axe zoomed across the room and smacked into my palm. I was about to strike down the foul beast when I got a decent look at Emeline, or the thing that looked like Emeline, struggling to get out from under the blanket I’d tossed on her.

      It was all too pathetic to keep my blood up.

      “Do you need help?” I asked.

      I heard someone trying my door. Likely one of my honor guard minotaurs about to guard me.

      I grabbed Emeline, tossed her into the bed, and jumped in after her. After a quick bit of rearranging the covers, I had it looking like it was just me in there, sleeping.

      The door crashed open as my lock was ripped asunder. A huge bull’s head pushed into my room.

      He scanned for danger, then stopped and looked at me as I sat up in bed.

      “I heard shrieking,” he said.

      “I wouldn’t say I was shrieking.” I replied.

      “That was you?”

      “I mean, I, uh. Must have been a cat outside.”

      He snorted, shook his big head, then stomped back outside, pulling the door shut behind him.

      Emeline pushed the covers down and sat up, revealing that she was dressed rather similarly to me. 

      As in, wearing basically nothing. She had a hooded black cloak on, but that was it, and it had slipped more than a bit since she’d gotten in bed with me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she whispered.

      “What am I doing? What are you doing?”

      “Trying to talk to you.”

      “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “Well, I’m not.”

      “Obviously. And why are you naked?”

      “Why are you naked?”

      “I’m sleeping in my bed!”

      “I don’t have any clothes because someone cleaned out my closet.”

      “Um, because you were dead.”

      “I’m not dead.”

      “Yeah, I’m picking up on that. Care to elaborate?”

      “Are we safe here?”

      “In my bed? I’m willing to go out on a limb and say I’m safe here. I don’t know about you. I don’t even know what you are.”

      “I’m Emeline.”

      “Emeline the human?”

      “Yes.”

      “Care to explain the head?”

      “Which one?”

      “The one that we found.”

      “That’s a bit more complicated.”

      “I would hope so.”

      “Do you know what a simulacrum is?”

      “Sounds slimy.”

      “There can be slime involved, but no. It’s a bit of magic that creates an exact duplicate of yourself.”

      “So, your head was from your simulacrum — unless you’re the simulacrum!”

      “I’m not the copy—”

      “That’s what the copy would say.”

      “That’s not what the copy would say. The copy would say, ‘I’m the copy,’ because the copy knows it’s the copy.”

      “I’m not following the why of this whole thing.”

      “I made a copy of myself because I knew someone was going to cut my head off.”

      “Wait, how did you know you’d be decapitated?”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Minor exaggeration. I knew my life was on the line and I was probably about to die. So I made a copy of myself and then sent the copy of myself to be a little too nosey in Osterstadt.”

      “You sent the copy to die?”

      “Exactly. Now, as long as no one knows I’m alive, I’m out of danger.”

      “There’s a certain logic there.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t say it was good logic. I mean, I know you’re alive—”

      “I need you to know—”

      “Then your plan falls apart.”

      “No, we need to talk about things.”

      “Is one of the things that you’re naked in my bed?”

      “Not unless you want it to be.”

      “I mean, it does make me curious how you got here with no clothes on.”

      “Feet.”

      “Okay, but where were you?”

      “Above Osterstadt.”

      “Naked?”

      “No, but — why does that matter?”

      “Curiosity.”

      “Aren’t you more curious about who killed me?”

      “I already know who killed you. I mean, your copy.”

      “How?”

      “The Master left me a note claiming responsibility. And also explaining that he cleaned out the holding of Corrupted Ones for me.”

      “The first part is true — he was behind the killing. But the second part is not. Those people he had killed were all taken from here and used.”

      “Used? For what? But I saw bodies. They--“

      “You saw the bodies before they were taken out of here.”

      “How’d they get them out?”

      “The same way they’ve been getting other bodies out — your stupid secret tunnel.”

      “How did you know about the tunnel?”

      “It is the worst kept secret in the Empire.”

      “It can’t be that bad.”

      “Oh? How many people have used it lately?”

      “I don’t know, I’ve—”

      “It is pretty damn constant. Almost no one bothers with the tunnel anymore. They all use the ‘secret’ entrance that is quickly becoming the easy way in and out.”

      “Why?’

      “Because people are lazy and that is easier than leaving the mountain, going through the gates, and going all the way down the creepy tunnel.”

      “It’s not creepy,” I said.

      “When’s the last time you went down it?”

      “I mostly go around it.”

      “See.”

      “I’m not avoiding it—”

      “All I’m saying—”

      “It’s not important. You’re saying people are being taken from here.”

      “I am.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. Who’s gone missing lately?”

      “Fuck,” I said, remembering Nikolai telling me about missing people. His theory, and mine too at the time, was the goblins. “We thought it was the night goblins.”

      “Pretty sure it is not.”

      “But you aren’t positive.”

      “I have been focused on the Master, not your pointless goblins.”

      “So it might not be—”

      “I know at least some of your missing have wound up with the Master.”

      “What’s his game?”

      “That I do not know. He is very secretive—”

      “He has a cult.”

      “I know. I know all about that asshole Donner you insisted on rescuing. He is in deep with the Master.”

      “I don’t think they’re human.”

      “Yeah. That I am fucking sure of.”

      “So what are they?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but I have some theories.”

      “Vampires?”

      “It’s not my top choice, there’s been some movement during daylight, but there are always ways Vampires figure out how to brave the sun. They use thralls or ghouls, or what-have-you. So yeah, could be vampires. Might be vampires, but there is also a chance it is a lycanthropy of some form. Maybe something new, but, again, I have my doubts.”

      “What’s the top choice?”

      “Croakers.”

      “Croakers. Are those like frogs?”

      “No.”

      “Is there a reason for the name?”

      “Eventual sound they make.”

      “Eventual?”

      “It’s complicated. I’ve been doing some research on them, and there is the potential for them to be anywhere. It is more a matter of them not always lasting that long when they show up.”

      “I think it’s pretty clear I have no idea what a croaker is. Care to share?”

      “It is more a thing you can become—”

      “Me?”

      “I don’t know if you can, people can. You eat enough flesh of sapients and you gain power from it.”

      “Explain.”

      “Like, if you died and I ate you, I might gain a portion of your strength.”

      “Gross, but I could understand it to an extent.”

      “Right, well, the more you eat, the more powerful you become, but the greater your hunger grows. And there’s no way to stop the process once you start, because you eventually can’t control the hunger, and you devolve into a horror of power, trying to eat everything. And once in that state, they make a croaking sort of noise. Supposedly.”

      “That sounds, uh, problematic,” I said.

      “They are horrific monsters on their own, but if someone has figured out a way to build a cult around them, then they will destroy this city if they are not stopped.”

      “So what exactly do you want me to do about it?”

      “I need you to help me stop them.”

      “I’m kind of in the middle of a lot here--“

      “Montana.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest by Emeline Rogers:

      Save the City, Save the Girl

      Destroy the monsters who’ve invaded the city under the leadership of a creature named The Master.

      Reward for success: Emeline Rogers

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I was immediately of two minds. First, I didn’t want her as a reward. But I did want to help her. And I wanted to kill the Master. Or do something to him to get rid of him. But I knew I couldn’t exactly take the quest and refuse the reward. According to Nikolai, and ol’ Cleeve, that was Bad with a capital “B”.

      “I don’t want to,” I said. “I really need to finish working the problems here—”

      “But I need you,” she said. “And you owe me.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “You let me die!”

      “You didn’t die, you send your copy to die. And it wasn’t—”

      “Montana.”

      “Emeline. I can say your name too.”

      “Please.”

      I looked at her, her big eyes focused on mine, imploring. She was also not exactly being subtle at letting her cloak fall open just enough to reveal a bit of enticement.

      “Is that why you came here naked?” I asked, stepping out of bed. “I’ll do it, but not for that reason.”

      “I need help, Montana. I was willing to do what it took.”

      “It won’t take that. Apparently, it only takes saying please and giving me puppy dog eyes.”

      “You want me to get eyeballs for you? Disturbing.”

      “It’s a saying.”

      “Stupid saying.”

      “Whatever. I’m in this now. Let’s go talk to Nikolai about—”

      “No one can know I’m back.”

      “That’s not happening. I need to let him know what’s going on or he’s going to flip out.”

      “Then make something up.”

      “No.”

      “Montana—”

      “Let’s not do the name thing again. It didn’t work so well the first time, and--“

      “Fine! I will get you eyes.”

      “That’s not what it means.”

      “Then—”

      “Nikolai isn’t going to tell anyone. He’s part of my hirð, and he’s a good human being on top of that. Even if he is a bit of a dick at times, he can keep a secret. Probably also need to tell—”

      “No one else.”

      “We’ll keep it as quiet as possible, but I’m not just abandoning my people to solve your quest. There’s a bunch of shit going on here—”

      “Your missing people are related to the Master.”

      “I know. Look, let’s just go talk to Nikolai,” I said, walking over to my wardrobe and pulling out clothes. “I don’t want to have to go over this twice. You can come or not, but—”

      She was already standing next to me, though she’d moved so quickly and quietly that my brain was having a hard time processing it.

      “Shit,” I said, “can you wear a bell or something?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      We found Nikolai in his office. Which was also, conveniently, his bedroom. I knew he had an actual bedroom somewhere in the mountain-home, or whatever we were going to call this city inside the mountain. I guess it was a little more than a bedroom, more like an apartment, but it didn’t really matter since Nikolai never left his office.

      I gave a polite knock before bursting in. Nikolai jumped out of bed impressively quickly, still wearing his clothes from the day. Or, at least he was still wearing the clothes he’d been wearing when I’d arrived on Air Fritz. 

      “What is—” he stammered, “is there—”

      “I’ve got a friend who needs to talk to you,” I said. 

      “What?” 

      I stepped aside, letting Emeline sweep into the room. She lowered her hood, and Nikolai’s eyes went wide. He reached for his sword, which wasn’t at his hip, and then tripped over his feet and smacked his butt on the stone floor.

      “Easy there,” I said.

      “How—” he started.

      “Simulacrum,” she said.

      “What part did you give up?” he asked.

      She held up her hand, and I saw that she was missing a finger.

      Nikolai nodded, and slowly got to his feet. “Who was trying to kill you?”

      “This asshole called the Master,” I said. “He’s—”

      “Do you mind if I tell it?” Emeline asked, shooting me a dirty look.

      “Do you need a set of clothes?” Nikolai asked.

      Emeline looked down. She’d put her hands on her hips and was showing off a bit more of herself than expected. She pulled her cloak around her tightly.

      “I am fine for the moment, Nikolai,” she said. “The Master runs a cult. I have been investigating him with my father, and the Master found out about me. Likely thanks to Donner—”

      “I remember Donner,” Nikolai said. “The man we rescued from the bottom of the dungeon.”

      “Right. I think the followers are vampires, lycanthropes, or croakers. Or in the process of becoming them. And I think—”

      “The missing people are going to the Master,” I finished.

      “Seriously?” Emeline squeaked. “You stole my fucking thunder.”

      “How?” Nikolai asked.

      “I guess by saying that the missing—” I started, but Nikolai frowned at me and shook his head.

      “How are the missing people going to the Master?” he clarified.

      “Ahh. Makes more sense to ask that.”

      “Don’t you have something else you could do?” Emeline asked. “If I have to tell him I’m still alive, I’m going to lay all of this out with you getting in the way.”

      “Uh, I mean, yes,” I replied. “Maybe.”

      Emeline tilted her head to the side, and gave me the get-out-of-here-already look.

      “Just going to take care of something,” I said, getting to my feet.

      “Wait—” Nikolai started, but I gave him a smile and kept going.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d been putting something off for a while. 

      Loot.

      I’d gathered up plenty of it over the past few weeks of quests and adventures, and it was high time to empty out the unfillable knapsack and see what I had. If for no other reason than to make sure there were enough weapons for me to pull. 

      That meant walking all the way back up to my apartment in the sky, getting the bag, and then bringing it down to the throne room. I figured Emeline and Nikolai would work things out about the Master soon enough, and I’d be nearby if I needed to intercede for any reason. I also summoned some prinkies, and I had them carry down all the various chests that were around my room. The things I’d taken out of the bag and not put back. And the things that I was worried about putting in the bag, because I wasn’t really sure if you could put a bag of holding in a bag of holding. That seemed to be breaking a cosmic law of some sort, and I really didn’t want to see if I was able to regenerate after being compressed in a black hole or sucked out to some other dimension.

      But first, Loot.

      I turned the bag over, and I uttered that mystical word: “Empty.”

      The bag emptied.

      I had a problem.

      I’d taken so much random shit, it was starting to feel like I was a kleptomaniac. And now I had to sort it all out. There were heaps of gold and silver coins from the Mountain Kings home. Not to mention candle sticks, serving dishes, and other precious metal versions of basic cutlery. The Mountain Kings pile was really cool on the one hand, and, on the other, just more metal we’d be melting down to make imperial coinage.

      I sighed. 

      Then, I went on to the four chests from the glaumdrang pool. Three little ones, and one big one. I decided to go little to big. The first chest was golden, with small red details. I tried to see if they made a picture of some kind, but it appeared to be just random shapes and swirls. Pretty, but without meaning. There were no hinges, and I couldn’t find a spot for a key. Feeling around the edge, though, I found a very small button. 

      I pushed it, and the top of the chest popped up. The interior of the little chest was lined in red velvet, and I suppose it was a testament to the craftsmanship that there wasn’t any water inside. It was totally dry. An aspect made clear by the folded paper inside that was still perfectly intact.

      I took the paper out, revealing a small golden locket. That was the extent of the treasure. I hoped the paper was a map. Upon unfolding it, however, it became clear I had a letter. Not a map. And reading the letter, which was in Mahrduhmese, just made me really really sad.
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        * * *

      

      Dearest.

      I have arranged travel with these merchants across the wilds. You will be safe, and we will be married as soon as you arrive on my lands. I eagerly await your arrival, and cannot imagine the stories you’ll have to tell about your adventure. But once here, know that my lands are safe. The estate is walled, yet beautiful. You will want for nothing. As soon as you arrive, we will never be farther apart than our portraits in this locket.

      Briog

      

      I opened the locket, and sure enough, there were two pictures of nice looking people inside. I suppose there was the chance that the locket was on the way to be delivered, and I clung to that, idea, thinking that’d be better than dying on the way to connect with your loved one. I thought very briefly about trying to find Briog and his dearest, return the locket or just make sure everyone knew what had happened, but that seemed like a lot of effort to go for someone who was, in a technical sense at the least, my enemy.

      I put the locket back in the chest and closed it. I’d give it to Zoey to melt down and make into coins. Or whatever we were doing with gold at this point.

      The next chest was more traditional, with a little keyhole and a basic lid. I decided I’d break it, because I didn’t feel like trying to find a lock pick. Or someone who knew how to pick locks. It was a simple process of smashing the chest against the smooth stone floor of my throne room until the thing shattered.

      Loose jewels splashed out, bouncing over the hard floor in every direction conceivable. They hid quite well among the splinters of wood from the broken chest. So I had some jewels. Which looked sparkly. And I bet they’d be valuable when they’d been gathered and weighed and measured, but at the present time, they looked like the most painful thing to step on this side of LEGO.

      With hope in my heart for something really cool, I moved onto the third chest, following a similar protocol to chest number two. I bashed it on the ground, but I summoned a bunch of prinkies to start cleaning up the mess I was making. They were quite useful trinkets. I wondered what a group of prinkies might be called. My initial impulse was rather dark: call them a glitter. A glitter of prinkies. But naming the pluralization of prinkies after the bloody mess they burst into was gruesome, even for me. I mulled over a few more options: a fur of prinkies, a glimmer of prinkies, a puff, a sparkle, a sprinkle, a fabulous. There were plenty of options available, but they all paled in comparison to a glitter. Gruesome won out.

      The third chest was payroll for a caravan. I know this because there was a small notebook in the chest labeled “Payroll.” So, a decent chunk of gold and silver, all of it Mahrduhmese, which was a bit annoying and meant we’d be melting it down or doing something else with the coinage. But gold was still gold. And I had a feeling we’d still have to spend a lot of coin to feed the holding during the winter.

      While my prinkies, my glitter of prinkies, sorted coins, jewels, and splinters of wood, I turned my attention to the last chest. It was the largest and heaviest. The one the glaumdrang had chewed on, yet hadn’t been able to open. It was about three and a half feet long, two feet tall and two feet wide. Wooden, with iron banding. There was a heavy lock hanging off the front, but that made it the easiest to open. I grabbed a hammer from the pile of stuff I’d dumped out of my bag, and slammed said hammer on said lock.

      There was a bang and a snap, and the twisted metal fell off.

      “Balls,” I said.

      Sometimes, the loot gods favor you. Other times? Well, they don’t. 

      This time, they did not. It was nothing but clothes and dried meats. Which was an odd combination for sure, but that’s all it was. Maybe the chest had belonged to the driver or the caravan master, one of the two. And judging by the size of the shirts, waistcoats, and pants, the man had been fond of snacks. Hence all the bonus treats packed in with his clothes.

      I felt a little foolish having taken all that time hauling it back.

      Made me wonder if I wouldn’t have been better served going into the dead city.

      Nikolai poked his head out of the office, looked at the mess, then looked at me.

      “Have a prinky get Lady Northwoods,” he said.

      “I can get her,” I replied, getting to my feet.

      “Looking as you do at this time of night, I’d prefer you didn’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Eliza was dressed and looking beautiful when she waltzed past me to knock on Nikolai’s door.

      I was still sorting out loot. Spears in this pile, swords in that pile, prinkies in the next. Which was very difficult, because prinkies don’t like staying in a pile. 

      Nikolai opened his door, bowed his head slightly at Eliza, and then ushered her inside. He looked over at me.

      “Might I ask His Grace what, perchance, he is doing?” he asked.

      “Sorting loot?”

      “Do you think you might let the prinkies handle that and join us in here?”

      “Oh? His Grace is allowed in meetings again?”

      “You were the one interrupting everyone,” Nikolai said. “But now is the time to join us. Please.”

      “Since you asked so nicely,” I said, hopping to my feet.

      Emeline was sitting demurely behind Nikolai’s desk.

      “I fear I am in unfamiliar territory,” Eliza said. “I believed Miss Emeline Rogers was, uh, deceased—”

      I was about to answer her question, but instead, I just smiled and leaned against the wall. I pulled a dagger out of my belt, and began tending to my nails. 

      Emeline gave me the slightest of nods, and then proceeded to explain the current situation to Eliza. It went much faster than either of the first two explanations. Eliza nodded along, and seemed to accept the situation without comment.

      “I presume you would like me to assist you in some capacity here?” Eliza said, her eyes settling on me.

      I shook my head. “This is their plan. I’ll let them handle it.”

      Nikolai chuckled. “You would be a diversion,” he said. “We need you to go to Osterstadt and take a room. Make some purchases for Coggeshall but also, and mostly, for yourself.”

      “I cannot say I would mind a return to civilization,” Eliza said, taking a seat opposite Emeline, “but do not not see why I should do this.”

      “Our esteemed duke is not currently welcome in Osterstadt,” Nikolai said. “And Emeline, supposedly, does not exist. Yet in order to deal with the threat of the Master, both Montana and Emeline need to be in Osterstadt.”

      “Wait,” I started, but Nikolai held up a hand.

      “I can already guess your protest, my lord,” he said. “You need to be in Osterstadt, and yet also be ready to attend issues within Coggeshall when they arise.”

      “Exactly. How is that going to work?”

      “Fritz.”

      “It’s not like he can pick me up in the city,” I said.

      “No, but it’s not like you can’t hike out a bit to a suitable location either.”

      “I can, but—”

      “The paired journal will alert you if there is an issue, and we will send Fritz to pick you up.”

      “Given the past, it’s likely Fritz will stay near me.”

      “Then I trust you can convince him of the need to the group for him to remain here.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “I have the utmost confidence in you. Now, if his grace might allow me to continue?”

      “Uh, please.”

      “Thank you.” He gave a slight bow of his head to me, and then turned his attention back to Lady Northwoods. “Emeline will attend you as a lady-in-waiting, and Montana will be your chaperone and bodyguard. There are plenty of balls to attend, and it would make sense for you to be among the attendees.”

      “It would,” Eliza mused. “Though I fear the duke’s appearance is rather unique—”

      “He will shave before he goes.”

      “I will what?” I asked.

      Nikolai shot me a look.

      “Right. I guess I’m shaving.”

      “And,” Nikolai said, “it would be good if you might teach our duke some lessons of the court while you’re there.”

      For the first time that night, Eliza smiled. She looked over at me and her grin widened. “I think that is an excellent idea.”

      

      You have been offered a quest by Eliza Northwoods:

      Look the Part Two: If It Looks Like a Duke

      Learn the etiquette of the Imperial Court as determined by Lady Eliza Northwoods

      Reward for success: XP, holding bonuses

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Shit,” I said. But I accepted it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I went to sleep in the wee hours of the morning, feeling pretty good about getting to rest in a real bed. I didn’t mind the whole roughing it thing, since I’d slept in some rather horrific places over my two lifetimes. At least this was clean. Which made me wonder who was cleaning it. A mystery to find out—
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest by the holding of Coggeshall:

      Who Cleans Coggeshall

      Discover who cleans the halls and rooms of the city.

      Reward for success: unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): unknown

      Yes/No

      

      This world. 

      I accepted the quest, because why not? Clearly I needed to get more XP, since I hadn’t leveled up in a while. I made another mental note to look into that, and I paused, waiting for a quest notification to pop up.

      Nothing.

      Just when I thought I had it figured out.

      Then, sleep.

      The next morning, I woke up to another woman standing over me. And it wasn’t like I woke up naturally, feeling soothed by sleeping in. 

      No.

      She used a spear to poke me.

      I frowned, squinted, and groaned, trying to wake up.

      “Eliza,” I said, “why—”

      “Good morning your grace,” she said. “You will address me as Lady Northwoods. Even in private — for now.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “You have a meeting with an important person this morning.”

      “You?”

      “You flatter me, your grace, but no. I am not your important meeting. I am the one trying to make sure you do not embarrass Coggeshall in this meeting.”

      “Oh, fuck, Valamir’s goon.”

      “I would prefer if you would use better language—”

      “Fuck your—”

      She poked me with the spear, using the sharp bit on one of my sensitive bits.

      I glared at her and snatched at the spear.

      She pulled it out of my reach. Then she smiled as she leaned against it.

      “I spoke to your trainer, Carpophorus. He mentioned you responded poorly to any method other than corporal punishment. If necessary, I can resort to that, but I would prefer you understand that we are in this together, and you would be well served learning how to act as a duke.”

      Lady Northwoods made a good point. I needed to get over the hurdle I’d built for myself. Even if I didn’t necessarily agree with how things were done in Glaton, blazing my own path through things was just going to make life harder for everyone involved. Besides, I had a quest.

      “I think I can do without the beatings,” I said.

      “Excellent your grace,” she said, still smiling. “To the shower for you, while I look over your wardrobe.”

      I threw the covers off and stumbled out of bed in a stretch.

      Eliza looked away immediately, her cheeks erupting into a blush.

      “Oh,” I said, covering my naked body as best I could. “Sorry about that.”

      “It was unexpected,” Eliza said, focusing very intently on pulling my clothes out of the wardrobe and looking over them. “But—”

      “Shower, got it.”

      I did the thing, used lots of the vanilla-scented soap that seemed to be the only stuff we made, and got myself all cleaned up. I walked out of the shower, this time with a towel wrapped around my waist. 

      Eliza was standing next to my bed, arms crossed and frowning.

      “You have no clothes,” she said.

      “I have some,” I countered, pointing to the pair of pants and few shirts.

      “Two gold they don’t fit you.”

      “You’re on.”

      I got Eona’s leather pants on, and they fit. It helped they were magical and also supposed to fit with ‘80s-glam-rock tightness. The shirts were more of a struggle, but I did get one of them over my head, and my arms through, and then, I mean, crop tops were a thing... right?

      “Fits,” I said.

      “You owe me two gold,” she said, and walked to the door.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “We’re going to see Zoey,” she said. “Let’s hope she’s working.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      She was. 

      The smithy was in full swing. Fires roared in the big forges, hammers pounded down with sharp clangs and deep thuds. It was quite the operation. There were a number of power hammers installed, huge machines lifting and dropping heavy weights, all powered by a water wheel in the wall. Men and women were moving with purpose as Zoey acted as something like a circus ringmaster, standing in the middle near a large anvil, shouting over the din.

      When she saw me, she shook her head, and looked over at Eliza.

      “I assume you’ve got a problem you need solved with metal?” Zoey asked.

      “He needs to look, well,” Eliza paused, “not like that.”

      “Hey—” I started.

      Zoey stepped around the anvil, grabbed my shirt, and pulled hard, ripping it. She tossed it over her shoulder, and it fluttered into one of the open forges where it burned in seconds.

      “Not the improvement I was looking for,” Eliza said.

      “I don’t know,” Zoey said, smiling at me, “I like it.”

      “He needs to meet with a representative from the crown prince of the Empire.”

      “Ah, that changes things.” Zoey’s demeanor changed immediately, all business.

      She grabbed a leather strap and put it against my chest, then along my arms. I noticed there were markings along it. A measuring tape of sorts. She didn’t make any notes, instead seeming to just memorize everything. 

      Then she pushed past me.

      “Follow,” she said.

      She led us out of the cacophony of the smithy and down the hallway outside until we got to another large door. A heavy key from her belt unlocked the door. The room was filled with armor stands and weapon racks. They weren’t filled yet, but there was a reasonably decent selection of things.

      Zoey didn’t bother to gawk like either one of us. She went immediately to a cabinet along the far wall, pulled the doors open, and stood in front of stacks of armor. One tall stack was leather, the other chain.

      She pulled a few sets out, looked over them and tossed them into piles, working very quickly.

      “What kind of a look are you going for?” she asked.

      “Do you actually have options?” Eliza replied.

      “I have a few bits of leather that should fit, and plenty of chain.”

      “Let’s go with chain. I think we can probably get a tabard quick enough.”

      Zoey grabbed a hauberk and threw it my way. It was heavy, thick-gauge steel rings. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing to put on over bare skin, but one look from Eliza and I knew we were too short on time to complain.

      “Thank you,” Eliza said.

      “Yeah, thanks,” I said.

      “Yes,” Eliza corrected.

      “What she said,” I said.

      Zoey rolled her eyes, and headed back to her shop.

      “Follow,” Eliza said.

      Our next stop was at a tailor shop, a place I didn’t even know existed. Like everything else in the mountain, it was down a hallway and behind a heavy door. There was a rather large room filled with tables and even a window to the outside world. It overlooked the river canyon, so there wasn’t much of a view beyond the cliff, but it did let in quite a bit of natural light. Which made sense, considering the minutiae of tailoring. I counted three men and four women in the room, each of at their own station and engaged in, well, putting cloth together in some fashion or another. 

      “Solomon,” Eliza said. A balding man with a wide smile and long gangly arms looked up. 

      “Lady Northwoods, Duke Coggeshall,” he said, standing and giving a slight bow of his head. “You honor us with your presence.”

      “We are in need of a tabard for the duke,” Eliza said. 

      “Ah,” Solomon said, stepping around his sewing table and approaching me. Out came a tape measure, and he started to measure my arm.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have that much time,” Eliza said.

      “A few days?”

      “A few minutes.”

      “That does complicate things.”

      “Do you have anything that might work?”

      Solomon nodded. “Maybe. Possibly. Probably. Something will, uh, happen.” 

      He looked me over, walked around me, and did a little prodding at my chest and back.

      “His grace presents a challenging frame,” the tailor said. But then he nodded, and headed to a large chest of drawers. He opened the top one, and there were tabards inside. They were green with two stripes of white on either side of a black center. On the center of the tabard was a creature I vaguely recognized from the Coggeshall family crest. The Bandersnatch. It was stylized, of course, so it also looked really cool.

      “Hey,” I said, “bandersnatch.”

      “It is your family’s animal, yes?” Solomon asked, suddenly concerned. 

      “Yeah, it’s just — I mean, it’s really well done.”

      Solomon managed to blush. “Thank you, your grace.”

      He went back to sorting through things with a little more care, finding a large tabard near the bottom of the drawer. Holding it up, he nodded, and walked over to me.

      “Close enough,” he said.

      I put my head through the hole, and he draped it over me.

      It felt both short and tight.

      But after a little bit of tszujing here and there, it seemed as though I’d been wrong. The tabard was long enough and wide enough, and I looked almost presentable. He found a thin metal belt, and slid it through his fingers. I swear it got longer as I looked at it. Solomon reached around me and fastened the belt around my waist.

      “Did you,” I started, “I mean, was—”

      “I have certain abilities, your grace,” he said with a smile. “But it’s a bit of a tailor’s secret.”

      I nodded, and looked over at a mirror. I looked like a duke.

      Solomon frowned. Clearly he did not agree.

      “Are you sure there’s no more time?” Solomon asked.

      “We are already late,” she replied. “But perhaps you might be available to put a few things together for the duke.”

      “I would be honored,” Solomon said. “Might I take some measurements, your grace?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Your grace,” Eliza countered, “there is someone waiting for you.”

      “Right, forgot about that,” I said. “Soon then, Solomon.”

      He smiled at me. “Our door is always open to you, my lord.”

      Eliza ushered me from the room, and out into the hallway.

      “I didn’t even know we had a tailor here,” I said.

      “Two of them,” she replied. “Solomon and his people focus on clothing. Tennyson and her people are more focused on goods. Sacks, linens, towels, those things.”

      “Oh. Where do we get the cloth?”

      “Do you really not know?”

      “I’m a bit out of touch with things here.”

      “I’ve noticed. We have a few different weavers working, and if you don’t steal Lee for too long, I believe he will have a powered loom running soon.”

      “Wow.”

      She shook her head slightly, and then power-walked along. I stood there in the hallway and watched her go while trying to put my brain in order. There seemed to be an awful lot of things going on in Coggeshall and I knew nothing. That couldn’t be good. As the leader, I should know everything. And most people. Which made me feel especially bad. I’ve always tried to know the people I’ve worked with, which was always a little awkward as a loan shark. But, then again, it made it easier to collect when you knew Josh Rogers had a debilitating fear of snakes. Just a quick trip to the pet store on the way to Josh’s house and I knew I’d get my money. Here, though, it seemed like everyone knew me, and I could name, like, twelve people.

      “They await you, your grace,” Eliza called out.

      “Right,” I said, shaking my head back into the game. “I’m coming.”
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      We used the throne room for the first time. It was quite impressive when it was all cleaned up and official looking. I sat on my throne, looking as regal as I could wearing my chain mail hauberk under the tabard. Two minotaurs from my honor guard stood behind me, with Nikolai off to one side and Eliza to the other.

      At the far end of the room, the twin doors opened inward, and a shorter man walked in. He wore heavy hobnailed boots, and had nearly golden tanned skin. No hair, which made me smile, considering that was my current hairstyle as well. A large scar ran down his neck and disappeared beneath the frilly shirt he wore. A wide sword was at his hip, but he didn’t seem to have any armor on.

      He stopped in front of the throne and bowed.

      Nikolai took a step forward.

      “Your grace,” Nikolai said, “presenting Geoffrey Cornwallis.”

      “Your grace,” the man said.

      “Welcome to Coggeshall,” I said.

      “Thank you, your grace,” Cornwallis said. “I bear a message from his royal highness, crown prince Valamir Glaton.”

      “Before we get into that,” I said, “is there any way you might prove you’re actually from Valamir?”

      “Do you doubt me?”

      “There was this other gent who beat you here by a few months. He said he was from Valamir and—”

      “Caticorix, yes. That was, uh, regretful.”

      “Rather mild way of putting it.”

      “I can assure you that Lord Glaton had nothing to do with Caticorix.”

      “I would hope so.”

      “And I am a duly vetted and nominated representative of his royal highness.”

      “You guys know who Caticorix was working with? Or for?”

      “That is still under investigation, your grace.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying my best to let the rage and frustration out. I needed to be mindful and act appropriately. In this case, I needed to listen, mainly, and also not kill anyone. Which were two somewhat difficult things for me.

      “What’s the message from, um, Prince, uh, High Prince--“ I stammered, struggling to remember Valamir’s formal title.

      “Crown Prince Valamir,” Eliza hissed at me.

      “Right,” I said. “Crown Prince Valamir.”

      Cornwallis nodded, I guess pretending he hadn’t noticed me butchering his lord’s title. “Lord Glaton wishes to extend his apologies over what transpired with the pretender, Caticorix.”

      “Okay, that’s all well and good, but—”

      Nikolai coughed. I shut up.

      Cornwallis just smiled at me, waiting.

      “Is there anything else?” I asked. “Is Valamir looking for my support? To vote for him?”

      “Lord Glaton mentioned nothing of that nature to me, your grace,” Cornwallis said. “He merely asked me to extend his apologies that you were embroiled in this political game when you are in the midst of setting up a new holding.”

      “Oh.”

      “He trusts you will examine the political landscape, and do what is best for you and yours when the time is right.”

      “That sounds more like what I was expecting.”

      “In addition, Lord Glaton sends a small offering to make up for the damages Caticorix caused. Even though, and I was asked to stress this, crown prince Valamir Glaton had nothing to do with Caticorix or his actions in Coggeshall.”

      “He tried to have my father arrested and his man was responsible for the death of my father.”

      “A regrettable misunderstanding.”

      “Really? That’s the tack you’re taking?”

      “It is the truth, your grace.”

      I grumbled. I think Cornwallis realized he wasn’t turning the conversation the direction he’d been hoping.

      “I am sure there is more to the events that have transpired than I know, your grace,” Cornwallis said. “But whatever those background events are, I do not have access to them. It is a matter you will have to take up with the crown prince. But I assure you, he is not happy with this situation either.”

      “I guess that’s something,” I said. “So what trinket did the crown prince send to make up for all the people who died defending this holding from Caticorix’s foreign army?”

      “He sent along a few things, your grace,” Cornwallis said. “If you would follow me, I have left them in your, uh, outside.”

      “The Greens.”

      “Ah, yes. There.”

      “Sure,” I said, getting up.  

      The minotaurs stepped around the throne and followed me. We formed an odd procession through the mountain home until we got outside to the Greens. 

      Where there was a herd of cows.

      Large cows.

      “A herd of cattle,” I said. “This is the gift?”

      “It is part of the gift,” Cornwallis said.

      I looked over my shoulders at the minotaurs, but they didn’t seem to have any sort of reaction to cows. I needed to know more about them.

      “His highness knows you have lost men and women,” Cornwallis said, “and so these are here for you.”

      He gestured his hand out, and I noticed there was a diverse group of about twenty men and women standing together along the wall of the mountain.

      “His highness knows these individuals are a poor substitute for those you lost,” Cornwallis continued, “but they are here on a five-year contract to do whatever it is they are able. Everything will be paid for and supplied by his highness during that tenure.”

      I blinked a few times and I looked over at Nikolai. 

      He shrugged slightly.

      “I, uh,” I stammered, trying to figure out the appropriate response. I mean, the best response would be to just say thank you and take the people. It was always good to have more bodies. especially if these bodies were experts in their field. Or any field, really. “Tell his highness thank you.”

      Cornwallis smiled and bowed his head. “As you wish,” he replied.

      I walked over to the group of people, standing in front of them in as ducal a mode as I could muster.

      “I presume you know who I am,” I said. 

      There were some nods.

      “Well,” I continued, really starting to lose that whole regal thing, “for those who don’t know, I am Montana Coggeshall, Imperial Duke of Coggeshall. And I formally welcome you to your new home, Coggeshall.”

      Silence.

      “Uh, my chancellor,” I said, realizing it was time to delegate, “will meet with you and get you assigned to, uh, living quarters and jobs and, uh, that sort of stuff.”

      Nikolai stepped forward, introduced himself, and I made my exit.

      Which, in essence, meant that I walked ten feet away to continue talking with Cornwallis.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with?” I asked.

      Cornwallis shook his head. “That is the extent of the messages I was sent to convey. Is there anything I might send back to his highness?”

      I wanted to tell his highness that this ‘gift’ was a pain in the ass. That while it was nice to have some new bodies, it also meant a whole heap of people who were not exactly loyal to me, and would, no doubt, be reporting everything they saw back to either Valamir or some other asshat back in the capital. The only real saving grace was Nikolai being a paranoid motherfucker, and would definitely be assigning these people to spots where we could watch what they watched. 

      “Just some thanks,” I said. “And to invite him to visit us sometime.”

      “I will do so.”

      Cornwallis gave another bow, and then walked away. I noticed there was a saddled horse near the gate. Cornwallis hopped up, hit me with a jaunty salute, and then cantered through the gate.

      “Not bad, your grace,” Eliza said.

      “I thought it went well.”

      “It went not bad.”

      Then she too, walked away.
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      Unfortunately, other shit needed to happen in the holding, so I didn’t have time to celebrate my small victory. Instead, I had meetings. One benefit of a career in crime and nefarious freelancing had been a blessed avoidance of meetings. As a member of a motorcycle club, the only meetings I attended were more like parties. I suppose there were also drug deals and arms deals, which I guess were sort of like meetings. But the life-and-death stakes and adrenaline rush those afforded really did a lot to make the interactions more palatable.

      First, Nikolai and I met with our new people. We had twenty-five new citizens of Coggeshall. Ten were professional soldiers — ex-Legion — who’d been part of Valamir’s house guard. Now they’d be part of my guard, so we sent them off to talk to Nathalie. Eight were herdsmen. Not to be confused with my hirðsmen. They were actual experts at dealing with herds of animals. I really wanted to call them them cowboys, but the terminology hadn’t made it over to Vuldranni yet. We sent them to Darius, as he was still the head of our animals department. Which I felt also needed a better name. The remaining seven of Valamir’s people were specialized craftsmen. One metallurgist, a blacksmith, a carpenter, a baker, a soap-maker, a plumber, and a pipe-fitter. A settlement starter pack. 

      When they’d all been sent off to start their new lives, Nikolai and I had a meeting about our new people. It went about as you would expect.

      “Do we trust any of them?” I asked.

      “No,” my paranoid chancellor replied. 

      “Can we send them back?”

      “No.”

      “Seems fucked.”

      “Welcome to politics.”

      Next, we went to a larger council meeting to discuss our magic building. Well, it was a smaller larger council meeting, since Lee and Harmut the head dwarf had already gone to the construction site at the other end of the valley to begin work on the fortress. That meant their input had to be delivered via seconds. Harmut had sent a young dwarf woman who could barely get a word in edgewise. Lee had no assistant, so I tried to fill in with what I thought he might say.

      The whole conversation devolved into arguing over who needed the building more. No one seemed to be thinking big picture, about what could benefit the most people in the community. But to me at least, that was more an issue of the settlement being too young to really feel like a community yet. People just weren’t used to thinking of themselves as being part of Coggeshall yet. They all still felt like part of the places they’d come from before.

      We were just going around in circles and letting our tempers get the best of us. Finally, I remembered that I  was in charge, and decided to act like it.

      I thumped my fist on the table until everyone went quiet.

      “I will decide what kind of building we’ll get,” I said. “You’re all free to go.”

      A few of the council members exchanged confused glances. Then Nikolai started ushering everyone away. I left too, and took a walk to process things. When I started paying attention again, I was outside on my balcony, looking over the valley.

      The day was oddly beautiful. As we edged closer and closer to winter, the weather had just gotten worse and worse. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen blue skies. But that day was an exception. I turned my face up to the sky and closed my eyes, letting the sun warm me. It was one of the few times I liked having a shaved head — you could feel the sun on your head. I kind of felt like it made me a better thinker.

      The first step in this mess was for me to stop thinking about Coggeshall emotionally, and to remember that this was all some sort of game. I had to go through the information available and see, exactly, what the city had and what it was missing. And I probably needed to stop referring to it as a city because, as population goes, I’m not even sure we were at the village stage yet.

      I sat down on the balcony and rested my back against the mountain. Then I closed my eyes and started digging into the settlement portion of the game.

      There was a lot of information.

      Way more information than I wanted, or needed to be honest. I had population data, which told me that were just north of two thousand five hundred, the bulk of whom were kobolds. Apparently prinkies did not count. Nor did cows. But now I also knew how many cows we had.

      I could see each and every building that had been built. Most of them had a little asterisk next to them, because they weren’t separate buildings as far as the game world was concerned. Instead, they were all part of a greater building called MountainHome. Which was a little confusing, because I’d only ever called it that in my head — I’d never heard anyone refer to it as such. But the game world did have a tendency to snatch things out of my head. It made sense, in a way, but it was still unsettling. 

      We had a smithy, two tailors, a woodworking shop, a sawmill, a soaper, a candle maker (who had to be doing next to nothing considering most of our light came from magical sources), three farms, a barn with an animal husbandry expert, a kitchen, a cafeteria, a hospital, and so on. I could ‘click’ — more like think about clicking —on each of the names of the shops or buildings, and get a more detailed breakdown of who was working there and what was produced in terms of quality. For example, I could see that Zoey was a smith capable of working with tiers one through six metals. It did not, however, give any indication as to what those metals might be. There were nine other workers in the smithy, none of whom were as practiced as Zoey in overall smithing. But there was a dwarf who had quite a bit more skill working iron in architectural or structural methods. He couldn’t make a weapon to save his life, but he could whip out railings like it was nothing. At least, that was what I gleaned from the information I had.

      There was also some basic information that went along with the population number and race breakdown.
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        * * *

      

      Holding: Coggeshall

      Type: Village/Dukedom

      Population: 2552 and growing

      Morale: Good.

      Loyalty: Good

      Hope: Decent.

      Fecundity: Moderate.

      Cleanliness: Low.
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        * * *

      

      The low in cleanliness made me feel a little queasy. Maybe it was because we had farms indoors. Hopefully that was it…

      By those metrics, at least, things seemed like they were on the up and up in Coggeshall.

      But none of it really gave me an idea for what the magic building should be. Or, even, what it could be. Given how things had been worded, it seemed like the building would need to be outside. I suppose it might have been possible to build a large enough chamber inside the mountain to allow the magic building to be freestanding, but that just seemed like a lot of extra work.

      I opened my eyes back up and looked up into the sky.

      The blue was dark and beautiful. 

      I pulled out the little magic cube, and gave it another peek. It was small and felt hard, like stone. And it was nearly completely black. Not shiny in the slightest, more like it was a small thing devoid of color. But I could also feel the power it held, almost like it was desperate to be released out onto this plane of existence.

      Everything I’d seen in this world had led me to believe that what was said mattered. A lot. And that it was often possible to twist things around to your benefit as long as you were within the boundaries of what was written. So, what was written...
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        * * *

      

      DO YOU WANT TO BUILD A BUILDING?

      You have been given the choice of one (1) magical building supplied by the gods. What will you choose?

      Abattoir?

      Alchemist Laboratory?

      Armor-smithy?

      Bakery?

      Butcher?

      Candlemaker?

      Cobblery/Cordwainer?

      Fighting Pits?

      Glassmaker?

      Shrine?

      Skunkworks?

      Smelter?

      Tailor?

      Tavern?

      The choice is yours, and not limited to this list. Happy choosing!
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        * * *

      

      I got a magical building. It specified magical. And building. But that was pretty much the extent of it. There was nothing in the text itself saying nothing defensive or offensive in nature — that tidbit came from the Eight as relayed by Mister Paul. That was enough of a rule for me to follow, even if it wasn’t written out directly.

      There was nothing indicating a limit on the size of the building, nor the nature of it. Could I pick a specific building? Would the building be filled appropriately? I mean, if I picked a glassmaker, would the materials to make glass already be in place? If I picked an arcane library, would the books be there? What was the definition of building the gods worked from? And as I sat there on my balcony, I wondered if the magic building cube extended to specific buildings... Maybe I could build the Library of Congress. Or the Winchester Arms factory. I needed Lee. He was great at this sort of tactical thinking.

      So what would Lee have said if I’d proposed these things? He’s probably have pointed out that even if we had Winchester Arms Factory, or any sort of gun factory, we wouldn’t have a bullet factory. And guns were useless without bullets. I mean, I suppose we could make bullets and then find a means of putting tubes together. That could work. But what kind of weird funky bullets would I need to actually penetrate the skins of things like trolls? Or dragons? Would dragons be susceptible to bullets? Would we need to use mithril to make bullets? Could a contemporary bullet factory handle mithril bullet making? Was there magic that could counter projectiles easily? It seemed like guns was a choice, but perhaps not a good choice. At least not yet. Maybe not ever.

      The library was an interesting idea, because we’d have access to all the acquired knowledge of modern Earth. Which could entirely change the path of Vuldranni as a planet. Lee would probably point out that the information in the Library of Congress was based on Earth’s history and science. Where obviously, there was no magic. And the laws of physics worked differently. As did biology. Which gave me no reason to think chemistry would be the same. So would a ton of wrong information be useful? It might make for good entertainment, but I couldn’t see a point for it here.

      But maybe there was a mystical library from Vuldranni’s past that would have some huge benefit. Some lost library of magical things. Or a dungeon—

      A dungeon was tempting. Our citizens could level up and get a ton of cool abilities. And yet, who’d actually make it all the way through? We might get a lot of powerful motherfuckers, but we’d also inevitably lose people. I mean, I barely made it through. Well, not exactly true, I broke the dungeon. And now I wasn’t allowed in any more dungeons. No, a dungeon didn’t make sense.

      But a lost library? A lost treasury? A lost trove of artifacts? That made sense. Of course, only if the magic building came fully stocked. I had to assume it came fully stocked. Otherwise, what was the point? It’d just be a shell of a building. So could it be a specific building?

      I held the cube in my hand, and I thought, “Library of Congress.”

      

      You are selecting LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, but you have not specified a year. Which year?

      

      I stopped thinking immediately. I didn’t want to get stuck with that.

      But that made it very clear that a specific building would work. And that specificity was key. 

      I wondered if I’d be able to get a specific year on a legendary building. One thing was clear: we were thinking too small on this. I stood up, and was about to head inside to talk to Nikolai about the building, when I remembered the other message Mister Paul had given me — I had to get better fast, but I didn’t want to be too obvious to the higher powers. If this magic building was being powered by the Eight, then anything I chose would be seen by them. Maybe it was better to find something that wasn’t so overt as a library of legend. 

      Or maybe it was worth the risk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t go to Nikolai. 

      I did summon a few prinkies with orders to deliver small shiny rocks to the bed in his office, however. We couldn’t have Nikolai getting too comfortable.

      Instead, I decided to use the historian we had on site. Hetsesta, the Imperial Historian, was sitting by herself on a public balcony overlooking the river. She had a blue-leather covered book in her lap, and her personal prinky sat next to her, holding a tea tray and small tea set.

      I pulled over a chair and stood next to her.

      “Mind if we speak a moment?” I asked.

      She looked up at me, and smiled.

      “Duke of Coggeshall,” she said. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “I was wondering if we might chat about history.”

      “Ah, that depends.”

      “On?”

      “What are you offering me?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “What are you offering me to teach you history?”

      “You’re going to charge me?”

      “It is my profession—”

      I kicked the chair I’d brought over away, and took a breath while smiling my biggest smile. Hetsesta stopped talking and raised an eyebrow.

      “Lady,” I said, “you’re part of this community, which means you need to use your skills to make—”

      She held up a finger to stop me. “I am no follower of yours, and you would do well to remember that.”

      “I notice you didn’t follow the princess out of here.”

      “Her path is her own. And leads her somewhere I have no desire to go.”

      “Which is?”

      “If you want to know, you need—”

      “You’re charging me for that too?”

      “My services are not free, dear boy.”

      “Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll refrain from tossing you over into the river. Is that a good enough payment for you?”

      “You would stoop to violence?”

      “Ain’t stooping for me to be violent,” I said, crossing my arms and giving my biceps a hard flex for good measure.

      She smiled, and cackled.

      “Took you long enough,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Your tea is disgusting,” she said, and flung the cup over the edge. 

      The prinky seemed delighted, and threw the whole tray over. Plates, cookies, and a metal pot all clattered down the rocks and into the river below.

      “A bit much there, Reginald,” Hetsesta said. “The cookies were worth saving.”

      The prinky went up on his tippy-toes to look into the chasm.

      “Don’t bother going after them,” she told the prinky. “We’ve got to have a chat with our duke here.”

      “Now I’m your duke?”

      “You will be if you play your cards right.”

      “I didn’t know we were playing cards.”

      “Everyone plays games,” she said. “It is up to you to identify and win them.”

      “Because I’m the duke?”

      “Because you’re a player.”

      “You’re confusing.”

      “One of the few joys of getting old is the being confusing or confused, and no one can tell the difference.”

      “I suppose I look forward to that.”

      “I have the feeling old age is not for you.”

      “You think I’ll die young?”

      “I try not to think about it.”

      “But—”

      “Is this the line of questioning you came here for?”

      “No, but you were being a pain in the ass a second ago, and now you’re twisting me in conversational circles, so I’m really just trying to catch up.”

      “How is that working for you?”

      “Poorly.”

      “Pull your seat over. Let us have a talk.”

      “Do I get to steer the conversation?”

      “Oh, you can try.”

      I shook my head, but dutifully pulled the chair back over and sat down.

      “I wanted to ask you about buildings lost to history, or steeped in legend,” I said.

      “And I wanted to talk to you about being a duke,” she replied.

      “I am a duke.”

      “You have the title, but you need to work on so much--“

      “I am working on it.”

      “And I would like to help you.”

      “Five seconds ago you said you were charging me.”

      “That was before you threatened to throw me in the river.”

      “That worked?”

      “It was an exercise in returning your spine.”

      “Oddly, I want to throw you in the river more now.”

      “I would like to see you try.”

      “That can be arranged,” I said, starting to stand.

      She put her hand out and whispered something.

      I felt a tingling over my body, but shrugged it away. I got to my feet and reached for her.

      “You win this round,” she said quickly, leaning away from me.

      “What did you try and cast on me?”

      “Something that clearly did not work.”

      “How about you don’t cast magic on me any more?”

      “As long as you agree to not throw me over the edge, I think we can come to an understanding.”

      “And you help me with whatever I ask for.”

      “And more, my liege.”

      “You’ll swear allegiance?”

      “I suppose I have little choice.”

      “Of course you have a choice. You don’t have to.”

      “And you would let me remain here, living without a care in the world?”

      “That’s a bit of a stretch,” I said. “You live here, you pull your own weight. Whatever it is you can do.”

      “Which in my case is limited to talking about the past.”

      “Teaching.”

      “Two sides of the same coin.”

      “You really enjoy a meandering conversation, don’t you?”

      “Yes. I love it.”

      “Can we get back to what I came here for?”

      “Your spine?”

      “The river calls.”

      “Ask your question, duke.”

      “Swear your allegiance.”

      “I swear I will be your able and loyal subject, and to serve you to the best of my meagre abilities.”

      “I accept you as a member in good standing of my holding,” I replied. “And as you help me, so I will keep you safe.”

      “It lacks decorum, but makes up in heart, I suppose.”

      “I do mean what I say.”

      “I know,” she said, reaching out and patting my leg. “It is the reason I chose to stay with you.”

      “I’m honored.” I was also hungry, so I pulled out my magical pizza sack lunch, and grabbed a slice. 

      Her eyes widened.

      “Now what is that delectable treat?” she asked.

      “Detroit-style pizza,” I said. “Want some?”

      “If you insist,” she said, eagerly taking the piece from me.

      She bit into it and chewed, eliciting some nice sounds of delight. She was enjoying it. Never one to let a moment to eat pizza go by, I grabbed another slice, and pulled out the handy flask as well. 

      Her eyebrows went up ever so slightly looking at the drink.

      “Bit early in the day,” she said, “but I might as well.”

      “It’s not—” I started, but she’d already grabbed the flask and taken a healthy swig.

      Hetsesta’s face scrunched up in confusion.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “Root beer.”

      “It tastes very sweet.”

      “It is.”

      “I like it.”

      “Me too. But there’s no alcohol.”

      “Pity,” she replied, and returned to her pizza. 

      We ate there in a sort of mutually respectful silence.

      She finished faster than I did, and then looked over at me expectantly.

      I held the bag open toward her, and she reached in and fished out another slice. I nodded in respect.

      She tore off a piece of the square slice and handed it Reginald, her prinky. He sniffed it, and then gobbled it up so fast I thought he might accidentally eat one of his own fingers. 

      Hetsesta didn’t seem alarmed, but I resolved to keep my hands away from Prinky mouths in the future.

      “You wanted to talk about history,” she started, “is that right?”

      “I have a few questions, yeah,” 

      “The time to ask is now, Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Are there, I mean, it’s kind of hard to put this succinctly, but are there any structures or buildings of legend?”

      “Surely.”

      “Specifically?”

      “The buildings of legend are uncountable, for there are as many legends as there are cultures. What is it you are seeking?”

      “Okay, something from Glaton?”

      “Your question is inordinately broad, but I will do what I can.”

      “That’s all I’m asking.”

      “Well, there is the Fortress of Ajax, north of Glaton, somewhere in the mountains. Said to be the greatest redoubt ever conceived, and built for one of the greatest generals this nation has known. He never lived to see it complete, but it would serve as his family’s bastion during two insurrections and two wars. It is because of this fortress the Glaton family exists to this day.”

      “Can’t be a fortress.”

      “Rules for history?”

      I took a really big bite of pizza, and chewed slowly. An obvious stalling technique, but I needed the time to think. How much should I tell Hetsesta about what was going on? She’d sworn allegiance to me, but I had the distinct feeling she wasn’t above breaking her bond. She was slippery like that, and there for sure was more going on with her than was apparent on the surface. She wasn’t just some learned old lady. She had magic at her command, and some serious sass on top of that. Not that old ladies couldn’t have sass — the best ones did. Just, there was an absence of fear about her, and that made her strange.

      But really, the magic building couldn’t be a secret, not for very long at least. As soon as some giant structure appeared, the cat would be out of the bag. And maybe telling Hetsesta would help me make an intelligent decision for once.

      “Let me come clean,” I said. “I’ve got this sort of reward, and it’s a magical building. From what I can tell, it will give me any building. So, I thought, maybe there’s something from legend or history that would be a strong choice.”

      “Is there a caveat?”

      “No defensive structures.”

      “Yes, then the Fortress of Ajax would be a poor building to select.”

      “Is there, I mean—”

      “You could consider the fighting pits of Galladorn or the Breeding Pits of—”

      “Is there a mystical library?”

      “Again, there are many. Anything you can imagine has probably been built within one of the lands of this planet.” She squirmed in her chair a little until she was facing me. “What is it you really want?”

      “I want something that’s going to help Coggeshall.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t really know.”

      “Ah, the bane of the leader. The one answer you are never allowed to give, and the one answer that is all too often the truth.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s something I’m learning. And it’s annoying.”

      “It is. And yet, it is one of the problems being in charge. You are expected to have answers.”

      “Is there some place that holds artifacts of power?”

      “Several. The Maze of the Mad King is thought to hold more artifacts than any singular place in history. But I doubt you would want that here.”

      “I had similar feelings about a dungeon.”

      “I doubt a dungeon would qualify. A dungeon, at least in the capacity I think you mean, is built around a being that must be summoned and bound. It is not exactly a building.”

      “But the maze might be a building?”

      “It was built by the hands of man. Thousands of hands worked, and all were buried within it.”

      “Sounds like a lovely place.”

      “It is a sight to behold. Though once is enough.”

      “You’ve seen it.”

      “I have.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Far to the south, beyond what is now the Great Erg.”

      “What is now the Great Erg? What was it before?”

      “It was a mixture of biomes. Some of it lush and verdant, some dry. Arid scrubland.”

      “And some horrible magical war turned the place into the wasteland it is today?”

      “Well, there is a place known as The Wastes, and what you speak of sounds more along those lines. The Wastes is the result of the long and costly War of Dust and Glass. Three nations, once united, each determined to conquer the other. They all grew in power and destruction until, ultimately, they lost control.”

      “Control of what?”

      “Everything they sought to harness for their war. A hero of sorts sacrificed himself, and his order, to set the boundary of the Wastes. Nothing born within its bounds may exit. Some believe that is the only reason the rest of the world stands. The Wastes are considered a pilgrimage for some, as there are creatures within its boundaries one cannot even imagine. And, for those interested in the arcane arts, there is no other space as filled with residual magic.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means it is nearly impossible to run out of mana in the Wastes. The abundance of background magic means your wells will fill as you empty them.”

      “Seems like it might be a good place to hang out. Learn magic.”

      “It might. But the creatures that roam those lands are fearsome indeed. Bending the laws of nature and magic in ways that still haunt my nightmares.”

      “So you’ve seen the Wastes?”

      She nodded. “I imagine you will ask how old I really am soon, and I will be forced to make some trite comment about asking a woman her age. As if it should matter. I am old. It is a virtue of my Choice that I am able to be as lived as I am. But it is also because of my class I am able to have seen more than is normally possible.”

      “I’d love to ask you all about that.”

      “You can ask all you like, Duke of Coggeshall, but it does not mean we will be talking about that today. Perhaps later, if you continue to improve yourself, I will see fit to let you in on some of my secrets. Besides, I believe we are getting off track?”

      “Right. Buildings.”

      “Yes. The Wastes have few structures remaining within it, and I doubt any of them would interest you.”

      “Does anyone live there?”

      “A few determined souls. The remainders of those three civilizations, all elves, continue to fight back that which they unleashed. But they lose more fights than they win. And I fear, in time, there will be nothing to keep the creatures within from throwing themselves against the magical barrier until it comes crashing down. And then, likely, the world with it.”

      “You seem awfully blasé about the whole thing.”

      “Likely I won’t live to see such horrors. Another mild silver lining to aging.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Don’t worry. You will find an orgy of death and destruction the likes you’ve never known, should those creatures come to your doorstep.”

      “Great. Looking forward to it. Thing is, I’d really rather leave that whole Reign of Blood, Master of Destruction thing behind and build a nice peaceful corner of the world.”

      “I have heard a number of your people say something like that. And yet, you seem to have more of a military than anything else.”

      “Because this world is fucked six ways from Sunday. There’s monsters around every corner and under every rock. Assholes with swords are looking to enslave or oppress you at every turn, and the only barrier to any of this shit is overwhelming force.”

      “The Vuldranni Way. Beat it into submission or kill it with extreme prejudice.”

      “You know of a different way?”

      “Not yet. But you understand the two things are at odds. If you want a peaceful corner of the world, you cannot be looking for a building like a mystical arcane library. Or a repository of weapons torn from legends. That will only make Coggeshall a natural target for every ruthless warlord and hopeful Mancer. You will be conquered, as there are powers out there greater even than all of Glaton put together. And bringing the Banamaðr Gáta into your walls will not provide the dominance you need to keep peace.”

      “Any chance you’re to tell me what the Banamaðr Gáta is?”

      She chuckled. “A terrible man, three thousand years back, was interested in nothing more than pain and destruction. He started a research institution dedicated to discovering every cruelty available. The Banamaðr Gáta was his laboratory, and his library. Some say there are spells and tortures held within those walls that would break even the gods. Some say the gods themselves oversaw the destruction of the Banamaðr Gáta.”

      “Where was it?”

      “Where the great White Volcano of Anterschwin stands now.”

      “I guess having a volcano appear underneath your lab is a pretty good sign you pissed the gods off.”

      She shrugged, and pulled out a pipe. She started packing a purple leaf inside, something that looked almost like cabbage. Then she pulled her thumb along her nose, and a flame came out of her thumbnail, which she used to light the pipe. After a few puffs, she blew out a perfect ring of iridescent purple smoke.

      “Any other ideas, Duke of Coggeshall?” she asked. “Or are you understanding what I’ve been trying to tell you?”

      “That anything obviously powerful is just going to make us a tempting target for someone more powerful, and we’ll get squashed in the process of someone else coming to get the building.”

      She winked, and blew and arrow of smoke through the ring.

      “Good luck though,” she said. “I’m insanely curious to see what you wind up choosing.”
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      I thought I’d have gotten more of a concrete suggestion from the historian. Sure, she made a good point, having a powerful building might make us more visible and primed for bullying. But a powerful building might also give us the capability to withstand anyone trying to come after us. I still wasn’t sure what to do.

      Therefore, my next move was, naturally, more talking. I went looking for the witches. Which was actually a bit of a challenge, because they’d eschewed our initial offers of housing inside the mountain, and had, instead, made a small camp near the tree where Amber had lived for a time. I pushed through some undergrowth I swore had already been cleared out prior to building the walls until I found a few tents set up around a small fire. It was really rather quaint, straight out of some glamping catalog. There were small wooden patios in front of their canvas tents, structures that seemed large enough to sleep maybe ten or fifteen people. A heavy black iron cauldron squatted over coals, a delightful aroma wafting out of it. Cicily Bixby, the head witch, was sitting in a rocking chair, staring at the fire. Her two old hands were wrapped around a mug of something steamy.

      “Mind if I join you?” I said.

      She blinked, shook her head, and smiled at me. 

      “But of course, your grace,” she said. She gestured, and one of the younger witches, a student-witch I guess, brought a chair over before disappearing inside her tent.

      “You, uh,” I started, looking around at the place, “have a nice set-up here.”

      “You don’t need to call it more than it is,” Bixby said. “It’ll do for now.”

      “Any reason you wanted to be out here and not inside with the rest of us?”

      “While you seem to have no problem with us, I can’t think it wise for us to be, well, so integrated  with the local population. Not yet at least.”

      “Is there something special you need?”

      Cicily patted my leg. Her hand felt oddly cool, considering it had come right off the steaming mug.  

      “Nice of you to be so interested,” she said, “but I’ve spoken with your chancellor, and he’s working on the situation.”

      “Mind filling me in on what the situation is?”

      “It’s a matter of proximity. We’ll be getting our own housing a bit farther away from the main living area. Just in case.”

      “You think it’s going to be a problem?”

      “At a bare minimum, we’ll have young ones practicing magic. No need to invite trouble.”

      “I guess that’s a good point.”

      “It makes little difference to us, staying outside for a little while. We are well used to dealing with such hardships.”

      “I believe it. But let’s just say we had the ability to give you your dream facility, or building, what would it be?”

      “My dream building? I suppose I’d take our valley back.”

      “That’s a bit more than a building.”

      “But it had all we needed.”

      “Little more than you needed, really.”

      “Yes, well, it would be nice if the spiders had been eradicated, but why complicate impossible dreams, eh?”

      “The spiders will be eradicated eventually. They’re just, sadly, a bit further down my current to-do list.”

      “It is generous you even keep it on the list, your grace.”

      “I said I’d get you back there eventually. It’ll happen.”

      She patted my knee again, and then took a sip from her mug.

      “Would you guys find an arcane library useful?” I asked.

      Cicily thought about the question for a moment, took another sip, then another, then finally nodded a little.

      “I suppose there might be some use to it,” she said. “But I doubt in any sense you’re considering.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Witchcraft is not learned through books or rote memorization. It is an art form passed down, and it requires practitioners to identify what it is in themselves that makes the magic work in the manner they wish. Books are a crutch to the magic wielder, so while we might gain access to new spells, I fear it would only make it harder for our apprentices and students to grow into their powers.”

      “Okay, so no arcane library.”

      “You were considering building one?”

      “I got a magic item that grants me a magic building. So yes, I was considering one.”

      “Perhaps a garden would be an idea.”

      “A garden?”

      “Something like the Infinite Gardens.”

      “I’m not familiar with that.”

      “Oh,” she said, patting my leg with excitement, “it’s a fabulous place. Down in Carchedon, which is perhaps the only positive thing I can say about that accursed country, but it is where it is. Probably the only place it could happen, considering the labor required to build it. And maintain it. My gods, it must be an absolute nightmare.”

      “But what is it?”

      “It is a very large building which houses every known plant.”

      “How big is this thing?”

      “Very big,” Cicily said, eyebrows going up. “It wouldn’t fit within the walls of this little town. And it rises up into the sky hundreds of feet. A stepped pyramid, with water coming out of the top and falling down in these fantastic streams and waterfalls. There is certainly magic involved, because there is nearly every environment you can imagine. Even snow at the top. And inside are even more plants. I have no idea how they get light into some of their halls and rooms, but they do. And then there are the caverns at the bottom. Full of mushrooms and molds and slimes. It is one of the most amazing sights in the known world. A pity it’s impossible to visit.”

      “Why can’t you visit it?”

      “The Empire tends to view anyone who travel to Carchedon as a traitor. Or a spy. Either way, it is no easy task to get there. Certainly not at my age.”

      “It sounds impressive.”

      “It is a wonder.”

      “Are there more wonders like that?”

      “I’m sure. That I know of? A few. There is the Grand Theater in Muscato, said to seat three thousand people in absolute comfort. Or the Kennishraw Gates that blocks the passage east and west between warring neighbors. It’s said to be eight miles long and six hundred feet high, with seventeen towers each going nearly one thousand feet in the air. Snow is said to remain on the roof all year round.”

      “Have you heard of the Breeding Pits of uh, somewhere?”

      “Of course. The Breeding Pits of Krützheld. Though I’m not sure I would consider them a wonder, so much as a horror.”

      “What are they?”

      “The brainchild of a madman. Alonezo Banazzar. He felt the natural world was a poor breeder of beasts, and that he should take over. Truly terrible creatures have been bred within those pits. But these days, those allowed within are few. It is said Banazzar bred his own workers. It was easier than finding good help.”

      “So who goes there?”

      “Those with few morals and but a desire for monsters. There are a few armies who rely on the monstrous creations of the breeding pits.”

      “Do they make good soldiers?”

      “They make excellent deterrent. As of yet, I doubt anyone has had to fight them.”

      “Okay, how about the fighting towers of Galladorn?”

      She chuckled, and took another sip.

      “I am curious who told you about these.”

      “A historian.”

      “Ah, that would make sense. A historian would tell you about the vile and heroic before the useful.”

      “What do you mean heroic?”

      “The fighting towers of Galladorn are the stuff of legends.”

      “What are they?”

      “I only know of them as stories. I’ve never seen them, nor do I know any who has. I cannot even tell you where Galladorn actually lies. Somewhere to the east over the Graston sea. But the towers are infamous.”

      “Okay, but—”

      “There are fourteen towers, each focused on a specific fighting style. Swords, spears, etcetera. The goal is to enter the tower and climb to the top.”

      “And then? You rule the tower?”

      “You gain admittance to the valley beyond. They are a testing ground. Only those who are skilled enough to climb the towers are allowed to proceed.”

      “And do what?”

      “That I do not know. But those who succeed go into the valley and never return.”

      “Doesn’t seem useful for us either.”

      “I doubt it would be.”

      I shook my head, and looked at the cauldron bubbling away. I hoped it wasn’t something they were going to eat because it was such sticky stuff that the bubbles hung onto the surface for a moment before popping and leaving mozzarella-like strands behind.

      “How do you know so much about all of this stuff?” I asked.

      “If you are curious, it would behoove you to know where it is I came from before arriving in the Empire.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Gottlund.”

      “Not familiar with it.”

      “I am not surprised. It is quite the distance to the south.”

      “Have you heard of Gloomguard?”

      “Oh yes!” she said with a smile. “My father made a trip there once.”

      “Really?”

      Cicily nodded, beaming with a smile I’d never seen on her before. “It was when I was a very little girl. My father was with a band of adventurers. Monster hunters, really. Gottlund has nothing like the Legion, so monsters are handled by private groups. My mother always blamed my father for my interest in magic, and that might be true, but it is hard to ignore the allure of the arcane once you have seen what is possible.”

      I understood her happiness. The same as nearly any old person, she found joy in talking about her past. Hell, the same as nearly any person: finding joy in talking about themselves.

      “The team my father worked on, The Darkwalkers, were above average,” she continued, leaning back to rock in her chair. “They specialized in shadow magic and ambush attacks. I think, at least, this was a reason they thought to go to Gloomguard. That their reliance on shadow and darkness would help them fight in the Gloom. Or in the Maze therein. They went to Raim, then down to Gloomguard, and entered the Gloom. And the maze. They lasted two months. Of the eight who went, two returned. My father, and a broken shell of a person who succumbed to his own demons barely a month after.”

      “Not a positive experience?”

      “My father stopped adventuring after that. He settled into a series of disappointing jobs while drinking himself to death. He never spoke of what he saw when he was sober, but he would wake up screaming about things I couldn’t understand.”

      “Sad tale,” I said softly.

      “It was, for a time. Ten years later, a traveling witch struck the memories from my father, and he returned to the man he’d been in my youth.”

      “Is that why you became a witch?”

      “It was why I became a witch instead of a wizard, yes. Or a mancer as they call them here. The witch succeeded in saving my father where other magic users failed. When I was old enough, I found that witch, and I traveled with her. Learned from her. And the short version is that we made our way to the Empire after they conquered the country we were currently in, and we found our services in need throughout the Empire. Which lasted until my mentor was killed for practicing magic.”

      “So that’s why you started the school?”

      “It is humbling you think I started that school,” she said with a smile. “I found refuge at the school, and chose to remain because I’d grown tired of traveling. But it existed long before I ever did.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “But I don’t think you should be looking for a magic building within Gloomguard.”

      “Did you ever go there? Or hear any specifics?”

      “Some. The city itself is a strange amalgamation of those who believe they are brave and those who are brave. Those who hold the line against the things in the darkness, and those who seek to profit from it. The buildings are squat, universally damaged. Death is a constant. Darkness is a constant. And any sense of comfort is foreign.”

      “Sounds like a perfect vacation destination.”

      “I could see a man like you doing well there,” she said. “Or going insane and killing yourself. Tough call.”

      “I’m still curious about the place.”

      “I could show you, if you’d like.”

      “Gloomguard?”

      “At least as it was some time ago.”

      “Wait — do you mean your father’s memories?”

      She nodded while sipping her drink. “I have the memories in my possession.”

      “Have you ever looked at them?”

      “Never,” she replied quickly. “I only know how to share them, not get them back out. Once they are in, they are in.”

      “And your dad kind of went nuts for a while...”

      “He lived between a bottle and madness.”

      “I think I might have to pass. For now.”

      “You know where to find me if you gain interest.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Thank you for coming to check on us. And do not use a magic item on our account. Our needs are few, Lord Coggeshall. Shelter and freedom to practice our art is all we ask.”

      “And it is what you shall receive,” I replied.
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      I wouldn’t say I was annoyed, because that wasn’t quite the right emotion to cover how I felt.

      People were trying to help me, and I was trying to be smart about things, but there just wasn’t a good answer to the question of the damn magic building. I was starting to worry I wasn’t going to be able to come up with an idea, and then the council members would devolve into infighting and backstabbing to get the building they most wanted. Most of the people around me were treating this as a Big Deal, and maybe it was.

      It was certainly cool, and an opportunity I didn’t want to fuck up. But that said, I didn’t think it was something that would make or break Coggeshall. I’m pretty sure I was what was going to make or break Coggeshall. So as I walked through the greens, watching the clouds dance across the sky, I started to wonder if the the better idea was to focus on myself. What would be the best building for me? For my growth? 

      But that didn’t go far. I’ve never really been that into myself, and picking something just for me seemed ridiculous. I already had enough people afraid of me — I didn’t need to make them think I was a selfish dick at the same time. Plus, what more could I want? I had a hot shower at my disposal and unlimited pizza and root beer. I was set.

      I found myself standing in front of the brownie tree. Hints of vanilla and other delightful odors wafted around me. I smiled in spite of myself.

      “My lord,” a soft voice called down to me from the branches above.

      I looked up to see a brownie sitting at a fork between two small branches, swinging her feet back and forth. She seemed small, even for a brownie, and had blonde curly hair. Like the others of her kind, she wore leather clothing and had a cherubic little face.

      “Hello there,” I said.

      “You seem troubled,” she replied.

      “Deep in thought,” I said, “but not troubled.”

      “Do you want to talk with someone?” 

      “I suppose,” I said. “Are things going well here?”

      She shrugged her tiny shoulders. “I think so?”

      “Okay, then.”

      “Would you prefer to speak to the chief?”

      “I mean, if you think that’s—”

      She smiled, hopped up and then basically vanished. A moment later, the bark in front of me opened up like a door. A ring of wood rippled out of the tree forming something like a balcony, right around eye level with me. A male brownie walked out, wearing brownie-sized chainmail, and sat down on a chair I swore hadn’t been there a second ago. Then he pulled a pipe out of thin air, drew in a big gulp of air, and let it out in a green glut of smoke that turned into a deer before running away into the leaves above.

      “A good evening to you,” he said.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      He gave me a smile and a nod. “Need to keep the big folk off their feet. You are the duke of Coggeshall and I am the chief of the Coggeshall brownies. I am at your service.”

      “It is nice to meet you. Is there, I mean, should we trade names?”

      “I know of your name, Montana of Coggeshall. I am Flint Frostycliff.”

      “Well met.”

      “You have an issue?”

      “No, I was more checking to see if you had an issue.”

      “Not me.”

      “What about the other brownies?”

      “We are quite content here, Lord Montana of Coggeshall. It has been a long time since we have not been fearing for our lives, since we have not been fighting each and every day just for survival.” He took a few puffs of his pipe before continuing. “I’m sure issues will creep up as we forget how bad it was, and how good it is. But for the moment, each and every brownie here is desperate to offer you all the thanks you will take. So, if you have an issue, or need an ear, I am at your service.”

      “I’m glad I could help.”

      “Now, what vexes you?”

      “You’ve been around a while?”

      “Aye.”

      “Have you—”

      “Before you ask about the Feedoheem, I have never set foot inside those lands. I was born here, and I chose to stay here because this is my home. There are others among us who have been to that world. And others.” He stood up from his chair, “I can get them if you like, but—”

      “I wasn’t going to ask about that, but, no, I don’t have time for that right now. Later.”

      He nodded and plopped back down.

      “I have the ability to create a building, a magical building. It can be anything,” I said. “I think that’s the problem. It can be anything, so I can’t decide what it should be.”

      “Paradox of choice.”

      “I feel like I’ve heard that before.”

      “A common theory because it’s a truth. It’s hard to know what to pick if you have endless choices. But a building. For here?”

      I nodded.

      “Simple,” he said, nodding and puffing on his pipe. “Brewery.”

      “A what? Wait, it’s a magical building that can be anything in the world, and—”

      “All the better. Magic ale.”

      “I don’t know—”

      “Listen,” he said, leaning forward on his chair. It brought him all of an inch or two closer to my ear, but I appreciated the gesture, “people, your kind, my kind, all kinds, we all need a home. We need a place to belong, to just be. Maybe that home moves, maybe it’s where it is. But one thing, it’s got to be a home. There is one thing that makes a home more a home than any other...”

      “Booze?”

      “I was going to say having something to rally around. A product from home. You’ll never find a dwarf who isn’t proud of the metal of their mountain. Or an elf who won’t brag about everything his ancestors have touched. But if a brewery stands within these walls, the people of Coggeshall will not only claim it as their own, but also claim it is better than any other. It will bring your community together.”

      “I think that’s asking an awful lot of a beer.”

      “You are clearly not a connoisseur of beer.”

      “You’ve got me dead to rights on that one. My beer days were all about quantity over quality.”

      “You’ll want to stress quality on this one.”

      “But what about a garden? Like, some magical garden that has every plant.”

      “That would be useful, but would it make community?”

      “Would a brewery?”

      “Yes.”

      “You are very confident about this.”

      “I am. I know beer.”

      “Are you a brewer?”

      “I am not. In the past, before being a chieftain, I was an apiarist.”

      “You took care of monkeys?”

      His brow furrowed, and he tilted his head as he looked at me.

      “Bees,” he said. “I kept bees.”

      “Oh,” I said. I thought about trying to play it off as a joke, but decided it would be better to accept being seen as stupid.

      “You have an apiary already?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “I don’t think.”

      “Then, might I ask you to consider putting one into the construction queue.”

      “Sure.”

      “MEAD!” He said, getting to his feet.

      A number of ‘huzzahs’ came from the tree, and I looked up to see countless little faces smiling down at me.

      “Mead is popular amongst your folk?” I asked.

      “Immensely,” Flint replied.

      “I’ll give the brewery a thought. I still think a garden might be more useful, but—”

      “More useful, sure, but not quite as good at making a city.”

      “Yeah, I get that. Thanks for listening.”

      “Any time, Duke Montana of Coggeshall.”

      I smiled, still damn confused about what I should be doing, and wandered off.
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      Next I went to the treasury, because I knew it was a place where I could be alone. Only five people had access to it, and I knew that Skeld and Ragnar were out in the field with Lee, and Nikolai was probably in his office raging at paper or small shiny rocks. For good measure, I summoned another score of prinkies, and gave them their marching orders. 

      Not only did I get a bit of solitude, but I also got to be surrounded by treasure and wonder. More treasure than wonder these days, but I’d take what I could get. We were starting to run out of room already, to the point where we’d need an expansion soon. But it was a lot of useless coinage, material that needed to be melted down and then, well I didn’t really know. I doubted we could get our own mint going. Although that was also a potential idea for the magical building. It’d definitely be useful to have a magical mint.

      All the shelves in the existing treasury were filled, some overflowing. Sacks of treasure lined the floor, making it a bit hard to walk around. I needed to start Marie Kondo-ing all this stuff. Like the skill books and potions were doing no good just taking up space in the treasury. But what was I supposed to do with them?

      There were large stacks of metal, crates full of the stuff from the castle in the middle of WarWaters. I chose to sit down there. I leaned back against the wall and stared up at the carved stone ceiling, trying to come to grips with the need to actually make a decision. It wasn’t in my nature. I could pass it off on Nikolai, or any of my other so-called advisors, but that seemed like a cop-out. And I didn’t want to cop-out. I actually wanted to take this on, to make the choice and be the leader everyone was counting on. I mean, at least I thought people were counting on me to be a leader. There was the nagging thought in the back of my mind that I’d been placed on this pseudo-throne for nefarious purposes, and that people out there in the Mister Paul-level of the world were counting on me to fuck things up. Still could be the case. But wouldn’t it be great to fuck them over by being actually decent at what they thought I’d fuck up?

      It’s also very possible that I was in the midst of overthinking this whole thing. That is part of the problem when you aren’t used to thinking — it starts to crop up that maybe you are thinking too much. People used to tell me I’d have been good at golf, because I had no thought process to get in the way of my swing. Probably why I was good at beating the shit out people too. Of course, in that respect, a slice could be a good thing. Or a shank for that matter.

      Just then, I had a moment of genius. I realized there was something I could do.  I could stop thinking about the damn magical building, and instead, take some mystery metals down to Zoey and the smiths, and figure out what kind of magical metals we had.

      Also, Zoey and the Smiths is an excellent indie band name. Up for grabs.

      I piled the ten ingots I got from the “nice” ladies in Rumib Pass into my bag, and then picked up a crate of the WarWaters metal. For good measure, I grabbed a sack of mithril. Because we had a lot of mithril. It was really weird stuff. Super light, like lighter than aluminum. But supposedly some of the hardest stuff out there.

      I knew Mister Paul had given me a bunch, I just wish I remembered why. I still wanted to keep the quantity of the metal a secret, so I figured bringing down one sack now would be the best way to get things going without raising suspicions. 

      Going through the fortress from the treasury to the smithy made it clear that keeping all our metals in the treasury would make using them difficult. It was a pain in the ass weaving through the crowded hallways carrying what was probably several hundred pounds of material in one rather old wooden crate. Especially when a horde of little ones raced through the hall and I had to dodge them without crushing anyone. Which I did, thank you very much. But there was definitely more sweat involved in the process than anything I’d done recently.

      Once at the smithy, I set the metal down with a clang. The shop came to a halt. Everyone stopped to see what I’d dropped on the floor. Which wasn’t fair because I didn’t drop it, I set that shit down. Maybe a bit quickly, but still. 

      “What’s that?” Zoey asked. She walked over in her leather apron, wiping her hands on a towel that was already black. It didn’t seem to do anything to clean her hands.

      “Metal,” I said. “I don’t know what’s in the crate, and the bag has a little surprise. And,” I pulled out the other ten ingots, and I set them down on the ground, “a few more mystery metals here.”

      “Mystery metals, huh?” she said, peeking in the bag first. “I mean, looks like mithril, but—”

      “It is.”

      “That’s mithril? And you just happen to have a tater sack full of it?”

      “Something along those lines.”

      She picked up one of the ingots. Even though I knew how light it was, it struck me how genuinely careful she was being.

      “I might be, uh,” I started, “how valuable is this stuff?”

      One of the dwarves lifted the sack up and peered inside. His eyes went wide, and he fell back on his butt.

      “Gods,” he said softly.

      “So, a lot,” I answered for myself.

      Zoey just nodded, eyes captivated by the mithril.

      Another dwarf picked an ingot up, held it for a minute, then set it down. 

      “This is an incredible bounty,” he said. “I’ve never seen ingots like this before. They’re always, well, smaller. And there’s no mark. What mine did they come from?”

      “They, uh — well, it’s kind of a secret,” I said, not exactly knowing how to tell them about the godly gift.

      “I don’t care where it’s from,” Zoey said. “What can I make with this?”

      “I don’t know, I mean, armor? Swords? Plowshares?”

      She shook her head, eyes not leaving the metal.

      “You have no idea what this is, do you?” she asked.

      “Mithril?”

      “But that is merely a word for you, isn’t it?”

      “Honestly?  Yes. I don’t know about metals. I know steel is pretty good, and this stuff is better—”

      “This stuff is beyond better than steel. Harder, yet more malleable under heat. You can weave mithril strands together—”

      “The dwemer-weave,” one of the dwarves piped up. “I’ve seen a hauberk of the stuff. It hangs in the Grand Mountain Hall.”

      “Aye,” another dwarf said. “I’ve seen it. Me da touched it once. Said it was softer than silk, but it can stop the hardest of arrows.”

      “You can make plate armor from this an infant could still crawl in,” Zoey said.

      “I think I’d like to see that,” I said.

      All eyes were on me.

      “Really?” Zoey asked.

      “No,” I lied. “Just a joke. Have you worked with mithril before?”

      “How would someone like me have a chance to work with this?” she replied, a haughty look on her face.

      “I don’t know, just a question.”

      “I’ve never seen mithril in this form. I’ve seen blades twice, and a hauberk once.”

      “Then I guess the best thing to do would be to learn how to use it.”

      She nodded.

      “There’s also this stuff,” I said, pointing at the other two mystery metals.

      “Won’t be as interesting as this stuff,” she hefted the ingot in her hand.

      “What is it?”

      She sighed as she knelt down and picked up one of the Rumib Pass ingots. 

      After a bit of a heft, she clanked it against the stone floor, listening to the resonance, I guess.

      “I don’t know,” she said, “but I’m curious.” She looked at the dwarves gathered around her. “Anyone have an ability to identify this?”

      “Talmer would,” one of the dwarves at the back said.

      “Who’s Talmer?” I asked.

      “Old-timer,” the dwarf replied. “He was a forgemaster back, uh, before.”

      “Is there a reason he’s not down here?”

      “He’s pushing seven centuries. Not one for doing much beyond drinking tea and shouting at kids who make too much noise in the halls.”

      I grabbed an ingot of mithril, and one each of the mystery metals. “Who wants to go on a little walk to talk to this Talmer?”

      No hands went up.

      “You,” I said, pointing to the one who’d told me about Talmer. “Winner. Let’s go.”
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      There wasn’t much talk as we walked through the MountainHome. The young dwarf, who turned out to be called Kjall Bloodrock, was rather sullen. We went up, and then down and around until we got to one of the hallways of rooms.

      At the end of the hall was a trio of doors. 

      Kjall stopped and gestured at the middle door.

      “That’s him?” I asked.

      Kjall nodded.

      I knocked.

      There was an immediate grumble, and then silence.

      I looked over at Kjall, who just shrugged. But I noticed he took a big step back from the door, making sure I was the one in view. I knocked a second time. 

      “Do you think the lack of me comin’ the first time will be changed by you knocking a second time?” came a gruff roar from inside.

      It wasn’t the day to test me.

      I kicked the door in.

      The door shot through and smashed into the far wall. 

      I stormed through into the room and scanned from side to side. 

      An old dwarf was sitting at a small table, a smoking pipe in one hand and a mug of steaming tea in the other. He was impressively old. His beard was well past his belt-line, and he looked like he was made of more wrinkles than anything. 

      “Oh,” Talmer said, giving me a nod, “good evening, your grace. You’ll forgive me — seems I had my hands full.”

      “Mind if I sit down?” I asked.

      “You can try,” he replied. 

      I looked at his table, and saw what he meant. Being a dwarf, he’d obviously gotten furniture fit for himself, which meant my six-foot something frame wasn’t exactly going to be comfortable. Still, I wasn’t about to not sit down, so I tried it. And definitely didn’t fit. It wasn’t as bad as sitting down at a kids’ tea party table, but it wasn’t far off.

      He looked at me, crammed at his table, my knees rising above the table top, and raised an eyebrow.

      “There a reason for the visit?” he asked, setting his mug down and standing up slowly to grab another from a green-painted cabinet. “Or did you just find my door unappealing?”

      “It is a kind of shitty door,” I said.

      “I agree. Should’ve used stone. Might have stood up to another of your kicks.”

      “The color really doesn’t blend well with the stone either.”

      He chuckled while he poured a mug of tea for me.

      The apartment wasn’t tiny, but it wasn’t a whole lot of space. It was a studio set-up, with a large bed nestled into an alcove lined with books. A lantern with a single glowing rock inside it hung down from above the bed. There was a small fireplace along one wall, opposite a comfortable looking couch, and a kitchenette took up the rest of the place. Well, that and the tiny table with two small chairs. One of which was creaking precariously under me. I did my best to not move.

      He set the mug in front of me, and I got a heady whiff from it. Woodsy and thick, whatever was in the cup was set to knock my socks off if I drank it.

      “What is this stuff?” I asked.

      “Narfo,” Talmer replied.

      “Narfo. Never heard of it.”

      “Fermented worm blood—”

      “Wyrm or worm?”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Scales.”

      “Worm.”

      “Wyrm or worm? They sound the same.”

      “I know. Ridiculous.”

      “I agree. Which one’s blood are you drinking?”

      “The one that burrows through the ground.”

      “So the worm.”

      “Round we go.”

      “You got a son that works down in the tunnel?”

      “Aye. A guard.”

      “I feel like I’ve had the same conversation with him. You mean the thing that is not related to a dragon.”

      “Like a garden worm. But bigger.”

      “Right.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “And you drink its blood?”

      “Fermented.”

      “Right, you ferment the blood and then you drink it?”

      “Someone else does, but yes. Good for the heart. Keeps the hair on your chest.”

      “Is it, I mean, like a banded worm?”

      “Nothing so grand. Believe that’d kill a dwarf.”

      “So it’s a particular species.”

      “Aye, the Narfing worm. Bred for flavor. Plump little bastards. They have the most delectable meat to them. Melts in your mouth.”

      “Interesting. Have you, I mean, is that fresh?”

      “It’s fermented, of course it’s not fresh.”

      “I meant—”

      “As much as I’m not enjoying having a chat with you, your grace, why are you here?”

      I sighed, starting to understand why no one had wanted to show me to the old bastard. I pulled the ingots from my bag and thumped the three of them on the table. 

      He was about to say something to me, something clearly mean, when he caught sight of the mithril. The brilliant silver color seeming to flash by itself in the dim light of the room. He reached out and stroked the ingot almost reverently.

      “You find a vein here?” he asked, his voice shaking ever so slightly.

      “Just a gift,” I said. “But we have a decent enough supply for the moment.”

      “You thought you’d show off your riches?” he asked.

      “That’s a present to get you to look at the other two ingots,” I said. “I want to know what they are.”

      Talmer set the mithril down on the table slowly, and picked up the Rumib Pass bar. He hefted it, turned it over, tapped it against the table. Then he grumbled a bunch while getting to his feet. He puttered over to his bed and lifted the whole thing up with one arm. Despite his age, he still had a ton of muscle. Lifetime of swinging hammers, I suppose. Or, given he was seven centuries on, several lifetimes of swinging hammers.

      There were a few chests under the bed. He pulled one out, and dropped the bed back down. Then he opened up the chest, revealing a host of tools. He snatched a small hammer out, something with a tiny little head about the same size as a pinky finger, and walked back over to the table. He sat down, still grumbling, tapped the hammer on the metal, and then listened.

      “Wolfram,” Talmer said. “Impressively pure stuff. You get this from out east?”

      “I did.”

      He nodded. “Pretty sure it’s from a mine over in Mahrduhm.”

      “I got it from a smith in Rumib Pass.”

      He nodded again. Then he pulled the other ingot to him. 

      There was a repeat of his performance, and then he set the ingot on the table.

      “WarWaters,” he said. “They did it.”

      “Did what?”

      “Found the answer to the celestial metals.”

      “Celestial metals? Are these infernal?”

      “They are,” he replied. “Infernium. I didn’t know it actually existed. Please take it with you when you leave.”

      “Is there, I mean, what’s it do?”

      “It’s a metal. It just sits there.”

      “So why, I mean—”

      “If you’re one who aims to take on the heavens, this would be very useful.”

      “Who does that?”

      “There are those.”

      “How did you know about this stuff?”

      “It was why they retreated to the castle on the lake. I know it was within my lifetime, but when, I can’t tell you.”

      “I just don’t get why they were—”

      “You want to kill a seraphim, you need something more than steel, boy.”

      “I just don’t know why you’d want to do that.”

      “Because good isn’t always good.”

      ‘That’s fucking vague as shit.”

      “I ain’t here to teach you about nothing. You asked me to identify the metals, I did. You want my opinion on top of that? Burn or bury that infernium. It’s only going to bring you trouble.”

      “Good thing we have a metric shit ton of it.”

      “You likely have a problem then.”

      “Well fuck.”

      “The mithril, though. That’s nice.”

      I scooped up the two other ingots and walked out. “I’ll make sure you get a new door soon.”
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      Fuck.

      Double fuck. Lots of fucks. I was angry. On the one hand, I felt conflicted about that quest I completed for that duchess in the lake. Was she part of the whole angel-killing scheme? Was she evil? Had I set up something bad there?

      I didn’t know. And chances were, I’d never know.

      Also, my attempt to ignore a problem had just given me another problem. Luckily, this was a problem I felt confident leaving on the desk of Nikolai. But before I did that, I went back to the smithy, tossed the wolfram on the pile of other ingots, let Zoey know what it was, and then told her that the crate of metal was trash.

      The trip from smithy to throne room and Nikolai’s office was short. As expected, he was sitting behind his desk sorting through papers while prinkies marched in and out, presenting shiny rocks to him. I dropped the crate of metal on his bed, thinking the mattress would break the fall of the metal. 

      But the metal broke the bed. 

      The poor frame snapped into pieces. Feathers shot into the air and then floated gently around the room.

      “You needed something, your grace?” Nikolai asked. “Perhaps you could just knock next time.”

      “Um, sorry about that,” I replied. “Also, we need to replace a door in the western residential area.”

      He sighed, and pulled out a small notebook. He scribbled in it, and then slid the notebook into a pocket inside his jacket.

      “That’s infernium,” I said, pointing to the metal while sitting down.

      “Is that some slang word from your first world?”

      “It’s the opposite of celestial metals.”

      He tilted his head. 

      “Remember WarWaters? The Castle?”

      “I do.”

      “That’s the metal we found in the boathouse. Well, one of the tons and tons of fucking crates of it.”

      “And it’s called infernium?”

      “Yes. Meant for killing seraphim.”

      “Ah. Useful.”

      “Is it?”

      “Is is if you’ve got a problem with seraphim.”

      “Do we?”

      “We might once the seraphim hear we’ve got a ridiculous stockpile of that shit.”

      “Get rid of it.”

      “What?”

      “I want it gone.”

      “Is that an order as a duke?”

      “Yes. I don’t know how to get rid of it, but it’s important it get gone. Now.”

      “Yes, your grace. I will see to it at once.”

      “Thank—”

      “Provided, of course, you knock it off with the fucking prinkies already.”

      I smiled. As if on cue, a prinky walked in and presented a shiny pebble to my chancellor. 

      “Hey there little buddy,” I said to the prinky, “pick up the feathers and make a neat pile of them in the corner. And you tell your little prinky buddies to do the same.”

      He nodded like I’d just told him there was an endless buffet of pancakes and he was invited, and rushed around, picking up the feathers.

      “Done and done,” I said.

      “You ready to go to Osterstadt?” Nikolai asked.

      “No. Wait, is that—”

      “Very soon. Tomorrow you’ll need to be available for a sizing.”

      “Sizing? What—”

      “Uniforms and armor. So you look like you’re actually meant to be escorting Lady Northwoods.”

      “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”

      “You don’t have to like it. What about the magic building?”

      “Brewery.”

      “Not something I’d considered. But I like it.”

      “Either that or a garden.”

      “So it’s as of yet undecided.”

      “Which of those two would you choose?”

      “You said you’d handle this yourself, your grace. Would you really like me to weigh in?”

      “Is this some sort of test?”

      “Isn’t everything?”

      “And this is why I send you shiny little pebbles.”

      I left the office.
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      My inability to make a decision kept me awake. But that’s probably why I discovered something. I had an axe that returned to my hand after I threw it, which meant I could practice throwing an axe without bothering to go and get it. So, I went out to my balcony and set up a large target. I got as far away as I could, and I started throwing.

      Thunk

      Thunk.

      Thunk.

      Over and over again, harder and harder. I started out pretty good, but my aim got better as I worked at it. Paying attention to how I was using my muscles and how that was affecting the axe’s rotation through the air. I started adding movements to my work. Jumping throws. Spinning around throws. Diving throws. They were silly and a bit John Woo, but there was always the chance it’d come in handy to have a healthy dose of showmanship.

      Somewhere in the middle of the night, when the moons were high above, I got a notification.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve leveled up the skill Small Weapon Throwing. Now you can throw smaller sharp objects and likely hurt others! +5% damage. +5% attacks on target.
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        * * *

      

      Nice. Worth it.

      Which meant it was time to try something new. I threw the axe, and before it hit the target, I put my hand out to pull the throwing axe back.

      The axe continued on and hit the target, then immediately came back to me. Interesting. I wondered if there was some sort of kinetic-energy-to-magical-energy transfer that gave the axe the power to return. But then that thought made me worry I’d been possessed — since when did I understand physics enough to even consider something like that?  Clearly, I’d done too much for the night, and needed rest.

      I leaned on the balcony balustrade and looked over the valley. A cold wind was blowing clouds in. Snow was coming — I could feel it. There was that snow-like smell in the air.

      I searched the area in front of the walls, hoping I’d see something. Someone. A rage was beginning to boil inside me, born of frustration, and I wanted to take it out on someone. Preferably someone who deserved it, but I kind of felt like it would be okay for me to take it out on anyone right now.

      I could go hunting. Goblins.

      I grabbed a basic chain hauberk from my wardrobe, and it fit. Zoey knew her stuff, and there was something so nice about armor that fit. I had protection. I headed down and down and down until I got to the banded worm tunnel that led between the kobolds and the goblins. I didn’t want to have to wander around looking for goblins when I could just go directly to the source. I’d just sneak into their base and wreak a little havoc. Probably. I didn’t know what I’d find, but I was tired of not knowing anything about the little bastards. Especially when it seemed like our conflict with them was only heating up.

      There was a small group of guards watching the door to the tunnel, and when they saw me, they all snapped to attention. 

      “Easy guys,” I said. “No need for that.”

      They relaxed, at least nominally. I took a second to look at them. Three humans, two dwarves. The dwarves had chain armor on that looked a lot like mine. The humans were wearing the wyrm-skin leather armor that had become something of a symbol for the Coggeshall guard. I noticed that each guard also wore the Coggeshall tabard. Solomon the tailor was definitely pumping them out. It was nice to see a cohesive uniform coming together.

      “Mind opening the door for me?” I asked.

      Four of the guards looked at the dwarf with kind eyes looking out under bushy red eyebrows.

      “Uh, your grace,” he stammered a bit, “we aren’t, you, I, no one is supposed to go into the tunnel.”

      “No one? Why?”

      “Captain Zwinsel’s orders.”

      “Are they just orders or does he have a reason?”

      “To limit chances the enemy will find our access point.”

      I nodded. That did make sense. If you never go through the door, it’s more trouble for the people trying to find that door.

      “Are the goblins actively patrolling tonight?”

      “They have gone by twice, my lord.”

      “Out and back?”

      “Yes.”

      “How often do they do that?”

      “I, uh,” he looked around at his compatriots, but they all shrugged. “It’s different most days.”

      “So you can’t be sure they’ll stay out of the tunnel for the rest of the night?”

      “No, your lord. Grace. My lord. Your—”

      “Just call me Montana for now.”

      “I, no, I don’t think that would be right.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Bas Nuise, your grace-lord.”

      “Gracelord does have a certain ring to it. Why are you so nervous?”

      “’Tis my first night in charge,” he said. “I didn’t know you would be here.”

      “I’m just checking in on you all,” I said, realizing it would be an asshole move to make the guy decide between listening to me or listening to his commanding officer. “Nicely done here.”

      I nodded, and then walked away. I’d have to go outside to hunt. But maybe that wasn’t a good idea either. Seeing the guard actually doing their jobs, and being smart about things, made it hard to justify going rogue just because I was in a mood. Maybe it was a better idea to explore the MountainHome, look for something interesting.

      It wasn’t long before I was in a part of the base I didn’t recognize. I was deeper in, where the place had an earthy odor to it. I came around a corner, and saw a large archway.

      Beyond the archway was a massive cave, soaring into the distance. It was bright, like walking into daylight. I squinted against the light, having been used to the relative gloom of the tunnels, and put my hand up to block out some of the artificial sun. When my eyes finally adjusted, I was shocked at what I saw before me. 

      Grass and farms and animals. Trees. People. Even some buildings. It was like stumbling through a wormhole. I even looked back at where I’d come from to make sure something like that hand’t happened. I mean, it was certainly possible in Vuldranni. At least in theory. But, no, it was just some terraforming inside a cave.

      “Ah, your grace,” came a voice, and a man waved to me from a wide open field that was full of chest-high amber grain.

      “Uh, hello,” I said. 

      Timurlan waded through the grain, and hopped over the fence. He was beaming. He looked more, well, suited for mucking out stalls than I’d seen before, wearing something akin to the medieval version of coveralls. He had a large knife on his wide belt, something that was right at the edge of being called a short sword, and carried a big stave in his other hand. 

      “Welcome to my world,” he said, gesturing at the caverns.

      “This is incredible,” I said, my mouth agape.

      “I know. But it would not be possible without you, so—”

      “Dude, no need to butter my butt. This is all you.”

      He chuckled. “Shall I give you a tour of the upper farm?”

      “Upper? There’s more?”

      “Oh, plenty.”

      It was an impressive operation. The upper farm was all about recreating the natural outdoor environment as best as possible. There were expansive fields of grains, a few small orchards, that sort of a thing. 

      “To give residents the taste of normal food,” Timurlan said, “but it certainly would not be able to supply us all.”

      To do that, we had to go down a large ramp at the back of the large cavern. Then, we reached the middle farm. This place was more cavern-like. Darker, with lots of stalactites and stalagmites, as well as huge columns of rock holding up the ceiling. There were plants everywhere. Well, plants and fungi. I wasn’t sure if fungi were plants. I remember reading a distinction at one point, but now I was too afraid to ask. Huge mushrooms the size of Buicks on thick stalks. Moss hanging off the ceiling in what I could only describe as inverse crop fields. 

      “This is probably three quarters of our food supply,” he said, gesturing around. “Nearly everything you see here is edible, in some form or another.”

      “Have we been eating it?” I asked, a little wary of the slimy-looking plants that seemed to be dripping down the walls.

      “Of course. There is quite a bit that is native to Dwarven cuisine here: dropcaps and flibberteegibbets as excellent examples, which have remarkably similar tastes and textures to overland foods. Flibberteegibbets, harvested at the right time, have an incredible peach flavor.”

      “I thought it was odd we had peaches the other day.”

      “And they grow year round here.”

      “I don’t know that I want to know which one of these things they are.”

      “They don’t resemble peaches until you’ve cut them apart. It’s much the same with the Narfing worm.”

      “Are you going to tell me we grow worms here?” 

      Timurlan smiled at me. A big knowing smile.

      We did, in fact, grow worms. The Lower Farm was not a pleasant place. It’s not that I’m afraid of insects so much as that I don’t like insects. They register poorly in my deep lizard brain. They are high on the ick factor for me. Worms are in the same minor vein, which might be just one more reason I like fishing so much — I don’t mind sending worms into their watery grave. One less creepy crawly to get me in the night.

      The Lower Farm had pens filled with bugs and beetles. Some were the size of my thumbnail, some were as big as my thigh, and in the distance, I saw larger fences holding back bugs that were the size of cattle. Or hippos. Just freaking huge.

      “We’ve got a wide variety of creatures down here,” he said, “but you were interested in worms?”

      “I, uh,” I said, “sure.”

      Timurlan guided me along a road that bisected the various bug pens. It was gloomy down here as well. Most of the light came from a few bioluminescent plants and animals. But the worm pens were down one more level, and that level was filled with vats about twenty feet high and fifty feet wide. All of them were carved out of the mountain itself, and each vat was filled with a different medium. Some were full of dirt, some mud, some a noxious sort of sludge I didn’t want to identify. They weren’t, thankfully, full of writhing bodies. An itsy bitsy tiny win.

      Timurlan walked with purpose, heading down to a vat about midway along the seemingly countless vats. Then we went up a few steps onto a platform, where we were basically able to step out into the vat if we so chose. 

      He extended his hand out and muttered some guttural words.

      A worm about the size of a dachshund zoomed out of the muck and smacked into Timurlan’s open hand. 

      In one clean move, Timurlan pulled his knife from his belt and lopped the creature’s head off. It went flying back into the vat, where it sank into the muck. Timurlan slid his knife along the creature, flaying it open. With a flick of his wrist, a little light floated into the air between us. How lucky — now I had a clear view of Timurlan cleaning the internals of the worm back into the vat. 

      Gross.

      But then I saw something. He peeled a membrane back, and held up what was, essentially, the muscle of the worm. It was a dark red marbled with white fat. 

      “That looks like steak,” I said.

      Timurlan smiled. 

      “Tastes like it too,” he replied. “And easier to butcher. It comes out a bit square, which can seem odd, but I figure it’s a small price to pay.”

      “This is the steak we’ve been having?”

      “It is. Grows quickly, excellent marbling, robust flavor.”

      “I guess. I mean, I’ve noticed the steak has been pretty incredible.”

      “Thank you.” Timurlan beamed.

      “Is it, uh, did you make it?”

      “This is a particular breed I’ve worked on for a few years, but it’s a staple part of any under-mountain race’s diet. I just worked on getting the flavor more aligned with beef. But this vat here, this is what’s getting the marbling so generous.” He reached down and ran his hand through the sludge, “Perfect stuff for the little guys’ ease of movement. Lets them get just enough muscle, but not exert themselves.”

      “You managed to get all this set up here this quickly?”

      “One of the advantages to using magic. Cuts down on the waiting. At least at the start of things. Use too much magic, and the food starts to taste bland. And there are other side effects.”

      “Side effects of using the magic, or of eating food made by magic?”

      “Well, both, but I was referencing the latter. Food made by magic can cause odd reactions. Changes in skin or hair color. Alterations to senses. I’ve even read of a case wherein a castle under siege wound up growing additional limbs and appendages.”

      “Uh—”

      “Don’t worry,” he said, seeing the look of terror and confusion on my face, “nothing like that will happen here. This is all very safe. The magic we’ve used was nearly exclusively for preparing the environment for our gardens and pens. Nothing involving growth rates or anything. I do have a few abilities that allow me to shave off some growth time, but as far as I know, that’s not a magical effect so much as a world effect. So I don’t think it would have any bearing on the food. When I’ve used it in the past, the food has not registered as magical under investigation. So, that might do something to quell your nerves.”

      “It does. It’s just, no matter how much I learn, I always feel like there’s so much more I don’t know.”

      The lifeweaver came over and patted my forearm. ”The Empire is rather unique in that regard. Not too many countries able to look back over a thousand years and trace damn near everything to today.”

      “Have you traveled a lot?”

      “Not much out of the Empire. I went into Mahrduhm before the recent events, when it was a more sedate monarchy. I’ve heard it’s more on the march-and-conquer route of late.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But I went there to research wishberries and some of the other fruits native to that part of the land. I’ve been to Carchedon—”

      “I’ve heard they’ve got quite the garden there.”

      “It is truly a wonder. I have often considered emigrating, just to gain permanent access.”

      He tossed the carcass into a separate vat. There was a frenzy as whatever creatures that were inside made short work of their surprise meal.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Timurlan said, strolling back along the path. It seemed he was done being a tour guide and wanted to return to work. “I am a loyal son of the Empire. I just wish there were more lords like yourself. People who can see that magic is not to be feared, but harnessed.”

      “That’s what I’m going for.”

      “And I do appreciate it.”

      He smiled at me, and I smiled back. Then I headed back out of the cavern. I looked back, and he’d already moved into the field of grain, his back to me. I shook my head, because I couldn’t figure out how we’d gone from the lower farms to the upper farms so quickly. 

      Timurlan was an odd dude. And I hadn’t had the chance to talk to him about the magic building again — I was thinking of getting his opinion on having a magic garden, but just listening to him talk about the garden in Carchedon, it seemed wiser to go for something a bit less prominent. It just didn’t make sense to have anything that people would actually make a pilgrimage to.
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      The next day made me want to throw a tantrum because it was so full of crap I didn’t want to do. It started with standing around and being measured, having clothes draped on my body, and getting poked with needles. The tailor was doing it on purpose, because any time I started to slouch, I got a needle somewhere in my body. 

      After a few hours of being a mannequin for Solomon, I moved over to be an armor stand for Zoey and her crew. Which was actually pretty cool, for about five minutes. After the novelty of seeing new armor wore off, it was back to me just standing around. Zoey worked the mithril into a helmet for me, while two of her underlings worked on gauntlets. There wasn’t time for a full set of plate, so they were resizing two hauberks. Between that and the helmet, I hoped I’d look menacing enough to not actually have to fight.

      A mild bonus, one of her helpers was new to making armor, recently transitioning from more structural metalwork. So Zoey launched into a pretty interesting, but long-winded, explanation of each and every piece of armor.  The name, the point of it, how to make it, and the downsides to wearing it. So, for example, sabatons are kind of like armored shoes. The greave covers the lower leg, and the poleyn covers the kneecap. Cuisse is upper leg, and so on and so forth. And there’s a name for each piece of metal you’d wear on your body, and since full plate is full coverage, there’s an ungodly number of pieces of metal on your body. And they all have names. And reasons for existing and problems with making and wearing. So while I was really interested at first, as the lecture continued on, I listened less and less.

      Next up in my torture regimen was etiquette lessons with Eliza. Not a YouTube series I’d subscribe to, but apparently something I needed to know. I learned to open doors for her (or whomever I was guarding) with my left hand to leave my right free for a blade. Which I didn’t really see as etiquette, but maybe Eliza thought if she started with rules that were attached to violence, I’d remember them better. Smart move, to be honest.

      The last thing I remember clearly is that the appropriate way to choose utensils at posh dinners is to work from the outside in. But Eliza just continued on and on and on, and I tuned it out. Not on purpose — I think I’d just reached my limit for the day. 

      Finally, I was presented with my new things. Very excited to get the armor, not quite as cool to get the Northwoods tabards and gear. Packing took a second, since I could just throw literally everything into my unfillable knapsack. Then it was time to rock and roll. 

      But it was also the middle of the night, so I took the chance to get a little sleep. But once again, I got woken up by a random woman in my bed.

      This time, at least, it was a tiny woman. A brownie. Bear stood on my chest, her hands on her hips.

      “Get up, you great big beast,” she shouted at me.

      “Big beast?” I said, groggy.

      “You’re big to me. And you need to get up!”

      I threw the blankets off, and, not at all on purpose, also onto Bear. She roared something at me while she struggled to free herself, but I didn’t catch it. Then I walked over to the windows, or the holes where the windows would be if we had any fucking glass yet, and saw that it was still dark outside. 

      “It’s still night out,” I said.

      “You need to leave at night,” Nikolai’s voice came from the gloom at the other end of my room.

      I spun around and saw the chancellor sitting by my fire.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Making sure you get up, get ready, and get out. And that you shave.”

      “Imsorrywhat?”

      “Shave.”

      “No.”

      “Yes. You and your beard are well-known. Especially since it’s not exactly common for men to wear beards in Glaton.”

      “Come on—”

      “You are going in disguise, Montana. You need to look like someone else.”

      I did a lot more grumbling, but it was mostly a show. My beard was an easy tell. And while it bummed me out to be clean-shorn, knowing I had a dwarven beard doctor in my employ made the whole thing easier to swallow.

      A hot shower and a shave later, I got dressed as a member of the Northwoods household guard. I had a small knapsack at my side and a small brownie on my shoulder. That was the only thing different between me and the real Northwoodsians. I thought I looked pretty good.

      Nikolai, on the other hand, looked like shit.

      “Dude,” I said, “you look like shit.”

      “I haven’t slept yet,” he said, rubbing his red eyes.

      “Why not?”

      “Besides the fact you broke my bed?”

      “We have spare beds.”

      “No. We’re short on beds because someone keeps pulling new people into our settlement with no preparation.”

      “Oh. Well, you can use mine while I’m away.”

      “Your largesse is noted. I am setting up a regular check in schedule with you, so that you can come back here and report findings, see if you need additional resources there—”

      “How am I supposed to travel back and forth?”

      “Fritz. You meet him on the top of the tall temple, he’ll grab you, bring you back here. Meet Lee, meet me, that sort of thing. See if you need more weapons, people, armor, whatever—”

      “Speaking of armor, is Zoey coming here?”

      “She is not. Is there something you need to tell her?”

      “I was hoping she’d had finished the helmet and gauntlets.”

      “I told her to stop hurrying on them.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the bodyguard of Lady Northwoods would not be clad in mithril.”

      “Well shit.”

      “Also need to keep your bag of tricks here.”

      “The unfillable knapsack?”

      “If that’s the name of the thing, yes.”

      “Because—”

      “It is a powerful magic item. People will remember who had it.”

      “Losing that puts a real damper on my abilities.”

      “You should never tie your abilities to your belongings. Think of this as a chance to grow beyond relying on items.”

      “I’d rather not have to learn new skills while keeping Eliza Northwoods safe.”

      “Because you care for her?”

      “I mean, I care for everyone. She’s not overly special. I’m also thinking about how things will settle out with her father.”

      “Are you finally thinking of politics, dear boy?”

      “Yes.”

      “So miracles do happen.”

      “Well fuck you very much.”

      “I thought you hated Northwoods.”

      “I hate Valamir. Different. Northwoods has been a pretty decent fellow, all things considered.”

      “Be wary — you may think Northwoods is your friend, but as long as he supports Valamir, he will be our enemy.”

      “Great. So why am I protecting his daughter?”

      “Politics.”

      “Fuck politics.”

      “And here I thought you were finally realizing the importance of it.”

      “I guess not,” I said, and tossed my knapsack to the side. I wasn’t at all keen on leaving it behind, but my grumpy chancellor had a good point. It would be easier to identify me if I had all my usual gear by my side. “Balls,” I said, and fished out my armor and tabards. “Let’s go.”

      We went through the sleeping MountainHome and emerged outside. Eliza stood in the greens wearing traveling clothes. A thick blue cloak over what looked like a white and blue dress. She had her hood pulled up high over her head. There was a prominent Northwoods crest on her cloak.

      Fritz stood on the grass, big as fuck, looking around like he was bored. 

      “Good morning, Lady Northwoods,” I said.

      “While I appreciate taking the shorter method of traveling to Osterstadt, having to do it in secret in the middle of the night is hardly my first choice.”

      “Ah, I wasn’t, uh, sure what time it was.”

      “Too early,” she replied.

      I knew Eliza as a reasonably conversational person, eager to talk, happy to give me history lessons or tell personal stories. But evidently she was not a morning person.  Or, more accurately, a middle of the night person.

      I couldn’t blame her. There was definitely a time when I never got enough sleep, and if you dared wake me up while I was getting some, I’d probably punch you. Or stab you. Rarely shoot you. Despite my fondness for guns and relative expertise with them, I hadn’t shot that many people. It was messy and loud, and easier to get caught that way. ‘Leave no trace’ wasn’t only good advice for hiking.

      We got up onto Fritz, which took a little more work for Eliza. I thought she’d been wearing a dress, which she was,  but she also had trousers on underneath. Not that I was actively looking for what was under her dress — it’s just that it became obvious when I had to help her onto the big fucking bird. Bear, for her part, was bundled in something’s fur, and looked a bit like she was an extra from the 1982 Conan film. 

      Nikolai gave us a wave and we were off, rushing into the cold night air. Which got even colder the farther up we soared, until it felt like ice was forming on every surface of my body. It was definitely a new experience to feel the air on my newly shorn face — like my skin was going to tighten up so much it would rip open to reveal my skull. Probably should hope that didn’t happen. 

      Fritz got a little adventurous, and grazed the peak of the mountain directly above Coggeshall by feet. Then darted down along the slopes as if he was skiing. It was exhilarating, but I could see Eliza had her eyes closed and she was murmuring a slew of curses under her breath. She had the right idea, if not necessarily the correct reasoning. I closed my eyes and sort of zoned out as best I could. Bear was snuggled down in a bag sitting on my chest. She was safe and secure, and probably asleep. I nodded off, maybe a little, too. 

      We landed near the infamous tree I’d visited so many times just outside Osterstadt. As soon as we’d dismounted, Fritz launched himself into the air again.

      I waved at him, but considering how dark it was, I doubt he saw a damn thing.

      Two women were waiting at the base of the tree, standing there with four horses. 

      I recognized one, Eliza’s head handmaiden, immediately. She was a severe-looking woman who was trying to play things down. But there were definitely serious muscles barely hidden under her riding cloak, and I could see the rings of chainmail poking out of her sleeves. 

      “I don’t know if you’ve met,” Eliza said, striding toward her ladies in waiting. “Duke of Coggeshall, this is Priscilla Windham.”

      “Your grace,” she said, with the slightest of curtsies.

      “Priscilla,” I said, giving her a mild head bow, as I’d been instructed by Eliza.

      “Now that we’re out of Coggeshall, your grace,” Priscilla said, “know that I am in charge of this grouping. As long as we are in public, I will not address you by your title, nor your name. You will be watching out for her ladyship’s safety at all times. Is that understood?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “And this is?” Eliza said, gesturing at the other woman.

      “Emeline, your ladyship,” the mystery woman said. 

      At first glance, I didn’t even recognize her. This was a polished lady with her black hair pulled back tight, makeup on her face, and a complete lack of smirk or smile. But her eyes were the same, and as soon as she did smile, I could tell it was Emeline. 

      “Good to see you again,” I said. 

      We mounted up and started a slow ride into the city. Bear chose to make her travel home in one of my saddlebags. There was something appealing about being so small. The world became a haven of comfy spots to ride out hardships. At least, that was the rosy way of looking at things. I suppose it also became something of an issue when you had to watch out for house cats that could eat you.

      Snow started to fall, so gently it seemed like something out of a fairy tale. The sun was at the edge of the horizon, and I liked to think that we were silhouettes coming toward Osterstadt.

      Naturally, the world had to intercede and alter things just enough to ruin my daydreams.

      Several forms stepped out of the dark undergrowth next to the road, and blocked our path.

      “Alms for the poor, milady,” the front figure said, his voice low.

      He had a blade out, but held down at his side. His compatriots spread out around us. I slowly looked around to count the opponents. Four. Eight. Twelve. Fourteen. Not great odds. They didn’t look fully rough and tumble, like professional bandits. More like men and women who fell on hard times and took the wrong choice.

      I looked over to Eliza, who was scowling at the men in front of her.

      “Is there any reason to think you’ll let us pass if we pay you?” Eliza asked.

      “Of course,” the man said. “We are just down on our luck and looking for a handout from a noble lady traveling alone.”

      Almost subconsciously, I put my hand where my unfillable knapsack was normally tied. 

      “You looking for something, big boy?” a woman asked, poking my thigh with her sword.

      “Just awaiting orders from milady,” I replied.

      “Oh?” the woman replied. “You thinking you’ll fight your way out of this?”

      “Hoping not.”

      Our little interchange had gone unnoticed by the primaries, the lead guy and Eliza. But whatever conversation they’d been having had gone downhill.

      “You know we won’t give you everything we have,” Eliza was saying, “so you’ll kill us.”

      “Or you could just give us everything you have,” the lead bandit replied. “Then we will not have to kill you.”

      “So you admit that you will kill us.”

      “After this argument, I’m certainly more inclined for death.”

      “Be careful or you will get your wish,” she said.

      “Your oaf back there doesn’t scare anyone. Your little party is well out-numbered—”

      “You want me to take care of this?” I asked.

      Eliza looked over her shoulder at me, and raised an eyebrow. I had the feeling she was debating what letting me off the leash would do.

      “Maybe I should just take care of you,” the lady next to me said, poking with the sword again.

      “You really don’t want to do that,” I said. “I get ornery when poked.”

      “Can I kill him?” the lady asked her leader.

      “You muzzle your boy,” the leader told Eliza, “or I’ll--“

      “I will warn you all one more time,” Eliza said, her voice louder and really laying into the noble versus plebe thing, “you do not want to continue down this path.”

      “Kill him,” the leader said, ignoring the warning.

      I knew what was going to happen. The lady had been telegraphing it. She immediately lunged and thrust her sword right at my thigh. I lifted my thigh up, my whole leg, really, and kicked out with it.

      She stabbed my horse, which sucked, but I kicked her in the face. Full strength.

      Her head snapped back so hard her neck broke and she crumpled to the ground.

      I swung out of the saddle and jabbed a punch at the man on my left and kicked up the shitty sword the woman had dropped.

      Two people down, at least one dead, and no one had reacted yet. Another indication these were not professionals. Or, at least, not professional bandits. Thieves, maybe, who were used to people not fighting back. But out here, confronted with actual violence in front of them, they seemed surprised and overcome.

      They also didn’t have armor on. So even though the sword I had was a bit rusty and not that sharp, I still got the blade half-way through the neck of the man on my right. He grabbed at his wound, fruitlessly trying to stop the blood. 

      I snatched the club from his weak grip. Then I pushed the pre-corpse out of my way and into the way of the attempted strike against me. The striker, a haggard-looking woman with more pimples than teeth, gasped as she slashed her companion. Then I thumped her on the head. She bunny-foo-foo’d the fuck out, her cranium popping open as it hit the ground.

      A quick backhand with the club, and the man next to her was down. 

      I snatched my throwing axe off my belt, threw it frontward, and caught the leader in the chest as he stepped forward to attack Eliza. It sunk into his sternum with a satisfying thunk. 

      Moving forward, I blocked an overhand chop with a basic wood-axe, letting the head just hit my forearm and notch against the bone. Sure, there was a bit of blood, but it was a good way to instill some fear into my opponents. Just ignoring a blow like that was certainly demoralizing. Something I got to experience first-hand, as the man’s eyes went wide as he looked at the axe stuck in my arm while I head butted him, crunching his nose with my forehead.

      He and his ruined face fell to the ground. I pulled the wood axe from my arm and gave it a quick twirl around. Then I stuck my hand out and pulled the throwing axe out of the leader’s body. When it hit my hand, I set up for some two-handed axe fun.

      But that wasn’t to be.

      The rest of the thieves were hightailing it away as fast as they could, having thrown down their weapons and anything else that might slow their escape. 

      I threw the axe hard, and watched with grim satisfaction as it struck down one of the fleeing targets. I held my hand out, and was a little confused when the axe didn’t return.

      Wrong axe.

      I was about to throw the correct axe when I heard Eliza clear her throat.

      “I think that is enough, good sir,” she said.

      “Yes ma’am,” I replied, and slid the throwing axe back into my belt. 

      Priscilla had taken one of the bandits down, while Emeline seemed to have made sure Eliza was safe. The rest of the carnage was my fault. And it was carnage. This had not been a fight, it had been a slaughter. Nine had fallen to me. One to Priscilla. And two had run off. 

      Not all of the bandits I’d attacked were dead. I mean, most of them were. Some were, like, really dead. But the guy I’d head-butted was moaning on the ground and moving some. The guy Priscilla had taken was actually still conscious, so, I guess, bonus points for her.

      “Lord Coggeshall,” Eliza said, looking down at me from her saddle, “while your skills in combat are truly mesmerizing, you do lack any sense of decorum.”

      “Wha—” I started.

      “She’s trying to say you’re already disgusting,” Emeline interrupted to clarify.

      I gave myself a once-over.  It was fair to say I was less than clean. But fighting is messy business, especially when you’ve got blades. There is a lot of blood splatter. And also quite a bit of saliva, and sometimes vomit. Plus the dead ones poop their pants a lot. So you know, sometimes you get that on you. Clearly, it was something I’d grown used to, not just in Vuldranni, but in my previous incarnation. None of my traveling companions were similarly inclined.

      “I’ve got a water skin,” I said, going over to my horse.

      He shied away from me.

      “Easy there,” I said, doing my best to radiate a sense of calm.

      He wasn’t buying it, and kept moving away from me. I realized he’d gotten a decent cut at the start of combat, so I did a quick once-over of the horse. It wasn’t a deep cut, just sort of a long one, and I got some cloth to pack against the wound.

      Emeline angled her mount so she was right up against mine, forcing my horse to hold still. I grabbed the waterskin, and did the best I could to get all the various things off me. Which mostly worked. One real benefit of no beard — I didn’t need a comb to get the bits of brain out. 

      I pulled off my blood-soaked tabard, and I was about to stuff it in a bag when I realized Priscilla had her hand out.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Give it to me,” she said. “I will make sure it is laundered.”

      “Oh. Thanks.”

      “It is part of my job,” she said. “Just as you have done yours, I will do mine. There is no need for thanks.”

      She grabbed the tabard from me, and put it in her saddlebag. Then, she started her horse moving toward the city. 

      Eliza watched me for a moment, then followed her lady in waiting.

      Emeline chuckled. “This is going to really suck,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Getting into Osterstadt was easier than any other time I’d tried. Eliza said who she was, the guards looked at her, then at the rest of us, and waved us through. No issue. The city guards looked a bit rougher than I remembered, not clean-shaven and with weapons that looked like they had quite a bit more wear and tear on them. I wondered what’d been going on in the few months since I’d been here last. Although I realized we were coming in really early, which could mean that these gruff guards were just the dudes who pulled the crap overnight duty. 

      We were alone as we moved through the city, our horses making a gentle racket on the cobblestone streets. Eliza seemed to know where we were headed, so it was easy enough to just let my horse follow hers. We headed down the main avenue for a stretch, then took a left toward the nicer area of town. After a short bit of riding, we arrived in front of an inn.

      Eliza and Priscilla slid off their horses, and walked inside.

      I looked over at Emeline.

      “You have a plan?” I whispered to her.

      “Sleep.”

      “Nothing more?”

      “I have a few things in the works, but it’s a bit of a waiting game. See what grows from the leads I followed.”

      “The ones that wound up with you getting ahead in the game?”

      “Ha. No. Ones I started after I lost my head.”

      “So we’re in holding.”

      “I’m in holding. You should probably, do—”

      She stopped talking as Eliza and Priscilla came out of the inn.

      “Full,” Priscilla said.

      Eliza just got on her horse and got the beast walking. She looked angry.

      I followed along close.

      We repeated that process four more times, going farther along up the mountain into the truly bougie part of the city before we finally found a place that had rooms.

      It was a posh place. The Crossed Arms. Not the most evocative of names for an upper-class establishment, but what are you going to do?

      As soon as we rode up, stable hands ran over to us and held the reins to our horses. They were dressed better than I was. Two burly guards stood on either side of the front door, and they gave a cursory look over Eliza as she walked between them, then returned their gazes outward. It seemed a little odd that there would be guards outside; I hadn’t noticed that in too many places on my other visits to Osterstadt. Maybe something had happened in the city.

      Speaking of the city, it was starting to wake up. Being where we were, it was mainly people showing up to work in the homes of the rich and famous. 

      Priscilla came out of the inn, and nodded at us.

      We had rooms.

      And what rooms they were. I mean, we’d stayed at a nice place the last time we’d been in Osterstadt, a place that owed Emeline a favor. But that place was pedestrian compared to here. Eliza had a multi-room set up, just for herself. A sitting room, a drawing room, a bedroom, and a small bathroom. I had a room off the sitting room, while Emeline and Priscilla shared a room off the drawing room. Easier for them to hop in and help their mistress when she needed to get dressed. I had brought Bear in with me, in my saddlebag. She’d made it through the fight without problem. Hell, I’m not even sure it woke her up. When she poked her head out of the bag, she looked around the room.

      “Nice digs,” she said.

      “Thanks for the help in the fight,” I said.

      “Hey, I’ve always got your bag.”

      “My bag?”

      She smiled, and leapt from the bed to the nightstand to the windowsill. It was still snowing out.

      “Am I staying in here?” she asked.

      “Would you prefer rooming with the other ladies?”

      “Of course.”

      I shook my head and opened the door, but stopped in my tracks when I ran into Eliza’s hand, poised to knock on my door. Bear, meanwhile, walked through Eliza’s legs and into the room.

      “Excuse me,” Eliza said. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

      “It’s no— we’re fine,” I said. “Bear is going to room with, uh, the others.”

      “That makes sense. What is it you would like to do?” Eliza asked.

      “As I see it, we’re looking at two main quests. One, finding and destroying this Master guy. Second, you teaching me how to actually be a duke. Are there things you’ve got on your, uh, social calendar?”

      “It will need to be announced that I am in the city,” she said, walking over to one of the couches and sitting down. She’d already changed from her travel attire and now wore a blue gown. “I’m sure it will be a bit of news that I am staying here, but that is gossip. A lady must make sure she is known to be in the city so she can be invited out formally.”

      “Are there, I mean, is there something you’re expecting to get invited to?”

      “The solstice is just around the corner, and there will be plenty of festivities around that date. And Fiend Night is just after that, and if Osterstadt is anything like Glaton, there will be no shortage of balls then.”

      “Fiend night?”

      She frowned and looked over at me like I was a fool. “Of course. Did, I hesitate and now I restate: let me say that we might want to limit what we say within these walls.”

      “They’ve got ears?”

      “It would not surprise me if they have eyes. Perhaps not quite yet, but as soon as news gets out about who is here, they will be watching. So it will not do to ask you about your history, nor to mention who you are. And perhaps we ask Bear to keep herself--“

      “Invisible?” a voice asked from right next to Eliza.

      Eliza screeched and leapt from the couch.

      Priscilla came rushing out of the drawing room, a short sword in either hand.

      “Just me!” Bear said, revealing herself on the couch and putting her arms up. “I can be invisible if you need.”

      “Just like that?” I asked.

      “I mean, it’s a spell. Takes a decent chunk of mana to keep it running, but it’s not hard.”

      “So you can stay invisible full-time?” Eliza asked.

      “If I didn’t cast any other magic,” Bear said, then paused to think, “I could stay invisible for ten hours.”

      “And how easy are you to detect?” Eliza asked.

      “I’m fucking invisible. How— oh, you mean magically.”

      Eliza nodded.

      “I’m a fairy,” Bear said. “Unless someone knows to look for that style of magic, I’ll stay under the radar. Or, uh, I mean, I’ll be invisible and invisible.”

      “What is a radar?” Eliza asked.

      I looked over at Bear and raised an eyebrow.

      “Fairy creature,” Bear said. “Native to the Feedoheem. Unimportant.”

      “Right, well,” Eliza continued, “it is good to know the abilities we have at our disposal. And Master, uh—”

      “Montgomery,” I said. 

      Eliza smiled. “Master Montgomery, do you have any additional skills you would like to let us know about?”

      “I think you’ve got me pretty well sorted.”

      “Miss Emily?” Eliza asked.

      Emeline looked through the door to the drawing room, peeking around Priscilla.

      “I’ve got some spells, and I can sneak around with the best of them,” Emeline said. “And I guess I’ll be answering to Emily.”

      “And you’ll be largely staying here,” Eliza said. 

      “I know, I remember our talk,” Emeline said. “I’m too noticeable, blah, blah blah.”

      “As long as you know,” Eliza said. “Now, first thing’s first. We need to get calling cards out to certain respectable individuals in the city. Montgomery, you will visit the Viceroy first, and then attend to these.”

      Priscilla walked over, her swords gone, and gave me a stack of cream colored envelopes, each with a name and an address. 

      “I expect,” Eliza continued, “Master Montgomery might wish to extend his visit to the Viceroy into something of a social call. So he should probably be out of service for the rest of the day. Correct?”

      “Sure,” I said, getting that she expected me to let Léon Glaton into our little secret mission here.

      “Priscilla will deliver the remaining messages, and Emily will accompany to the tailor to get new gowns and perhaps proper attire for Master Montgomery.”

      “I know just the place,” Emeline said.

      “In fact,” Eliza countered, “I know just the place. And Bear, if you don’t mind accompanying me?”

      “Lovely,” Bear said, frowning. “Big people shopping.”
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      I headed out into the city with my stack of envelopes, dressed as Montgomery Northwoods, or something along those lines, and I tried to keep that in mind as I moved about. I was a representative of the Northwoods family —  time to mind my ps and qs.

      The snow continued to fall in a gentle, cinematic sort of way. Really fantastic. I kept a smile on my face as I walked along the streets, doing my best to ignore the rumbling in my stomach. While there had been breakfast brought up to the room, it didn’t seem appropriate for me to dine with Eliza. At least, that’s what Priscilla told me. So I was keeping my eyes open for a little street-side stand.

      The posh district was not the place for that. There were plenty of restaurants, and even a few cafés, but nothing so gauche as a street-side vendor cooking outside. I looked in some of the café windows, and while I normally would have been happy to sit down at any table even covered in gore from a random monster encounter, it didn’t seem right wearing chainmail and a tabard.

      Stupid trying to be proper.

      People definitely ignored me more. At least, it felt that way. Their eyes went to the symbol on my tabard and then right past me, like I didn’t matter. I probably didn’t matter to most of them. I wasn’t sure how well known- the Northwoods crest might be all the way over here in Osterstadt. Sure, in the capital, it would probably get me some traction, but out here in the boondocks, I doubted people thought of Northwoods as much beyond a trumped-up merchant. Which he was. Not that that was a bad thing — I wasn’t putting on airs. I had no right to do that, considering how I got my title. And the manner in which I chose to use my title.

      I finally found a place to eat once I’d gotten close to the center of the city, in the more administrative district. There were more guild halls than I knew what to do with, and in and amongst the halls were a wide variety of things to eat. Grilled meats, biscuits, fried things. It all looked pretty tasty, but I decided on something that reminded me of a donut, and a cup of hot cider. I leaned against a wall, ate my fried dough, drank my cider, and took a moment for myself. Important to remember such things.

      While standing there, about a block and a half from the Imperial House, I watched the city waking up and coming to life. This was where the busy people came, and there was ample evidence that everyone had a place to be. It was the rat race. I was the only person, other than guards, who had the time to stand around. And, of course, the guards standing around were still working. Speaking of guards, however, I noticed just how many there seemed to be. City Guards were stationed at each and every corner, their armor and weapons making them stand out markedly against the ordinary working folk who were rarely armed and certainly never armored. Sure, down the street at the Imperial House were some of the Imperial Legion, but everywhere else was covered in the Guard. 

      I looked over at the dude manning the donut stall. 

      “Sure are a lot of guards around,” I said. “Is that normal?”

      He looked over at me, I guess surprised I was talking to him. Then he looked over at the city guards at the corner. And the other corner. And the small patrol moving by.

      “I guess,” he said, then he went back to frying up dough.

      I popped the last bite into my mouth, drank the last of the cider, and gave the mug back to the man. He nodded at me.

      Onward and upward. 

      No one stopped me as I walked into the Imperial House. The guards looked me over, but once again, as soon as their eyes hit the crest on my tabard, I ceased being a thing to them. Inside, it was busy as usual. I walked up to the reception desk, waited for someone to be available, and then stepped forward.

      “Message for the viceroy,” I said.

      “You can give it to me,”  the receptionist said with a smile.

      “I’m afraid I’ve got orders to deliver it to his hands only,” I replied, also smiling.

      She sighed.

      “Name?”

      “Montgomery Northwoods.”

      “Is that who the message is from?”

      “No, it’s from Lady Eliza Northwoods.”

      “Just a moment,” she said with another sigh. She got up and walked down a hallway. It was always interesting to me when people got irritated when you asked them to do their jobs. 

      A few minutes passed before the woman came back, still looking perturbed. She sat down, rearranged some of her papers, and then looked up at me. 

      “The Lord Viceroy will see you in his garden,” she said. 

      “Great. And where might that be?” I asked, doing my best to make it seem like I’d never been in the building.

      Another sigh, and she gave me the directions.

      “Thank you, and have a nice day,” I said.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      I just walked away, trying to figure out what that meant. Maybe she was saying yes to the person behind me, but it seemed directed at me somehow. 

      The garden was near the center of the building, a decent walk from the lobby. I took the main hallways, walking with my head up and a smile plastered on my shaven face. I still wasn’t used to the feeling of cold air on my cheeks. I felt ever so slightly naked without my security blanket-beard. Blankeard? Whatever. I hated being clean-shaven. Let’s leave it at that.

      A guard was stationed outside the door to the garden, a Legionnaire. He made me wait while he checked with the Viceroy, Léon. 

      “You may enter,” the guard said, holding the door open for me.

      It wasn’t the enclosed garden I’d gone to the second time I’d met Léon. This was more like a courtyard. Snow still fell gently from the uniformly grey sky. The garden-courtyard was built in steps going nearly up to the roof, each holding different plants. Lots of bushes with berries, lots of trees, lots of shrubberies. There was even a babbling brook that ran from the topmost step to the bottom. A bit of steam came off it, keeping the large fish inside warm.

      Léon was bundled in a coat, sitting at a small table in the center of the garden. He had a steaming mug of what smelled like coffee in one hand and a piece of paper in the other. A letter. But whomever had written it had tiny handwriting.

      “You may present me with the missive,” Léon said, barely looking up from his letter.

      But something snatched his attention, because as soon as his eyes were off me, they snapped back for a second look.

      I smiled, wide, but held a finger up to my lips.

      Léon’s eyebrow raised, and he pulled out a locket from his thick jacket. He opened it up, and I felt my ears pop.

      “You may speak freely now,” he said.

      “Been a while, Léon,” I replied.

      “You look familiar, but I can’t place--“

      “Montana of Coggeshall, at your service.”

      He dropped the paper, and stood up, spilling a little of his coffee. His mouth was agape. “What are you doing here?” He asked, stepping tentatively toward me.

      “You need a hug?” I asked.

      “I am sadly free of friendly faces around here of late.”

      I pulled the man into a tight bear hug, and I felt him sigh.

      He sat back down, and gestured across the table before realizing there was only one chair.

      “Oh,” he said, “I can—”

      “Nah,” I interrupted, “better to keep the ruse going.”

      “Fair, but why?”

      “We’re here looking for someone who calls himself, or herself, The Master.”

      “The Master? Rather general, isn’t it?”

      “I mean, it’s a bit presumptive, I suppose, but that’s what he or she goes by. I think it’s a he. The Master.”

      “Can’t say I’ve heard of someone with that moniker about.”

      “Probably be too easy if you had.”

      “This is a quest?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I do wish I could help, but if you’re here in secret, I don’t know what I could do.”

      “Right now, we’re just looking for the guy. Then we’ll get around to what we’re going to do. We’re here under the guise of—”

      “Eliza Northwoods. I picked up on that.”

      I glanced down at my not-at-all subtle uniform. “Right,” I said. “Speaking of,” I handed him the announcement card.

      “A formal announcement she’s in town,” Léon said with a wry grin. “Can’t imagine that will go over particularly well here.”

      “Yeah, what is going on here? I seem to be seeing quite a few more armed guards out on the streets.”

      “There are plenty of them out there these days. Too many if you ask me.”

      “Any reason why?”

      “There is something hunting the streets at night. The town council seems to think more bodies and more steel is the only possible answer.”

      “Did you suggest something else?”

      “Of course. I suggested hiring a monster hunter. I even offered to bring in one of the very best in the Empire. And have the Empire foot the bill, but the council has control of that aspect of things, and they were loathe to even hear my suggestions.”

      “Seems shortsighted.”

      “I feel that it might have been accepted were it to come from someone other than me.”

      “Tensions rising?”

      “You could say that.”

      “I did say that. What would you say?”

      Léon smiled. “Tempers flaring. The people here have been used to autonomy, and they chafe at the need to be part of the Empire. Protestations over taxes, over Legion housing, over guild rights. It’s becoming an increasingly large mess. And the monsters coming from the Emerald Sea seem to have decided now is an excellent time to visit Osterstadt. It’s been nearly overwhelming — the sheer number of attacks is ridiculous. Bells tolling all day and night it seems. We have yet to lose a battle, thank the gods, but we’re experiencing plenty of casualties. And, naturally, with the Imperial seat empty, there is no one to order a reinforcement, so we are stuck with dwindling troops.” He sighed, and took a sip from his mug. “Do you suppose this Master of yours might be the one hunting the streets?”

      “I think that’s very likely.”

      “Intriguing. In spite of the council’s willful refusal, I wound up sending for a monster hunter, one of quite renown. Perhaps when they arrive, you could see if they might be of assistance to you.”

      “That’d be boss.”

      “Excellent. I’ll make a note. It would be a bit of a feather in my proverbial cap if you were able to eliminate this rather pesky predicament.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “Death in the streets at night. And in homes.”

      “How much death are we talking?”

      “It’s difficult to really ascertain because as soon as word got out, virtually any death was being blamed on the Beast of Osterstadt. I’d imagine the criminal underground is overjoyed at having this opportunity.”

      “They’re calling it the Beast of Osterstadt?”

      “A name not yet claimed, if you would believe it. But it would be accurate. Several of the deaths have been gruesome. Quite gruesome really — the populace is scared. I don’t quite blame them for acting up as some of them have. But the actions of the city council, and certain merchants, are irking me.”

      “In what way?”

      “I just told you. They don’t want to accept all that comes with being part of the Empire. The responsibilities they’ve got now that they answer to a higher power. And I can only imagine because the Legion handles all the terrors coming out of the Emerald Sea, they’ve forgotten what a drain of manpower and morale such a ceaseless fight can be. We are left holding the fort, and they are busy doing their damndest to fuck us over.”

      “Easy there,” I said, holding a hand up. “Take a breath.”

      “My apologies. Times are very trying, and I am doing my best. I told my cousin this was not a job I could do, and all this time, I’ve been proving myself right.”

      “Self-fulfilling prophecy, I suppose.”

      “You think there’s a prophecy about me?”

      “Maybe, but not exactly what I meant.”

      “Ah. Yes. I suppose my poor attitude does not help matters. It’s just that this stupid Empire is built upon having an emperor. When we do not, things fall apart.”

      “Is one person really that important?”

      “The Emperor is. Yes. There are so many things the emperor is able to do by virtue of his position. Or her. Just as you have benefits and bonuses you extend to your followers, so does the Emperor. You’ll notice that the Legion doesn’t seem to hold on to its soldiers quite as much right now. This is a poorly-guarded secret, but one of the powers granted to the Emperor is the ability to enhance the loyalty of his soldiers.”

      “That would be very useful.”

      “It is extremely useful. But in these turbulent times, the soldiers seem more than willing to hire themselves out to the highest bidder. Which, in turn, means they are no longer beholden to the Empire. So we lose troops and gain enemies at the same time. And here, in this backwater provincial shit hole, the folks with the large purses seem to be eager to snatch any mercenary they can get their hands on. Including some of the Imperial Legion.”

      “I don’t know, man. There’s a lot of crazy happening here.”

      “I know. I’m here. I am seeing all of it.” He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and then finished his cup of coffee. “But how is Nathalie? Coggeshall?”

      “Good. Good. You should come visit. We’ve got a lovely home we are carving out of the mountain. Some really impressive gardens. Great steaks, if you don’t mind where they come from. And Nathalie is amazing. She’s doing fantastically there.”

      “Has she, I mean, you understand I only ask this because I’m her brother and a horrific gossip, but is she seeing anyone? Has she—”

      I held up my hands and shook my head. “Not something I’ve been getting into, boss. To be honest, I’ve barely been there lately. Just stopping in to drop off stuff and take a shower.”

      “No offense, but you could use another one.”

      “How do people stay clean here?”

      “There are plenty of bathhouses in Osterstadt. I can recommend one to you.”

      “I get how showers and baths work, dude, It’s more that I get in more than my fair share of fights, and just get covered in gore.”

      “You could try not fighting.”

      “I tried that this morning.”

      “I take it you failed?”

      “I failed at not fighting, yes. But I succeeded at the actual fighting. You’ve got bandits outside your city, by the way.”

      “I know. We haven’t been able to keep up regular patrols since all our forces are beating down monsters. Bandits are getting more and more brave, and the City Guard refuses to handle anything outside the city walls.”

      “But they had to have handled this in the past, right? I mean, Osterstadt as an independent city-state controlled land outside its walls.”

      “Sure, but they contend that is now the burden of the Empire to bear. Not Osterstadt.”

      “Do they not see they’re part of the Empire?”

      “You begin to grasp the stupidity of the situation I’m in the middle of.”

      “Which is surprising for me.”

      “I feel there is probably more you’ve been gleaning than even you let on.”

      “That’s nice of you to say, but let’s be realistic. And I probably need to ask your advice.”

      “About?”

      “I’m assuming a vote is going to happen at some point. What do I do?”

      “You or your appointed representative—”

      “I don’t mean the physical logistics,” I interrupted. “I’m more, I mean, do I vote for Valamir?”

      “That’s not a question I can answer.”

      “He’s your uncle, right?”

      “In a roundabout way. He’s family. But the Glaton lineage is, um, muddled. At least at present. There’s just a lot of us right now. Historically, that means a purge will be coming.”

      “A purge? Are you—”

      “It’s not a real thing, more just some unfortunate events coalescing into something that can be seen as cyclical. The first time my family fell out of power was, well, ages back. Ages and ages. Hal the Butcher. He was of House Doberman, a house now mercifully gone. He slaughtered any Glatons he could get, chasing them into The Griffon’s Roost, which was a fortress built by Ajax the Griffon, a previous ruler. Following that purge, which happened in the late 200s, I believe, the Glaton family rose again. Then we had several generations of rebuilding until the third Invasion of the Dead. Year 436. An ill-fated campaign wiped out the entire adult population of the Glatons, save the matriarch of the family. She took in all the Glaton children, and we lost the throne for a hundred years. Two hundred years of growth, solidified the empire, built roads all those things. But then a poorly-timed assassination and a civil war followed the first contact with Carchedon. Which was an eventual sort of victory, but the family was left a shadow of its former self. Bah, Montana, or Montgomery, there is little I like as much as history, and you’ve masterfully gotten me into the topic and I regret to say I cannot spend the day educating you on, though I would love such a day.”

      “So, no to Valamir?”

      “It’s not even clear he’s willing to take the throne.”

      “I thought he orchestrated the murder of his brother—”

      “That’s certainly what I thought as well, but he’s made no outward overtures for the throne yet. No calls for voting. I understand events in the capital have been tumultuous. The situation is increasingly odd.”

      “I heard there have been some, uh, people in the running, though.”

      “Oh, plenty. More, and less, every day.”

      “Who are you voting for, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Oh, dear boy, thinking I might qualify to vote. Quaint. No, I don’t get a say.”

      “Could I just vote for you?”

      “Please no.”

      “But I could.”

      “In the first round, perhaps. But if there is no clear victor, the field will narrow to the top three candidates. Or whatever the head of the Senate decides. It’s a delightful mess, the Senate. Frankly, I’ve always thought it a holdover of times gone by. Though I suppose I also understand why it exists.”

      “Bad rulers?”

      “There were a string of them in the olden days,” he said. Then he threw the letter he was still holding down on the ground. “Dammit Montanagamory whatever you are going by! You were getting me to talk history again. I have things to do today, and you, as the standard bearer of the House of Northwoods, cannot be hanging around in my garden for much longer without arousing suspicion. So, anything else you have to report of note?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Then inform your mistress that I would be overjoyed to enjoy a dinner with her this evening.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Lovely. Where are you staying?”

      “The Crossed Arms.”

      “Oh, spending some coin are we? If the lady is going to be here for some time, perhaps we could meet for a meal or two?”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged, Viceroy Glaton.”

      “It is always good to see you, Duke of Coggeshall. Be safe out there.”

      He closed the locket, and I heard the city noise floating in with the light snow once again.

      “A good day to you,” Léon said, his tone remarkably bored and dismissive.

      “Yes, Viceroy,” I said, giving a little bow.

      I noticed him roll his eyes, and I stifled a smile.
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      I had a short list of other drop-offs to make, to let people know about Lady Northwoods being in town and available for social engagements. Some were posh residences in the nice part of town, some were at private clubs— though thankfully not the Explorer’s club, where I was pretty sure I’d be recognized. Well, where I might be recognized. Better be safe.

      The snow stopped for a while, then started back up. It was all very dreamlike and peaceful though. Which was certainly at odds with life in the city. The more I walked around, the more I felt the tension. People were suspicious of each other, moving quickly through the streets. For whatever reason, they seemed placated by my uniform. And probably also the lack of beard. I felt like I looked nicer, more approachable. And I definitely fit in the city much better. That said, for the first time, I did see a few other men rocking beards. I liked to think that was because of me.

      I dropped off my last perfumed envelope, and made my way over to the wall and the Emerald Sea. One sign of that there’d been a lot of monster attacks lately was all the street vendors selling meats. It was all dirt-cheap, and most of it smelled delicious. I chose a blackened hunk of flesh on a stick. A hint of sweetness, a heavy dose of smoke, and a bit more chewing than I was expecting, but it was good. Filling.

      Just as I’d finished, literally tossing the stick into the bin next to the stall, the alarm bell clanged.

      There was a momentary stillness as everyone waited to see if the bell was going to ring a second time, if an attack really was imminent, or if it was some sort of mist—

      Clang.

      No mistake.

      The vast majority of people turned and ran the other way, scurrying to hiding spots. I took in my surroundings and tried to get a sense of what I could bring to the party.
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      Montana - Lvl 26 Burgmann

      Traits

      Race: Royal Fallen

      Height: 6’5”

      Weight: 410 lbs

      Eye Color: Hazel

      Hair Color: Blonde

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

      HP: 510

      STAM: n/a

      MP: 11748

      Active Effects: Frightful Presence
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      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 36

      Dexterity: 39

      Constitution: 70

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 32

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 37
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      Unassigned points:
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      Skills

      Riding - improvised (Lvl 1)

      Falling (Lvl 3)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 5)

      Investigate (Lvl 1)

      Harvesting (Lvl 5)

      Swords (Lvl 25)

      Unarmed Combat (Lvl 11)

      Axes (Lvl 22)

      Large Weapon Throwing (Lvl 28)

      Jump (Lvl 6)

      Stealth (Lvl 3)

      Improvised Weaponry (Lvl 5)

      Swimming (Lvl 17)

      Spears (Lvl 41)

      Warhammers (Lvl 25)

      Light Armor (Lvl 5)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 8)

      Fishing (Lvl 9)

      Carving (Lvl 6)

      Crafting (Lvl 5)

      Wooden Weapon-Making (Lvl 1)

      Skinning (Lvl 11)

      Detect Traps (Lvl 45)

      Lumberjack (Lvl 21)

      Intimidation (Lvl 10)

      Surveillance (Lvl 1)

      Birding (Lvl 1)

      Archery (Lvl 26)

      Tracking (Lvl 24)

      Fletching (Lvl 10)

      Shield (Lvl 40)

      Internal Monster Butchering (Lvl 1)

      Politicking (Lvl 1)

      Small Weapon Throwing (Lvl 9)
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      Abilities

      Darkvision

      The Sword of My Enemy is My Sword

      Iron Will

      Make An Entrance

      Stand Tall

      Regal Bearing

      Rallying Cry

      Art of Movement

      Labyrinthine Recall

      Detect Mimic

      Indomitable

      Swift Tracker

      Veritasium

      Detect Metals and Minerals

      Tremorsense

      Unbreakable Skeleton

      Imperial Favor

      House Scion

      That’s not Pain

      Armored Hide

      Battle Frenzy

      Multiple Minds
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      Boons

      Powerful Build (Mister Paul) - You are bigger than you look. For all strength roles, you are counted as one size category larger than you actually are.

      Regeneration (Mister Paul) - Outside of combat, your body will repair rather quickly. Given enough time, it’s possible you will heal from nearly any wound.

      Gift of Gab (Mister Paul) - Should you encounter a language you do not understand, as long as you hear at least three words of it, you will understand it, and speak it, perfectly.

      Monstrous Companion (Typhon) - You have been gifted a companion from the god Typhon. Your companion is immortal, though if reduced to 0 HP, he will be forced to return in a different form, chosen at the whim of Typhon. You may absorb your companion for a temporary boost to your abilities, but the boost will only last until Typhon sends another companion your way.
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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

      Indicium of Imperial Prerogative: Magic - You are permitted to perform magic within the Empire of Glaton

      Royal - You are identified as being of Royal Blood, and gain the abilities Stand Tall and Regal Bearing

      Dungeon of the Ancients Indicium - You gain the following skills and/or abilities: Duelist, Labyrinthine Recall, Detect Mimic 20 ft, Detect Traps +45 levels, Swift Tracker, Veritasium, and Detect Metals and Minerals

      Slayer: Death Bringer - As a living embodiment of death, know that you cause Frightful Presence. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened when they are aware of you. You do an extra 10% damage to any creature below half health. Each death you cause brings you 1% of your health in return.

      Slayer: Death Bearer - Congratulations on the slaughter. For each new entity you kill within the time limit, you receive an additional 5% XP. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened even when they are not aware of you, but you are within 20 yards of them.

      Typhon’s Mark of the Beast - Typhon blesses you with +10 intimidation, tremorsense, labyrinthine recall, and +5 Strength.

      Zothys’ Blessing of the Protector. You gain 25 levels in shield and +3 Constitution.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Hunt - You receive +20 skill levels in Archery, +15 skill levels in tracking, +10 skill levels in fletching, +10% harder to detect while moving, +3 Dex
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        * * *

      

      Titles

      Imperial Duke of Coggeshall

      Prince of Eonneque

      Fürst of Vreijuirag

      Ducal heir of Old Lattimoore

      Count of Duhamel.

      Count of Helgand.

      Count of Dunnismeer.

      Count of Whitelock

      Count of Michelgrove

      Count of Daroonga

      Count of Braewood

      Count of Kingshills

      Count of Wolveshire

      All lesser titles minimized.
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        * * *

      

      Languages

      Goblin

      Imperial Common

      Mahrduhmese

      Infernal

      Hobgoblin Battle Cant

      Night Goblin

      Ursusian

      Lutra

      Northern Kobold

      Carchedonian
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        * * *

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Heal Other (lvl 3)

      Humus (lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification (Lvl 3)

      Tame - Greater (Lvl 1)

      ManaBomb (Lvl 1)
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        * * *

      

      Yup. Seemed like a lot.

      The Legion was assembling in the center, the men and women looking resplendent in their shining armor with their big spears and heavy shields. But a quick glance beyond the glimmer and shine betrayed the truth of the matter. They were tired. Ragged. Nearly everyone rested their shields on the ground, something I’d never seen before. Plenty were out of breath. It was an odd and disconcerting sight.

      As was the rest of the flat fighting area on the top of the wall being empty.

      Sure, there were a few loggers and lumberjacks rushing back from the lifts and cranes, but it looked like no citizens were stepping up to the plate.

      Maybe I was wrong, and the bell was for something else. Maybe a parade dress, or formation work.

      But no. There was definitely something coming toward the city. Something big enough to shake the trees as it came. Plus, there was the howling.

      It was not a pleasant sound. A shrill ululation combined with screeching that grated against my ears. Looking around, I wasn’t alone. Nearly everyone winced against the howls echoing from the forest floor far below.

      I started toward the edge of the forest, trying to get a better look at what was coming.

      “Hey,” someone called out behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw a gruff human in leather armor and a jaunty cap with a feather sticking out of it. He was walking my way. The man was shorter than me, but had some muscle on him. A well-used sword hung at his left hip, and a flashy dagger on the right. Obviously a warrior of some kind. And given how many scars I saw on his exposed skin, I was willing to bet he was experienced with combat.

      “What’s up, bub?” I asked.

      He looked at my tabard, and then up to my face.

      “You seem new here,” he said, “so a bit of friendly advice—”

      “No offense, but you don’t seem friendly right now,” I said.

      “Weird how that is,” he replied. “But the thing is, you’re not Legion. You don’t belong on the wall right now.”

      “You’re on the wall, and—”

      “I am keeping idiots like you off.”

      “So you’re saying the Legion is stopping anyone else from helping against these attacks?”

      “Not sure that’s what I’m saying, but...” He just smiled as his voice trailed off.

      “Meh,” I said, glancing over at the Legion and then at the shaking tree tops. “I kind of want to see what’s coming.”

      “As long as you won’t be getting involved in the fighting, sight-see away,” the guy said.

      “What if I like fighting?”

      “Then understand there’s going to be a lot more of that to do if you survive.”

      “Can you rephrase that?”

      “What?”

      “What you just said. I think you were trying to, like, threaten me. But it was an awkward sentence so it’s really unclear.”

      “I was being clear.”

      “No, not in the least.”

      “Just get the fuck off the wall.”

      “Or?”

      “Or don’t.”

      “And?”

      “What the fuck are you on about?” he asked, clearly exasperated.

      “I’m just trying to understand what you’re on about.”

      “I’m telling you that you aren’t allowed to be here.”

      “But who’s saying that?”

      “Me.”

      “You’re the authority on this? Are you attached to the Legion?”

      “I’m no Legion shitheel—”

      “Then—”

      “You can stay here and fight if you want. I’m just saying it might cause problems for you.”

      “Is that a ‘you-might-get-injured-and-have-chronic-issues-with-life’ sort of a thing? Or are you saying you’re going—”

      “Just shut up. Do whatever the fuck you want, but know there will be consequences.”

      “Dude, you suck at this.”

      “At what?”

      “Whatever you’re doing here! I’m confused as fuck.”

      “I— You— fuck you. You’re in trouble—”

      “With who?”

      “I’m going to be your nightmare—”

      “Going there now? Come on, bub. Let’s keep the cliches to a minimum, because I’ve already got too many nightmares.”

      “And now you have another.”

      “Can you add your mother to that list too?”

      He bristled.

      “You don’t know who you’re messing with.”

      “Dude, makes two of us.”

      “I know you’re not from Osterstadt—”

      “That’s, like, the bulk of the world, bub. Pretty pointless. Can we be done with the confused threatening? Maybe pick this up after the whole monster-attack thing?”

      He blinked a few times. I could almost see the poor hamster in his brain getting its paw stuck in the wheel and being flung to the side. Clearly, this was a man of action, ill-suited to thinking. We can smell our own.

      He nodded, and then walked back to the growing group of onlookers. Who apparently were all happy to not engage in the coming fight. I shook my head at them, and they, as a group, glared daggers at me.

      I turned and walked up to the edge of the wall to peek over. 

      As always, the extreme height was overwhelming. It was a long, long way to the ground. A ground that was currently covered in black furry things rushing to the wall. I looked at the wall, and could see a whole shit-ton of the furry fuckers climbing up. They were the ones howling, and when one saw me, it paused, howled louder, and a great cry erupted from the mass.

      Double-trouble: the great howl seemed to cause the thing actually shaking the trees to decide there were too many trees in the way, and it started knocking them over. There were great cracking noises as the hundred-plus foot thick trunks snapped, and massive whooshes as the giant trees crashed to the ground. They smashed the black furry things in a horrific (yet slightly pretty) bright rose paste. With black fur accents. It was going to be a gory fight.

      I pulled out my sword and gave it a few swings to get used to the weight. I already missed having my unfillable knapsack, because I could’ve gotten out a shield. Or a spear. Or lots of spears. Hell, I could even start pulling out broken furniture and dropping it on the furry assholes climbing up.

      Finally, the big fucker came on the scene. Huge trees s fell against the great cliff. I stood there with my mouth open, wondering just what the fuck I was up against. Or we were up against.

      Because, and I think this is the most eloquent way to put it, we were fucked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      The creature, or monster or whatever you want to call it, was so big it hard to really comprehend what the fuck I was seeing. And it’s not like I didn’t have experience with big. The wyrm matriarch was big. But this was like someone slapped two leaning towers of Pisa onto the back of the Notre Dame, painted the whole thing with a dinosaur brush, and then somehow got it to walk.

      The monster had two thick necks topped with bulbous heads. They had black orbs for eyes, and kind of squished snouts, filled with short pointy teeth. (Short being a relative descriptor in this case.)  I could see two legs at the front, with something between hands and paws at the ends. The beast had a rather short, fat body, stout I guess, with a bunch of small legs propelling it forward. Taken as a whole, the creature didn’t make much sense. Hell, taken in any size, it didn’t make sense. It was bizarre, grotesque, and pushing the boundaries of reality. At least to me.

      I stood there on the edge of the wall, looking down at the encroaching mass of monsters, almost in a daze. I could only look on in awe and confusion.

      Thankfully, the big monster’s left head reared back. He took in a massive breath and unleashed a truly staggering cone of fire, sending a searing flame across the ground and cliff face in front of it. Anything remotely combustible ignited, including the smaller furry guys. And once on fire, the furry creatures ran amok with no real sense to where they were going. The raging inferno was unconcerning to the big beast; it just powered through unharmed, and got to the wall without any trouble.

      It paused at the wall, and looked up. Our eyes met, and the creature seemed to grow even angrier at the sight of me. It roared a challenge.

      There was a time I would have roared back, but that just seemed foolish. No way I could match the monster’s volume. Instead, I flipped him the bird. I guess such a sign was universal, because the left head sucked in air, and sent an answer my way in fire.

      A great spray of flames flew up the cliff face. I had to jump backward just to keep my eyebrows. 

      The fire and smoke roiled up another fifty or so feet, and I heard a collective gasp from the gathered crowd. The Legion stood up a little straighter. Their commander called out orders, and the Legionnaires began pulling things out of belt pouches and attaching them to their shields.

      One of the Legion leaders, a man that actually had a bit of a beard going on and was built like a linebacker, walked along the wall toward me. He gave me a slight nod as he passed before peeking over the edge.

      “Hrm,” he said softly.

      “Seen this before?” I asked.

      “Negative,” he replied without looking at me. “This looks to be an unpleasant afternoon, however. Thanks for coming to play with us.”

      “Any time,” I said. “Are—”

      “Let’s talk if we survive,” the man said. Finally he looked over at me, giving me a grim sort of smile before heading back to his soldiers. 

      “GET ME MY MANCERS!” The leader roared as he got back to the group.

      My first two times on the wall with the Legion, they’d held the middle and directed the other fighters out to either side. This time, the largest grouping was still in the middle, but other Legion spread out to cover the bulk of the wall. They weren’t able to fill it out quite as deep, just two rows. In the middle, where the big baddy was coming, they still had a decent sized cohort. Or two, really.

      And then there was me, in front of the shield wall. Which was just stupid. There was no good reason for me to be in front of the shield wall. It was a much better plan to be behind it. Sure, I wouldn’t be in the middle of the action right away, but if I was out front, it meant they wouldn’t be able to function as a cohesive line. I thought back to some of my instructions with Carpophorus and decided the best thing I could do was to wait behind the line and then step into any gaps that might form.

      So I went and slid between the shields, getting a few nods from the Legionnaires in the process, and took up a position behind the soldiers. I was the only one willing to stand with them. All the rest of the men and women were purely onlookers, weapons firmly put away.

      This was different.

      What the hell was going on with Osterstadt?

      The chilling howls from below brought me back to the present. It was time for action — thinking could wait. 

      Time for blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      My emotions in the moments before battle had shifted over time. When I first started training in martial arts as a kid, I forced calm on myself. Attempting to rid myself of emotion, to be cold and calculating. But when I grew into a professional fighter, if a criminal one, there was always fear initially. That never went away completely. I did my best to hide it under a variety of illicit substances, but really that just made everything worse. I had some non-fighting years, but those ended quite poorly. And then the fighting took a different turn. I didn’t want to make it through the fights, so my pre-battle rituals were shorter, and the fear was gone. It was just rage, frustration, and hope. 

      Now, though, I felt excited. The nerves were still there— I didn’t want to die, but I wasn’t that worried it would come to that. And even if it did, I had a pretty good chance of coming back to life. I mean, Mister Paul hadn’t confirmed one way or the other if he’d gotten his groove back. But regardless, fighting was something I was good at, and the chance to do what I was good at made me feel good.

      I gave my sword a few swings with each arm, loosening my shoulders up. The throwing axe went into my left hand. I hefted it and tried to find its balance. I was ready.

      And the fuckers were still climbing.

      I resisted the urge to run through the Legion’s line and  peer over the edge, but I couldn’t stand still — the adrenaline was pumping.

      None of the Legion were watching me. They were wholly focused on the expanse in front of them, the sounds of the creatures making basically everyone extremely nervous. I saw at least three of the soldiers vomit. They didn’t step much out of line — just a shift to the side, vomit, then back in position. Part of me wanted to say something, or do something to boost morale. Let these guys know that I had their six. That I wouldn’t let anything happen to them. But that wasn’t my place. I wasn’t a duke anymore; I was just a bodyguard trying to do his duty.

      I wished Bear was around, if only to give me identifications on the creatures I was about to face. Knowing if they had a weakness would be boss, but knowing if they had an immunity would even better. If only magical weapons worked on the furry fuckers, it’d be seriously annoying to beat on them with my steel sword. I bounced on the balls of my feet, trying to keep my mind present.

      Then, boom:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Skuggashud

      Monstrous Humanoid

      Lvl 22

      HP: mild

      MP: none

      Known Weaknesses: None

      Known Immunities: None
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        * * *

      

      I looked around, trying to spot Bear in the crowd. Which I quickly realized was pointless, being that the little brownie would have been invisible. I raised my sword in a salute all the same.

      The skuggashuds ran pell mell toward the line. I swung my sword a time or two, ready to be in the thick of it. And more than a little annoyed I needed to wait.

      There was a great crash as the skuggashuds slammed into the Legion shield wall. One of the sergeants roared out a command, and there was a big push. The second row did some stabbing with their spears. Lots of carnage happened very quickly. I will give it to the Legion — they were incredibly effective. The skuggashuds had basically no chance at getting through the Legion shields.

      The skin beneath their fur was dark as well, but their internals were a brilliant pink. They had mammalian eyes with a vertical slit, but their mouths were more like toothy suckers. Like a lamprey. They had six long fingers on each hand, with an extra digit between where the index finger and thumb would go. And they howled. A lot. The shrill, awful noise emerged from their gross mouths with a startling rhythm. 

      For a moment, I thought I’d be completely extraneous, that the Legion would just steamroll over their opponent. But the skuggashuds had numbers on their side. They positively swarmed over the wall, seemingly eager to die on the spears of the Legion. Maybe it’d be a different story if the Legion had more rows of men and women, but there just wasn’t much in the way of backup. As soon as one part of the line faltered, everything started to slip apart.

      And then it happened.

      A man at the front slipped on something, likely the bright pink blood of the skuggashud, but he went down. Hard. And the beasts took immediate advantage of the opening in the line, swarming in.

      Time for me to go to work.

      I charged at the opening, and as I reached my first furry fucker, I sliced across in a big backhand. His head came off cleanly, a spurt of pink blood shooting into the air. He took another few steps forward before running out of momentum.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a skuggashud (lvl 18 monstrous humanoid).

      You’ve earned 508 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      The notification startled me, and I instantly minimized it. I barely got the sword back around to slice the next skuggashud, going diagonal from hip to shoulder.

      I shot a thrust out to the left, catching one in the middle of his gut, and then I lunged forward, swinging hard, and lopped off another head.

      Fighting monsters is always a little different than fighting people. I’ve noticed that there is a completely different style when your opponent lacks things like a sword. Or a shield. There’s a measure of natural armor, but you almost always have a reach advantage on similarly-sized creatures. As long as I kept my sword moving, the skuggashuds couldn’t get close to me. And they didn’t seem overly strong, didn’t have crazy claws, and their fur didn’t do much to stop steel. They weren’t really much more than an annoyance.

      I took a wide swing that went through three skuggashuds, and ended up in the midst of them. I’d gone past the line. But the Legion needed a minute to get themselves reset, so I couldn’t go back yet. Time to make a statement.

      I cut to the left, sliced to the right, and then the damn sword got stuck in a bone. It was losing its sharpness. I gave up on the sword and chopped into a skull with the axe. Then I grabbed a fur-covered arm, and yanked hard. There was a snap and a scream.

      One of the skuggashuds latched onto my left arm and tried to bite me. He went straight through the shoulder portion of my tabard, but while his teeth grated against the chain maile, they didn’t penetrate. 

      I reared back and head-butted him, feeling his skull give before mine. The skuggashud dropped to the ground. 

      I saw a particularly large skuggashud pushing toward the reforming line, so I threw the axe hard. It thunked into the back of the big guy’s skull, and his push stopped.

      Weaponless for a moment, I grabbed two hands of a skuggashud to play Montana’s Game of Horrors, and I pulled his arms while I kicked his chest with my boot. 

      His arms came off.

      There was a genuine moment of surprise, for both of us. He looked at his arms in my hands, and I looked at the spots where his arms used to attach, blood pumping out.

      He fainted, or died, not really clear. I did my best to see how skuggashud arms worked as clubs.

      Not great.

      But as I laid into the monsters around me, the Legion pushed back. Soon they surrounded and moved past me. 

      I like to think I got more than nods that time.

      There was enough time for me to find my sword, retrieve my axe, and drop the arms before the shield wall buckled a second time.

      I took a deep breath, let it out slow, and shook my bloody head before charging once more into the fray.

      Again, I plowed into the shield wall’s hole and cut a bloody swath through the black furred monsters, laying into them with a fury usually reserved for people who’d done something to me personally. I killed them with efficiency and without remorse, more of a massacre than an actual fight, until the Legion managed to reform around me once again.

      Once behind the line, I stood there, blood dripping everywhere, and took stock of the situation. My axe was fine. It as a magical weapon; I was reasonably sure nothing was going to happen to it. The sword, on the other hand, had seen better days. I had been putting the blade through its paces, and there were plenty of nicks on the edge, as well as a few chunks missing. Plus there was a decidedly unorthodox angle to it. I tried to put it back in the sheath, but it wouldn’t go. I chucked it to the side and looked around, trying to see if there was a spare weapon about.

      “Spear?” called out one of the Legion soldiers.

      “If you don’t mind,” I replied.

      She threw the weapon my way, and I grabbed it out of the air.

      “Thanks,” I said. 

      She nodded and returned to her duty, which seemed to be supplying the Legion boys and girls with anything they might need during the battle. I noticed her belt was heavy with water, and while I was thirsty, I figured I’d leave that to the Legion.

      The skuggashuds weren’t the main course. They were just a shitty appetizer. One I’d tucked into, for sure, so I was covered in gore, and had to pause to wipe the pink blood from my face. Which made me miss having hair. Because at least the hair would keep blood off of my face. And the sweat. But I seemed to have more problems with blood. Which I admit is gross, but hey, truth is truth.

      Finally, the big motherfucker, the two-headed monstrosity who did things like breathe fire and look disgusting, made his appearance. His ginormous hand-paw thing crashed down on the top of the wall. Things rumbled and vibrated. Some of the skuggashuds became skugga-shouldn’ts as they were squished. There didn’t seem to be much in the way of a symbiotic relationship between them and the big fucker. Who got a name as soon as Bear shot her spell off and shared the information with me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eborja

      Arane Abomination

      Lvl ???

      HP: ???

      MP: ???

      Known Weaknesses: ???

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Well that was certainly a sign we were fucked. If even Bear’s higher-leveled identification spell gave nothing more than a name... shit.

      Actually, shit was a pretty good descriptor of the direction of things.

      The eborja pulled itself up onto the flat of the wall. It towered above, well, everything. Up close, it was even more disturbing and imposing than before. There was something about the sheer size of the thing that just imbued fear and horror. Something that big shouldn’t exist. It should fall apart under its own weight, and yet, not only was it living and breathing, it was moving. Far faster than it had any right to.

      The onlookers and lookie-loos decided they would lookie-loo themselves the fuck out of the fighting area. I had to wonder if the skuggashuds were just trying to get away from the eborja because everything sort of paused as the eborja’s two heads surveyed the scene. It was an eerie quietude where we all —monsters and people alike — waited for the real decision maker to act. 

      I didn’t want to see what he was going to do. I really thought about just moseying right off, heading back to Coggeshall and letting the eborja take care of the whole Master problem for me. I had a reasonable level of confidence he’d be able to handle it. Motherfucker looked like he knew how to take care of business. Which made me wonder if I could use that taming stone I had to tame this guy. Having a tame eborja would make me a fucking world power overnight. This was too good a chance to pass up, so I reached into my bag—

      “Fuck.”

      No one bothered to look my way. I wasn’t the only one cursing under his breath.

      The left eborja head — his left, not mine — I decided to call Larry. The right head would be Reggie. Larry LeftHead tried to go farther along the wall, but Reggie Righthead didn’t want to go that way. Reggie saw the gathered Legion, and I guess thought it would make a nice snack. He darted his head down toward the Legion. 

      The Legion leader roared out a command. “Testudo!”

      Shields clattered as they came together, forming, in essence, a turtle shell all around them.

      The massive eborja head, leading with its mouth, came down on the testudo formation. Reggie’s stubby teeth scraped against the metal shields and resonated like nails on a chalkboard. I shuddered.

      As soon as Reggie Righthead let up even the slightest, the Legion fought back, stabbing up at him with a multitude of spears.Their testudo turtle suddenly bristled like a dire porcupine.

      Reggie did not like this. A single spearpoint to the snout made him rocket his giant head back up so fast I could hear the wind.

      This got the attention of Larry LeftHead, who looked over to see the bristling spears of the Legion far below.

      Larry roared.

      Reggie roared.

      The Legion reset itself.

      Meanwhile, the skuggashuds decided their break was over, and they crashed into the spread-out line of the Legion. 

      Larry reared his big ol’ head back, and I could see him sucking in a great gulp of air.

      “Fire!” I yelled.

      “Ignis siquidem legiones!” screamed the Legion leader.

       A man in robes lifted up from the center cohort. He put his arms up.

      Larry unleashed a hellish inferno down on the soldiers. I thought I was going to see the worst barbecue, but instead, the flames licked around what I could only assume was a magical shield. The heat from Larry’s fiery breath was insane, and even though I was about a hundred yards away, I still winced. The soldiers under the magical shield were fine, and as soon as Larry ran out of breath, the shield dropped and the Legion charged forth.

      Unfortunately, there were soldiers who didn’t make it under the shield, and a lot of them got crispy. And even worse: it didn’t seem like any of them died outright, but it was pretty clear many weren’t going to last very long.

      I sprinted toward the downed men and women, hurdling a clutch of groaning half-cooked Legionnaires to land in the path of charging skuggashuds. 

      They skidded to a stop, clearly hoping for the quick kill on the injured, and yet here I was, a giant, relative to them, covered in the blood of their brethren. 

      This time I yelled a primal, barbaric yawp. And before any response could come from the skuggashud, I was moving, spearpoint first. Stab, twist, wrench.

      Not to brag, but with strength like mine, the butt of the spear was just as deadly as the point. Stab a fucker, spin the spear and brain the next asshole in line. 

      It was short work, and there was some part of me, deep down, that felt bad for the furry dudes we were fighting. But, then again, they’d come for us. We didn’t seek them out.

      I came to a stop, running out of things to kill for a moment, and realized that the skuggashuds were now actively running from me. Some were heading back down the cliff, others were just looking for easier targets. But whatever the case, I’d managed to give the Legion stretcher-bearers time to get their fallen comrades off the line. 

      The skuggashuds were somewhat on their back feet. All I had to do was approach any part of the fight, and they’d move. Which meant the Legion could hold their line.

      But the bigger problem was, well, bigger.

      Larry and Reggie.

      I had a terrible idea. Which I was sure meant it was brilliant. I just needed a length of rope...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I was at the back of the fighting area grabbing a length of rope from one of the logistics soldiers hanging behind the line when I realized what was going on with Reggie and Larry.

      The central cohort would charge forward with spears out, trying to puncture the beast. Or push it back. But the thing was like a building. No amount of men or women, regardless of the number of minotaurs among them, was going to push it anywhere it didn’t want to go. And it didn’t seem like it was overly bothered by the spears poking it. Annoyed, sure. But I couldn’t even see any blood on the beast. At least, blood that wasn’t from a skuggashud or human. 

      It wasn’t even fully on the top of the wall. The part with all the smaller legs, the stumpy body, was still over the wall. Which meant it could probably push forward any time it wanted. I was a little worried thinking about why Reggie and Larry had stopped.

      Also, only Larry had bothered with the fire. Reggie had yet to breathe anything other than air, but I didn’t believe for a minute that Larry had magic breath and Reggie did not. Reggie was just happy to snap his head down and grab a bite to eat. There seemed to be little concern for what he was eating, because it seemed to be skuggashuds just as often, if not more-so, than Legionnaires.

      Larry, on the other hand, did his best to cook everything.

      The mancer, or at least that’s what I assumed the robed dude was, looked like shit, barely able to support himself. But each time Larry reared back to throw down the flame, the mancer got his shield in place, and held the fire back. It was impressive.

      Larry and the Legion were in a stalemate. A fake stalemate, because as soon as Larry and Reggie started moving forward, the Legion was toast.

      I looked back at the gathered crowd, and I noticed that while it had thinned out, there were more men and women with arms and armor. No one was coming in to help, but they were ready to fight. Why were they waiting?

      Then it happened.

      The eborja took a step. This time the legion didn’t even bother with their testudo; they just scattered. 

      A big hand-paw on the end of a ridiculously long leg slammed on the ground, and ReggieLarry moved forward.

      Reggie went and reached right over the Legion and snatched someone who’d been watching the battle from their balcony. Some fancy-dressed asshole disappeared down Reggie’s bottomless gullet. 

      This seemed to make the people upset, and all of a sudden there was a whole hell of a lot of screaming. Which, you know, naturally, seemed to excite ReggieLarry. I got it; as a super-apex predator type thing, screaming treats were the best. The duo surged forward.

      The Legion tried to reform, but that just resulted in a lot of dudes getting squished.

      Time to do something stupid. My stock-in-trade.

      I took a few big steps, and in three strides, I was at top speed. I ignored the skuggashuds as they got out of my way, and I focused on foot placement. My Art of Movement ability came in real handy as I didn’t slip even once on the slick surface of blood and guts. I snatched a second fallen spear on my way to ReggieLarry.

      Ten yards from my target, I threw the first spear as hard as I could. It sailed true, and hit with a satisfying thunk, actually going into the flesh enough to hold.

      Larry looked over.

      Reggie looked over.

      I wasn’t where they could see me though. I was underneath the eborja’s body. This close, I got a good whiff of him. It stunk of musky rot down there. From the looks of it, he needed some athlete’s foot powder like no one else. Lots of nastiness happening up in the folds of his thick skin.

      As soon as I was on the other side though, I skidded to a stop, and knelt down. I was now closest to Reggie, and I knew Reggie’s predilection for munching. He was going to go down for a bite, and when he did—

      The great long neck, easily hundreds of feet long, started moving down, and Reggie’s head angled ground-ward at a stunning speed.

      I sprinted, worried I might be too slow to be in place when Reggie was close enough to the ground.

      Faster, I told myself. Faster!

      I dug in and found a new gear, sprinting full-out with a spear in one hand, and hurdling over fallen soldiers.

      Reggie had his eye on another balcony watcher.

      I leapt off the wall and parkour'd right up the side of a house onto the roof, leapt over a gap, and pulled myself up onto the balustrade of the balcony just as Reggie got there. His jaws opened wide to snatch a strumpet as a snack.

      “Not today, motherfucker,” I yelled. Then I slid over the table, getting the spear right into the soft spot in the roof of Reggie’s mouth.

      Reggie Righthead immediately reared back, and I jumped, grabbing onto the beast’s big lip, which was as thick around as an oil drum.

      The air whooshed by, and Reggie closed his mouth hard. That drove the spear deeper inside, but then it must have hit something hard because it snapped in two. The wooden haft shot out of his mouth in a shower of splinters, going right over my head.

      I held on tight as we rocketed through the air. There was a stillness as Reggie was at full height once again.

      He could feel me. I could tell. He was trying to see me, but I was on the front of his lip, and his eyes didn’t work that way. 

      Hand over hand, I pulled myself over to the side of his closed mouth, and as quickly as I could, I leveraged myself up and onto his giant stout snout. I stood there, and watched his eyes that were taller than me go cross-eyed.

      “Hi fuckwad,” I said, and like I was a quickdraw artist in the old west, I drew the throwing axe and fired it off in one motion. Just not at Reggie. I threw it at Larry. 

      Larry got it in the eye. And it must have stung, because he roared.

      I held out my hand and the axe slammed in my hand.

      I threw it again, and nailed Larry. Not quite in the eye, but close enough to make sure that Larry knew the pain was coming from Reggie.

      Larry reared back, and I slipped a loop of rope around the haft of my throwing axe. I had time to test it once before I heard Larry’s gulp of air.

      I jumped off Reggie’s snout.

      Reggie turned to follow my flight, only to get a face full of fire.

      As Larry’s flame roared around me, I threw the axe. 

      It thunked into Larry’s neck, and immediately, the rope went taut. I Tarzan’d the fuck out of said rope, swinging fast around to the back of Larry’s neck.

      I started climbing up the neck, which was surprisingly easy considering all the handholds of thick, wrinkled skin. 

      Up and up I went, keeping one eye on the activities around me, namely Reggie roaring at Larry for burning the fuck out of him.

      Holding onto Larry with one hand, I held out the other, and the magical axe flew through the air to me. I promptly hauled off and threw the axe at Reggie.

      Bam, in the eye.

      Reggie didn’t wait — he bit at Larry.

      Larry tried to dodge out of the way, I guess forgetting they were connected. 

      Reggie hit Larry hard, enough that I almost fell off, hanging on Larry’s neck with two fingers and a thumb. I had to use the axe to get back on.

      Which enraged Larry. 

      So he threw some hot flame action over onto Reggie.

      Nothing like sibling rivalry to turn a fight around.

      But I still had two more steps in my destruction plan. I threw the axe up at Larry, aiming for the snout.

      The axe sailed end over end in the air, the rope trailing out behind in a rather beautiful sine wave sort of a thing, which was definitely a term I pulled out of the depths of my memory. It hit into the meat with a goodly thunk. I got to play Tarzan a second time, though this go-around required me to swing up and onto the top of Larry’s snout.

      Larry knew something was going on, but he was busy trying to dodge Reggie’s continued bites.

      I had to balance my ass off so I wouldn’t get shaken and fall. I was surfing on an eborja’s nose, waiting for the right moment to enact the stupider portion of my plan.  Then it finally happened.

      Larry hauled in a huge gulp of air, and as soon as he started his head going forward, I jumped again, tightening the rope around his mouth, snapping it shut.

      Larry’s massive eyes went wide for one second as all the fire he had in his gullet tried to find a way out.

      It found one.

      Through Larry’s head.

      There was a momentary bulging before the limits of the eborja’s cranium were found, and found wanting. Then, there was a muffled boom followed by a whole lot of heat. Oh, and flesh.

      Larry’s neck stood up straight for a heartbeat, just sort of like it still had a head on the end of it. 

      I hung in the air for a second, and then gravity took hold, and I dropped. With the air whipping by, I threw the axe, and let the small piece of unburnt rope run though my hand, telling myself I’d hold on.

      The axe connected with Larry’s upright neck, thunking into the flesh, and I grabbed at the still-smoldering end of the rope.

      One more swing onto the neck. It seemed like that was enough to topple it, as Larry’s neck started going down. Fast.

      We, Larry’ s neck and I, hit the ground. Hard enough that the people around us fell over.

      Also falling over? Reggie.

      There was a plaintive cry, and then the other neck crashed down as well, slamming on top of Larry’s.

      I slowly got to my feet, standing on the back of the fallen beast.

      It would have been a remarkably heroic moment, something written about in history books and immortalized in paintings. Except, you know, that’s when the remaining bits of Larry came down like a ton of, well, cooked meat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Buried under a pile of seared flesh used to be something I considered as a top way to go. But I was thinking of like Kansas-style ribs, not steaming Larry. But half a dozen and six. You know?

      I heard people talking. Well, more groaning than talking. A lot of people had been injured in that fight. I was actually considering just hanging out in the flesh pile for a few minutes, just so I’d get a momentary reprieve. Despite having no stamina stat, fighting still tired me out. I could just keep going indefinitely if necessary, but it wore on me. 

      But soon enough, some hands reached me, pulling meat from one way to the next.

      One minute I’m looking at a slab of blackened ReggieLarry skin, and the next it’s a smiling Legionnaire’s face.

      “He’s here!” the guy yelled, his smile spreading. “You are a hero, sir.”

      “Don’t suppose we can keep that between us?” I asked.

      He looked confused, and I didn’t press the issue. 

      “Are you hurt?” he asked. “You must be hurt. I’ll get a healer.”

      “No need,” I said, but the guy was already off.

      Which was, frankly, fine by me. I needed to get out of there. Not only did I not want any renown from this event, I didn’t want to see what the assholes who’d been actively not fighting were going to do to me now that I’d ruined their fun by fighting and winning. It was a little odd to be in the position where I was a hero, and yet I needed to not be a hero. 

      It was a little harder than I’d anticipated getting out of the mess. Every time I reached up to grab something and pull myself out of the pit of cooked meat, I grabbed at, well, cooked meat. I’m sure if there had been bones involved, the meat would have had a little more cohesion, holding onto the bones and I might have been able to actually get myself up. However, it seemed that the bones had largely been vaporized in the explosion, and it was mostly just bits and pieces now. But, after a few moments of grossness, and getting a fair amount of Larry grease all over myself, I got to my feet. I waded through the meat until I was standing free and tall on the wall. 

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to see out there, but I should have known. There was a mad dash for any and all goods you might glean from either the skuggashud or the eborja. Which, in a technical sense, no one should have been touching since I claimed the kill, and so everything that had belonged to the eborja now belonged to me. At least, that’s how I understood things to work.

      People with knives and carts and axes moved about everywhere, the clean-up process already well on the way. I took a second to try and wipe away some of the gore, but that was really an exercise in futility. No part of me was free from vile bits, so all I managed to do was bring separate parts of nasty together for the first time. I felt like the bottom of a taxi cab floor. 

      While I stewed in my filth, the leader of the legion walked up to me, shaking his head and smiling.

      “You are certainly some kind of warrior,” he said. “Have you a name?”

      I paused my attempt to get skuggashud brains off my shoulder, and looked at the man. It was not the original Legion commander I’d met, Darby Abington, the man who had taken Benedict’s body from me for a proper Legion burial. This guy was older. Somewhere in his mid-to-late-forties, with a bit of facial hair growth and dark rings under his eyes that made it clear he wasn’t on speaking terms with sleep. 

      “Maybe I could tell you my name later,” I said. “Maybe you could help me get out of here without attention.”

      “You think you’re going to be able to hide after half the city saw you slay that thing by yourself?”

      “I hide pretty well.”

      “Bullshit you do.”

      “A guy can dream?”

      “Dream all you want,” he said with a smile, then clapped me on the shoulder. “There’s a few thousand legionnaires willing to do what it takes to thank you for today. Follow.”

      I looked over at the macabre slaughterhouse the top of the wall had become. It was probably better to just leave.

      “Captain Alexander Czubakowski,” the man said. “Are you comfortable sharing your name now?”

      “Montgomery Northwoods,” I said. Oddly, I bristled having to lie to the man. I didn’t necessarily think he was going to blab about me, but why take chances?

      “Huh,” he said, nodding. “That name is familiar.”

      “It’s not exactly my name,” I said, trying to figure out how to plot my path through these lies. “Technically my employer. Just keeps it easier.”

      “You have issues remembering your name?” he asked.

      “I put all my points in strength,” I replied quickly.

      Czubakowski nodded with a sly smile, apparently content believing that explained everything about me. “Glad you did, son. Glad you did.”

      We moved along the wall, weaving between the soldiers. They were cleaning up, helping the injured, or just standing there, wide-eyed. But any time one of them saw me, they paused, and nodded. It was a little odd seeing this sort of response. I’d done things similar to this in my own holding. But well, I suppose these men and women were used to violence, so they appreciated what I’d done and weren’t scared off by it. I felt more comfortable among these people than I did around any of my own people. And that made me feel weird. A lot of feelings going on. Czubakowski took me down a set of stairs hat led to a walled-in area that was very much Legion only. There, still, I got nods and appreciation. 

      “I’m guessing you might want a bath,” Czubakowski said, giving me a look. I realized I was absentmindedly peeling something else’s skin off of my own. 

      “Yeah, might be a good idea,” I replied.

      “Can’t say our baths are as good as some you might find in the city,” he said, pushing through a heavy door. “But they get the job done.”

      “That’s all I’m looking for.”

      While we walked through the hallway, soldiers pushed past us. Most everyone seemed to have somewhere to go in a hurry, with us as the standouts having the time to just walk at our own pace.

      “Might want to burn those clothes of yours,” Captain Czubakowski said.

      “You don’t think this is going to come out?” I asked, actually surprised.

      “Skuggashud blood stains most everything. One reason there’s so many people up there to collect the stuff. That and their fur makes for some almost velvety wool.”

      “Waste not want not, I guess.”

      “That’s right. And we’re about to find out what eborja steak tastes like, thanks to you.”

      “Enjoy that.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Any reason you didn’t— I mean, you have mancers. Why only use them defensively?”

      “Most of what comes out of the Emerald Sea can handle magic well. And the times you miss and send magic into the Sea, that’s when you realize why men and metal are best at handling this. Not spell slingers.”

      “What happens?”

      “Nothing good. But it’s hard to really say, because it’s always different. The Sea and magic, just don’t get along.”

      “Makes sense, I guess.”

      “We learned it the hard way.”

      “Why aren’t the locals helping? Do you know?”

      “That’s more of a mystery to me than the Sea itself. No idea.”

      There was a double door at the end of the hallway. Once there, Czubakowski stopped.

      “Bath is through there,” he said. “You’ll have a little time before it gets crowded. I’ll get someone to bring you some clothes. Not sure what we have that doesn’t scream Legion, but we’ll do what we can.”

      “Thanks, Captain,” I said.

      “No need, Montgomery. We are deeply in your debt.”

      Czubakowski gave me one more clap on the shoulder, and then headed back down the way we came. I went through the double doors and into the bath.
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      The bath wasn’t nice, but it was big, the water was warm, and there was plenty of soap. It did the job. As I got out of the water and started using towels which could have doubled as sandpaper, a Legion in uniform came in and set down a small pile of clothing. There was no armor in the pile, so, for good measure I grabbed my chainmail from the garbage heap that was my blood soaked-rags, and I gave it a good rinse in the water.

      Now that I had a moment to relax, I started to go through all my notifications from the battle. 
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a skuggashud (lvl 20 Monster).

      You’ve earned 700 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Actually, I got quite a few of the skuggashud notices. I killed a lot of those stupid things.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a eborja (Arcane Abomination).

      You’ve earned 14500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 26! You receive the ability: Surge of Strength Dare to believe you can survive, and achieve greatness. Or don’t.
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve discovered an ability: Surge of Strength. Once per day, really show ‘em the what-for, one action has double your strength.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Swinging. Be it from tree or beast, you can gracefully move along a rope or other device and swing! How fun!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Finally a new level. It was interesting that I got an ability and not any attribute points. Something to look into later, when I wasn’t drowning in quests. I got dressed, put on my armor, and made sure my money purse was secure on my belt, with my throwing axe on the opposite side. And that was it. All my things.

      I stepped out of the bath, and saw Legion soldiers lined the hallway as far as it went.

      It was an odd moment, and I realized that they must have been giving me my privacy.

      But then someone started clapping.

      More people joined in.

      And then it was a rousing standing ovation and I’m pretty sure I blushed very hard. A fact the gameworld decided to notice.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Blushing. Look at how red those cheeks can get now!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fucking game world.

      There was so little sense to it. Why the fuck did I need a skill for blushing?
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Asking Stupid Questions. So many questions, so little intelligence!
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        * * *

      

      I nodded once, and then made my way through the emotional gauntlet. At the end of the long line of soldiers was Captain Czubakowski.

      “Don’t suppose you’ve got a side entrance?” I asked.

      “We’ve got plenty of ways out,” he said. “But it would be a shame to send you through the sewers after you just went through all that trouble bathing.”

      I laughed, because I had actually thought about escaping through the sewer. Instead, he led me through the building, into the cantina and its kitchen, and then back to a small service door. 

      “Again,” Czubakowski said, “thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” I said. “Hopefully the next fight isn’t for a while.”

      “I fear it will be sooner than either of us hopes. I look forward to a time when we can actually speak freely with each other, Montgomery Northwoods. You are an intriguing man. And a hero of the Legion.”

      I didn’t really know what to say to that, so I just nodded. Then I left.

      The service door led out into a small side street, just wide enough for two wagons to pass if you didn’t care about scraping the wood a little. There was no one there at present, except for some poor unfortunate type who was wrapped up in a cloak and asleep against a wall. 

      I took a few steps, heard the door shut behind me, and sighed. I needed to find my Northwoods people and figure out what I was doing. Figure out if I’d fucked things up by, you know, being a hero. The best place to look for them would be the hotel, because even though I’d gotten some info-dumps from Bear, I had no idea where to find the brownie. Especially if she was still invisible. Which she likely was. 

      Of course, by the time I got out of the side-street and into the first larger street, someone was walking next to me.

      “Impressive work,” the woman said. “If I do say so myself.”

      “You did say so,” I replied. 

      “Still, it’s rare to see a warrior with your skill.”

      “Nah, I just got lucky.”

      “Skilled and humble. Now that’s quite the combination of traits.”

      I stopped and looked over at the woman. She was tall, not quite at eye-level, but close. She had a long face with high cheekbones, and severe purple eyes that were striking against her yellow hair. She wore armor, stuff that was somewhere between functional and aesthetic. All the metallic bits were of a purple hue, and everything else was black. Again, striking.

      “What do you want with me?” I asked.

      “Not a fan of small talk?”

      “Can’t say I’m a fan of much that’s small.”

      “Now now—”

      “I’ve got a place to be,” I said, and started walking.

      The woman kept pace without delay.

      “I understand a man like you is probably in high demand, and I’m sure plenty of other offers will either be coming your way soon or are already here—”

      “What kind of offers?”

      “To join companies. Or armies. Or parties. After that sort of a display, you could surely choose your meal ticket—”

      “I’m already booked,” I said.

      “Perhaps. But you have yet to hear my proposal.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “Even if I doubled your current fee?”

      “You don’t know what my current rate is.”

      “I know what I can charge with the Hero of Osterstadt joining my company, and that will make your rate worth it.”

      “I’m no hero.”

      “It would seem you are wrong on that count, hero. Now, would you like to join my company now or think it over?”

      “No offense,” I said, “but I don’t need to think about it. Like I told you — I’m already booked.”

      “For now,” she said, and finally stopped walking.

      I darted across a street, then ran up a set of stairs as I climbed toward the posh district. Thankfully, it seemed like the purple-eyed woman was the only one who thought to watch the service entrance, because no one else seemed to place me as the Hero of Osterstadt. Which, I mean, why such a general term? Would it be possible there’d only ever be a single hero of this stupid city?

      Getting to The Crossed Arms took a little longer than I anticipated, mainly because there was a surprising amount of traffic on the streets. Lots of wagons being loaded and leaving. Which struck me as odd. Why would people leave? Once again, what was going on in this city? What did they know we didn’t?

      The hotel staff weren’t exactly cordial to me, but they greeted me as befitted a fellow servant. I went up to our suite of rooms, taking the stairs two at a time. I needed to talk to someone who knew something.

      I burst into the room, and a bunch of faces looked over at me. Everyone was home. And sitting at a bit of a planning session.

      “Hi there,” I said to the four women. 

      “Ah,” Eliza said, leaning back in her chair. “The Hero of Osterstadt deigns to join us.”

      “Yeah, about that—”

      “Real good job keeping your head down,” Emeline said.

      “What did you want me to do?”

      “You did the right thing,” Eliza said to me, but while looking right at Emeline. “That monster would have done quite a bit of damage to the city if you weren’t there.”

      “He—” Emeline started.

      Priscilla barely moved, but I heard the unmistakable sound of a foot being stomped on. 

      Emeline’s lips went thin and white and she glared at Priscilla, who ignored the look, instead focusing on a piece of parchment with what I guessed were names on it.

      “However, it does make things a bit more challenging for us,” Eliza said. “Emeline, the map please.”

      Emeline nodded, then stood up and pulled one of the paintings down from the wall, revealing a map of Osterstadt.

      I leaned closer, trying to gauge things, thinking of the bathhouse where Donner tried to have me killed. 

      “The fire,” I started, “the one that happened right after the dungeon. Where did that start?”

      Emeline pointed to me.

      “On the map,” I said, annoyed.

      She gave me a little smile and a flip of her hair, but then pointed to the northeastern corner. 

      “Hereabouts,” she said. 

      The city of Osterstadt has an odd bit of geography, since it’s nestled in between two sets of mountains — one to the north and one to the south — and then there’s the Emerald Sea on the west. The posh part of town was on the south, and the industrial area was on the north. An avenue cut across the middle of the city from the gates to the wall, and under that, a canal ran holding the river. The prison was more to the west, the Imperial House was smack dab in the middle, and there seemed to be a general lack of greenspace. Not many parks.

      The fire’s start was in the industrial area, near the massive sawmills and lumber processing plants. Likely one reason the response to the fire had been so swift. Looking at things, though, I was a little confused. It didn’t make sense to me that the giant logs left the city from the southernmost gate.

      “What’s under the city?” I asked.

      Emeline looked at me, raised an eyebrow, shook her head, and then looked over at Eliza.

      “We brought the wrong guy,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You and I met under the city.”

      “We met in the jail.”

      “Which is under the city.”

      “Which is under part of the city. There’s more under there. Sewers for one, plus however they get the wood from the north side to the south side.”

      Eliza stood up and swooshed over to the map, the layers of tulle in her gown making her every movement loud in both sight and sound. She looked over the map a time or two, tracing roads with her finger, and doing, what I thought at least, was a little spatial reckoning. 

      “The dungeon has a name, yes?” she asked.

      “Dungeon of the Ancients,” I said.

      “And the city is built on the ruins of another city,” Emeline said, as if repeating it for the hundredth time. “Ancient culture carved the passage between the mountains, and it is the only access to the Emerald Sea without going over the mountains. But I don’t think there’s an actual city underneath the city.”

      “Could there be?” Eliza asked.

      “Of course,” Emeline said, sitting back down at the table, clearly annoyed at the direction the conversation had taken. “But don’t you think people would have found out about that?”

      “The dungeon was a mystery,” I said. “No one knew about it--“

      “People knew about it,” Emeline countered, “just not many.”

      “And you’re saying no one knows about any sort of ruins or buildings under there?”

      “I haven’t heard of any.”

      “And you’re the—”

      “This is getting us nowhere,” Eliza said sharply. “We are a team here, up against something incredibly dangerous. At least, that is, according to Emeline.”

      “What does that mean?” Emeline snapped.

      “It means we are here on your behalf! Perhaps you should be a little more forthcoming with us and little less demeaning.”

      “Demeaning is playing at being your fucking maid and—”

      I slammed my fist on the table. 

      It maybe broke. 

      But it also stopped the argument.

      “Let us remember how thin the walls are here, milady,” I said with a deferential bow to Eliza while keeping my glare on Emeline. “We are committed to our cause, and we had better remember to work together. Correct?”

      Eliza nodded immediately. It took a moment longer for Emeline to nod. 

      “I think we can all understand the strain these new jobs put upon us. But it is paramount we do not come apart at the seams. Now, is there any reason to ignore the underground?”

      Emeline shook her head.

      “Lovely,” I said. “Then we have one place to start looking.”

      “I’ll have a better idea of where we might look after tonight,” Emeline said. “I’ll be meeting with a contact who has something to show me.”

      “Is this a safe meeting?” I asked.

      “As safe as these sorts of things get. And before you ask, no you cannot come with me.”

      “Can I come?” Bear asked.

      Emeline considered it for a moment, then nodded. “I think that should be fine. Just, well, there will be magic sniffers around, so—”

      “I can handle that,” Bear said with a nod of her tiny head.

      “And I can go for a look at things underground,” I said.

      “And I?” Eliza asked.

      “You will rest here,” Priscilla answered, making a note on her piece of paper. “There is no reason for you to be out of these doors in the darkness.”

      Which meant it was a perfect moment for someone to knock on the door.

      With a barely audible pop, Bear was gone.

      Eliza looked at me, and nodded toward my room.

      “You need to be scarce for the moment,” Eliza said. 

      “But—”

      “There are plenty of blades here to protect me,” she said.

      Priscilla had her hand on the doorknob, but was staring at me, waiting until I was hidden before opening the door.

      I sighed, and went into my bedroom.

      The front door opened, and I knelt at my keyhole, trying to get a glimpse of what was happening in the main room.

      A man took a single step into the room. He was dressed nicely, posh, with oiled hair and light colored gloves.

      “My lady,” he said, nodding to Eliza, “I have been sent to ask if you might be available for joining my mistress for dinner?” 

      Priscilla looked at the man, raising an eyebrow. “Who is your mistress, sir?” she asked.

      He passed a small envelope over to Priscilla, and she took it over to Eliza. It seemed rather silly to me.

      Eliza opened the envelope and read over the small piece of paper.

      “Your mistress honors me,” she said. “I would be happy to attend.”

      “She opens her invitation to your folk,” the man continued with a strained smile, “hoping they might feel inclined to attend as well.”

      “Her generosity is boundless,” Eliza said, “and I will bring my man, whom I assume your mistress references.”

      The man smiled again. “It would seem to be quite the curious incident today, but you confirm it is your man who was at the wall?”

      “Well, I suppose that shall be a topic we will discuss at dinner.”

      “Yes milady. I will await you in the carriage.”

      “Thank you,” Eliza said.

      The man bowed, and withdrew.

      As soon as the front door opened, Emeline opened my door, sending the doorknob right into my eye and knocking me on my ass.

      “Splendid,” Priscilla said. “He’ll have a black eye for dinner.”
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      In fact, he did not have a black eye for dinner. He healed up fine before we even left, and Priscilla was left eating her words. Or she would have, had she still cared. It was an astonishingly quick transition from planning a hunt to prepping to go out into the soup of high society. And most of that prep time was saved for me. Eliza was dressed in minutes. But the three women had done a bit of shopping for me, and they fretted over several outfit choices, making me change into and out of several iterations. These pants with that doublet. The tabard with shiny ineffectual chain. The tabard with no chain. The doublet with chain under. The doublet by itself. A poofy shirt, which didn’t make me look like a pirate so much as a cheap Fabio impersonator hired for an over-40 bachelorette party. High boots, low boots, boots with pointy toes, boots with twirly toes. It was ridiculous and I felt that way. But any time I tried to say something along those lines, I was told to be quiet and that I had no idea what I was doing, that if I had any sense of style I wouldn’t be in this situation.

      Which may have been true. But it still hurt.

      “You know,” I said, “that man is waiting for us in a carriage.”

      “It is not for me to be on time,” Eliza said. “They must be made to wait. Otherwise they will foolishly think they are more important than me. The most important person in the room is the one who isn’t waiting.”

      “That seems a bit petty.”

      “As are most of the games of the rich and powerful. And the sooner you accept that, instead of fighting against it, the easier you will find your path through the court.”

      My initial impulse was to point out that I had no desire to go through the court. That in reality, I wanted to go through a stream to a nice fishing hole. That I wanted to be done with all of this bullshit. But I knew my protests would fall on deaf ears. No one cared about fishing, nor about my desires to play courtly games.

      “Fair enough,” I said, hoping that would end the conversation.

      It didn’t. They continued to talk, and I decided my best course of action was to just stand there, mannequin-like, until they’d finally tired of playing dress-up.

      It took an hour. At which time, I was back to looking mostly like a soldier. I wore my chain mail hauberk over a tunic, but under a doublet. I also rocked the Northwoods crest and colors, which made sense. And it meant that I matched my lady, Lady Eliza Northwoods.

      While Eliza and I headed out to the evening event, chaperoned by Priscilla, Emeline and Bear set out for their meeting.
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      The carriage ride was nice enough. Eliza kept up a polite conversation with the man, a valet of Lady Coghlan. Coghlan hailed from the southern reaches of the Empire, but apparently, the Coghlan family had plans for making inroads into the Osterstadt lumber business, as couriers and wagoners. A lucrative business, especially for a family already deeply into the goods-delivery gambit. I listened as Eliza and the valet, Sonny Moore, spoke at length about horses versus oxen as the premier pulling power. 

      We were taken to a nice tavern that, oddly to me at least, was situated rather high in a tower, overlooking the Emerald Sea. It was quite a walk to get there, and I took no small amount of pleasure noting that the valet was breathing heavy and sweating by the time we got to the top floor, whereas I was cool and calm as a daisy. Which, when I stopped to think about it, made little sense, since it’s not like flowers have any emotions.

      The place was impressive, with large windows overlooking the Emerald Sea. From this high up, I could have seen for miles, if it was light. But while we’d been playing dress-up, the sun had set. The starry sky above the forest was almost as unbelievable as the magical trees.

      A smiling man spoke quietly with the valet, and then led us past a few occupied tables until we got to a round table shaped like a big C, with a wide-open middle. I was willing to bet it was to allow servers to put plates in front of people without having to reach over. Neat, but odd. I did a quick headcount. Eight people were at the table and there were two open seats. We were the last to arrive. The valet pulled out a chair for Eliza, and I waited for her to sit before I sat down next to her. Four women and four men. They were all dressed to the nines, and coiffed to the tens (or something). Everything about them was high-class and up for show. I was definitely the only person there with armor on. I sat with Eliza on my right side, and the C-gap on my left. The man on the other side of the gap looked familiar, and was smiling broadly at me, but I couldn’t place him. 

      Without any sort of comment, Sonny the valet and Priscilla walked away. They knew they weren’t going to be eating at the table with us.

      “Ah,” the man said, “I suppose I look a bit different out of armor.”

      “You,” I started, but then shook my head. “Nope. Sorry, how do we know each other?”

      “Is this him?” a woman across from me asked.

      The mystery man nodded. “The Hero of Osterstadt.”

      I squinted at the man and really tried to place him, and then it finally clicked. 

      “Alexander,” I said. “Captain Alexander Czubakowski.”

      He laughed and hit the table.

      “Ah ha,” Czubakowski replied, “he remembers!”

      “It is very kind of you to invite me,” Eliza said. 

      “Being that you were so kind to bring a hero with you to Osterstadt,” the dark-haired lady at the table said, “it seemed the least I could do.”

      Eliza looked over at me and smiled. “He has his uses.”

      As Eliza engaged Lady Coghlan,  Czubakowski leaned over, and did a semi-whisper thing to me. “Ever considered the Legion?” he asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “You should. We could use a man like you.”

      “I—”

      “It needn’t be you coming in as a base soldier. A man with a shield and a spear, that’s not your strong suit.”

      “I can’t say it is, but—”

      “There are plenty of opportunities for a man like you in the Legion. Hunting monsters as part of the QRF—”

      “QRF?”

      “Quick Reaction Force. A new concept. A group of elites who can be put into battle when something big hits.”

      “I’m, forgive me, but I really don’t have any knowledge about the Legion. Would you mind--“

      The woman sitting next to Czubakowski laughed. “You get my husband talking about the Legion, there goes the rest of our night!”

      “I admit,” Czubakowski said, leaning back in his chair, “it is a rather passionate topic for me, but—”

      “No,” the woman interrupted, “we are going to speak to this young man now, and you two can discuss the Legion later. He is clearly already employed, and it is remarkably rude to try and poach him from his current mistress while seated next to her.”

      “My wife is right,” Czubakowski said, looking past me at Eliza, “I do apologize.”

      “Quite all right,” she said. “He is free to do as he chooses.”

      “I—”

      “Well then,” Czubakowski said, laughing.

      Everyone laughed politely, and the evening was on. Conversation moved smoothly, and it was quickly evident these were all relative newcomers to Osterstadt. They had a common shorthand for everything they were talking about, which I took to mean they moved in the same circles. Quite a bit of the talk was devoted to putting gossip together, figuring out who was sleeping with whom. On the fringes of the talk were all sorts of economic questions — who was doing what where, what kind of gold was being invested, what information meant what. I tried to follow it all, but it was happening just a little too fast. Plus most of the time, there were three conversations happening at once.

      At some point, Czubakowski must’ve realized my attention had drifted, that I was just staring out the windows at the Emerald Sea.

      “Want to step outside for a moment with me?” he asked. “Take a look at the Sea from above?”

      “There’s a balcony?” I asked, already getting to my feet.

      “I thought you might like that,” he replied.

      We did the proper thing of excusing ourselves, and then he led me around to a small spiral staircase heading to what I thought was the roof. It turned out to be a roof-deck, and when we walked over to the railing, we could look down into the Sea itself.

      “Seems dangerous here,” I said.

      “Can’t imagine being here during a fight, myself, but apparently it gets quite crowded.”

      “Up here?”

      “Indeed. This is where the big-ticket folk like to place their bets on what will happen.”

      “In the battles?”

      He nodded, and took a drink from his wine glass. I suddenly wished I’d thought to bring my flagon of mead. This was the sort of place and conversation where a little drink would be perfect.

      “Do you know what’s going on here?” I asked.

      “In Osterstadt? Probably not. I haven’t been here that long. New transfer.”

      “I—” I caught myself before I admitted to having fought here before, “uh, I’ve heard that usually there’s more help from the locals. Or, I mean, anyone willing to fight.”

      “That was my understanding too. But it’s different now, I guess.”

      “Are you worried?”

      “That depends. How long are you staying?”

      “That’s more a question for Lady Northwoods,” I replied. “But certainly not as long as you seem to want me.”

      “I’d take you into my cohort in a heartbeat, but I’ll happily have you swing a sword with us for as long as you like.”

      “But aren’t you curious what’s going on? Why they stopped?”

      “I imagine it’s more to do with the increased attacks. People are scared. The Legion is paid to take this danger on, The citizens aren’t. I don’t feel they need to.”

      “Except, I mean, if I hadn’t been there today, what would you have done?”

      “Good question. I’m glad I didn’t need to answer it. Probably set the WarMancers free. Deal with the problems coming out of the trees after that.”

      “You mentioned that: magic and the trees don’t get along.”

      “That was me putting it politely. Magic and the trees combine to make nightmares possible.”

      “Sounds pretty rough.”

      “Rough is still too nice.”

      “Have you done it? I mean, have you seen it firsthand?”

      “I have. When I first took command here, at least of the night shift, I thought the warnings were overblown. So I told a WarMancer to take down a giant slug-looking thing coming up the wall.”

      “What happened?”

      “WarMancer did his thing, started slinging spells. As soon as the spells went past the wall, into the sea, you know, they went a bit haywire. They killed the slug, but they also managed to summon a hell of a lot little things I can’t even identify. Things with teeth and wings and arms that didn’t make any sense. No internal organs.  They were strange creatures. But according to the historians I spoke to, we got off light. Much worse has happened in the past. Since then, I haven’t had much cause for using magic. I guess except today.”

      “Are the fights getting worse?”

      “Yes and no. They happen more often, for sure. But today was the worst of the beasts we’ve seen. Looks to be one of the worst in the history books.”

      “There are books of monsters?”

      “Of course. Best to know what we’re up against if we can. See if there’s something to exploit. Weakness or, you know—”

      “Immunity.”

      “Bingo,” he said, winking as he took a drink.

      “I’d like to look at those books.”

      “Join the Legion,” he said with a wry smile. “You’ll get your own copy of each and every bestiary out there.”

      “That would be pretty useful. But the price seems pretty damn high.”

      “Might be.”

      We stood there, each leaning against the railing. Something out in the Emerald Sea bellowed, and something else shrieked. The circle of life, or something like that.

      “Forgive me if this question is, uh, impolite, but, uh—”

      “Just ask, hero. You earned the right to be a little rough around the edges.”

      “I don’t know about that, but you’re nobility, right?”

      “I am.”

      “Isn’t this — out here—  something like a shit assignment?”

      He laughed.

      “I mean, that depends on your perspective. On the one hand, the Legion is pretty big on the whole merit thing, and not exactly fond of letting birth play too much a role in your lot. On the other hand, if you want to be high-level, this is currently the place to be. No other Legion is battling on the daily like we are. No one is seeing action like we are.”

      “What about the ones in Arenberg? The Rumib Pass area?”

      “Been paying attention to things, eh? Yes, there’s some fighting between Mahrduhm and the Legion there, but it’s mostly a stalemate. Occasional arrows going back and forth. Scouts killing scouts more’n anything else. There’s also the eleventh and twelfth — they have the joy of running the Sadler Woods, perpetual patrol of the Royal Road there. They see some action, but mostly, it’s protection detail. No going out and fighting. Most anything knows to avoid the road at this point, and I didn’t feel like marching back and forth through a forest for days on end.”

      “How many Legions are there?”

      “Active? Seventy, I think. Bit of flux at present. Emperor games and all.”

      “Does that, I mean,” I was really tempted to ask about Valamir or the others in the hunt for the throne. But it didn’t seem like a bodyguard for a mid-level noble would really be that in the know about politics. “I was approached to join a company today.”

      “Fucking sell-swords. Plague on the land. I’ll say that they pay well, but there’s little in the way of morals with them. They’ll take any job for money. In any land. Mind you, you might wind up fighting against the Empire some day.”

      “Obviously I said no. I’m not looking for a new job. Pretty happy with the way I got it right now. Just, I mean, I was trying to figure out why they’re even allowed.”

      “Sometimes you need a bunch of fighters for something. Monster attacking a village or something along those lines.”

      “Isn’t that what the Legion is for?”

      “You don’t want to get bogged down in the politics of which Legion goes where. Hell, I’m in the Legion, and I don’t even want to get into that mess.”

      “You mean sometimes they don’t come? That’s—”

      “If it’s bad enough, the Legion will be there. But Lords and Ladies also like to play power games. Not using the Legion is seen by some as being powerful. So they’ll hire some swords for a month to clear out a goblin encampment, or an orc uprising. Put down some trolls for any number of reasons. Keeps it off the official rolls. And no one will send a Legion out to deal with one ogre. But that might be more than a town guard can handle. In steps the sell-sword. And from what I understand, things are different outside the Empire. Mahrduhm doesn’t send their army out for anything. Queen has them going where she wants when she wants.”

      “Huh. Have you been outside the Empire?”

      “I set foot on the Great Erg on a dare once. Softest finest sand I ever saw. Six of us went down there. We were young pups in the Legion, all of us thinking we were immortal. Going to go the full thirty years. I stepped on the sand first, grabbed a handful, and stepped back. Acwald Tucker went next. Sand opened up in a mouth of teeth and eyes, inside the fucking mouth. Tucker had no chance. Just, phewp, gone. Lost that vision of immortality quick. And got a tongue lashing from the sergeant for being stupid.”

      “How many of the six of you are still in?”

      “Two. Me and Milton Tombray. Thomas Morse is still alive, but he took an early way out. Believe he returned home and decided farming was the life for him.”

      “So half of your original six died?”

      “It would seem that way, yes.”

      “In the line of duty?”

      “Yes. It is not an easy life. It certainly isn’t for everyone, but a man like you could do worse than serving the Empire.”

      “I like to think I’m already serving the Empire, in uh, keeping Lady Northwoods safe.”

      “Interesting family, the Northwoods. How did you wind up going to work for them?”

      “Just sort of fell into it.”

      “And you don’t mind their history?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know their history.”

      “Ah, well, it is a story that—”

      “What are you two still doing out here?” a voice called from behind us.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw Czubakowski’s wife standing at the door. 

      “Talk of the Legion, my dear,” Czubakowski said without turning around. “Didn’t want to bore the table.”

      “The table,” she said, “would like to have some time with the Hero of Osterstadt as well, if you’re done not recruiting him.”

      Czubakowski shook his head and let out a wry chuckle. 

      “Let’s go back in, eh?” he asked, and started walking.

      I followed him, wondering if there was any real reason for me to even be there. I felt like I was being pulled along and ordered around, like I didn’t matter.

      Back at the table, no one seemed to care one way or the other if I was there. No one talked to me. I noticed most of the women looking at me, a bit like I was a piece of meat. And most of the men were drunk enough to leer semi-openly at Eliza. She pretended she didn’t see, so I followed suit. And I ate the food. It was delicious, but the portions were a little small for someone like me. My hundreds of pounds of muscle required a lot of calories or I got a bit light headed. 

      I ate the last bite of the main course: tenderloins of the eborja I’d killed that afternoon. LarryReggie turned out to be tasty. A bit piquant, a bit nutty, but certainly unique.

      I looked out the window at the forest, and the wall. Just watching the trees move in the wind. A storm blowing in from the west, flurries of snow already coating the trees in the distance. And shapes climbing up the cliff.

      “Fuck,” I said, getting to my feet. “Attack.”

      I stepped up against the window, and cupped my hands around my eyes to try and get a good view of what was happening outside. Large humanoids were climbing up the cliff — not huge in number, but certainly huge in size. 

      Czubakowski was next to me in a heartbeat.

      “Shit,” he said. “Don’t suppose you’ve got a little more heroism in you, boy?”

      “Does the pope shit in the woods?” I asked, already going for the stairs to the roof.

      “The who?” I heard someone ask.
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      I had my axe on me, but that was it. It was a long way down to the top of the wall, but it was going to be faster this way, and there was no way I’d have time to go the long way.

      It was just, you know, probably going to hurt.

      To land on the roof of the closest building, I had to jump off the balcony of the restaurant, drop about four stories and propel myself about twenty feet out. That was the biggest jump. After that, it was just a bit of parkour before getting to the top of the cliff, at which point I’d have to start fighting. Easy fun for a Saturday night. At least I think it was Saturday. If it even mattered any more.

      That first step was a doozie. I ran toward the railing, getting up to full speed, and then launched myself into the air.

      I pinwheeled my arms, trying to keep my balance. Then I slammed into the roof, which definitely held for a second before cracking and smashing under my weight. I landed in a heap in someone’s attic.

      It was dark, and smelled musty. The crash woke up the people down below. I could tell because they were all shouting up at me. I just pulled myself back through the hole, and ran on.

      Jump two went better than jump one, as did the rest. I bounded between buildings, finding magical purchase on what I assumed would be slick steep slate tile roofs. 

      Finally, I reached the last jump. It was really more of a fall with a hard landing. About fifty feet.

      I paused for a heartbeat, because I knew it was going to hurt. Even though I trusted my body’s ability to repair itself, there’s still something instinctually wrong about jumping from this high up.

      As I saw the first hand reach the top of the cliff, I knew I was out of time. I had to do it. 

      I jumped.

      And yes. It hurt.

      My legs didn’t break, but I did dislocate my hips. And knees. And a multitude of smaller injuries all throughout my lower body.

      I lay there on the stone, and just groaned for a while, reveling in the pain. And since combat wasn’t starting yet, my body started to pull itself together. That also hurt, by the way, but it also gave me a little wake-up pep.

      As I got to my feet, I saw brutes hauling themselves over the edge. They were easily twice my size, both in height and width. In the mild light of the magical glowing stones inside the street lamps, they had a green pallor to their skin. Oblong sort of heads with small eyes, tiny nose holes, and large mouths. Twin tusks poked out from thin lips. No hair anywhere on their person, but they had rudimentary clothing, and weapons slung over their backs. Very basic things, like clubs, or clubs with spikes, or clubs with, you know, bumpy bits on them. Really, it was all variations on clubs. And unlike anything I’d seen previously from the Emerald Sea, these guys paused and were helping each other up. I decided it might be worth not being out and out hostile from the start.

      “Hi guys,” I called out, walking over to them as genial as I could.

      All eyes were on me instantly. Which reminded me that there were a lot of these guys, and I wasn’t exactly well-armed.

      None of them said anything. 

      They just stared at me. 

      Another climbed up.

      And then a second.

      A third.

      And quick count had me outnumbered fifteen to one. And growing.

      “Not really the best entrance to the city, guys,” I said. “They really prefer if you use the gate. That way.”

      I pointed.

      They looked.

      And then were back to me.

      “Guys? Hello?” I said. “Can you talk?”

      One of them grunted and took a big step forward, swinging his huge club at my head.

      It moved through the air so fast I could not only feel the wind, but hear it.

      I ducked.

      Just fast enough to let the club sail over my head. The brute in front of me overextended and had to take a step so he didn’t fall.

      For the barest moment, I considered letting the blow go by unanswered, to continue my attempt at a non-violent solution. But then I remembered where I was, and knew that my vision of everyone being chill with each other was a pipe dream that could wind up hurting other people. Which wouldn’t do.

      While big boy stumbled, I pulled my little throwing axe out and did a cross-body backhand swing, right into his armpit.

      The axe sunk into his flesh with barely any resistance.

      He roared his disapproval, and with a single hand, slapped me away.

      I went flying, truly impressed at the strength this motherfucker had.

      I hit the ground with my back, then I kipped up to my feet, and held my hand out. The axe ripped out of the creature’s armpit and flew back to me.

      I grabbed it and flashed a big smile at the boys, now up to eighteen.

      “Okay,” I said, “I tried nice. I guess it’s time to dance.”

      Then I charged.
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      Pro-tip: if all you have is a throwing axe, a charge is not going to be your best move. But in this situation, I needed to keep them off their guard because I was fighting multiple targets, and that meant I needed to take control of the space. I needed to dictate, as best I could, how we’d be moving, and what the speed of things was.

      I went for the dude I’d injured, but it was a feint. As he set for my charge, I juked to the left and chopped low at the brute next to him, slicing through the creature’s thigh. I dove to the ground, rolling as a club thundered against the stone right where I’d been.

      I got to my feet and did just the slightest jump in the air while chopping backward as hard as I could.

      Axe met neck.

      Neck lost.

      The creature dropped as his brain stopped sending signals to the rest of his body.

      By the time his head hit the ground, he was dead. I took a half-second to check the notification, to see what I was up against.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a ghausegroux (lvl 22 magical monstrosity).

      You’ve earned 750 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      A ghausegroux. Lovely. Putting the name to the ugly face made me feel a little better. I didn’t like mysteries.

      The now-twenty ghausegroux spread out, forming a ring around me. Which was nice. At least they were enough afraid of me not to just run into the city. I think they realized that, as soon as they turned their back to me, I’d kill them.

      There was a tense moment of stillness, and snow began to fall. I smiled at how fucking epic this was.

      One man, standing in the snow, surrounded by a ring of monsters. I would have killed for some swelling music to thunder in the background. Alas, silence.

      I flipped the axe a few times as I went around and around, trying to keep my eyes on all twenty — nope twenty-one — of the monsters.

      They were waiting.

      Which meant I needed to act. And I needed to figure out how to get them to work badly together. Otherwise I was toast. I mean, I was probably toast. Unless Czubakowski got to the Legion soon, or someone rang the damn alarm bell, I was on my own against the ghausegroux.

      So I threw the axe.

      It flew true, except the ghausegroux I aimed at had the presence of mind to put his stupid wood club in the way.

      The guy laughed.

      It was not a pretty sound. Like someone beating mugs of mucus-covered rocks together. I’m sure he thought he had the upper hand because I had no weapon.

      Time to bring some martial arts experience to the world. I charged for the second time, catching him by surprise.

      It also got everyone moving again.

      I had to dodge an enthusiastic club swing, slide under another, and then I popped up and grabbed the twin tusks on Laughing Boy’s face. I hauled myself up by his tusks, and he bent down a little.

      I got up on his head and dropped my knees around his ears. Then I wrenched my entire body to the side, leading with my hips, putting all my hundreds of pounds of muscle behind it. There was a grunt, some hesitation, then a sharp crack that seemed to echo across the walls. The guy dropped.

      I rode him to the ground, grabbed his club from his dead grip, and lifted it. While it was heavy and crude, it was also usable. I’d done my time in Little League, so while the guy next to me was processing what happened to Laughing Boy, I wound up and swung for the fences.

      He tried to get his club in the way to parry my blow, but either he wasn’t set or I just had more strength than him. I blew right through his defense, and slammed my club into his side, collapsing his ribs.

      Grunting, he tried to lift his club in retaliation, but his arms betrayed him. I kept the swing going in a bit of a spin, and clipped the dude next to him.

      It was devolving quickly into reaction fighting — there were just too many of the bastards for me to try and keep control of the fight for long, and I didn’t have any easy way to reset things.

      I threw the big club, knocking a newcomer to the party off the cliff.

      Another ghausegroux charged, thinking I was weaponless again. But when he swung, I just stepped into him, grabbed his arm, and threw him over my shoulder into his buddy. Then I held my hand out, and the axe soared my way. I snatched it from the air and threw it again in one clean motion, right between the shoulder blades of a big guy who was trying to figure out where I was.

      I grabbed another club off the ground and slammed it into the next guy. Then I tried to push the attack, tried to get my club up and around the asshole in front of me, but he was just holding my attention while the asshole behind me swung down on my head.

      There was definitely a heavy hollow clunk, the seeing of stars, and a momentary flash of blackness before my you’ve-had-so-many-head-traumas-we-don’t-count-them-anymore ability kicked in. Then it was just pain, not a loss of consciousness.

      Big man thought it was going to be a game-ending blow, and he already stopped to gloat.

      I spun and hit him on the side of the knee with my stolen club.

      Pop went the knee-sel. Since his leg now lacked the structural integrity to hold up his bulk, he collapsed to the ground.

      A quick golf swing, and his lower jaw tusks came out of the top of his head. Now there was one less enemy. Or fewer. Which, quick count, meant there were only about thirty to go.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      They weren’t coming up the cliff quickly, but they were still coming. An unending trickle of brutes. 

      Ultimately, I was playing for time, here. I wouldn’t be able to throw all these guys off the cliff on my own — I just needed to hold the line until the Legion mustered. Which they had to be doing, right?

      I snuck a glance over my shoulder at the city. Nothing. A city in the midst of its evening routine, as if nothing was wrong.

      The wind whistled as someone swung a club at me. I dropped to my knee on instinct, bending over so my head nearly touched the stone. The club sailed over my shaved head.

      I popped up and spun around. The next ghausegroux was right there, all up in my business. He smelled like the woods. Which made sense, considering where these ghausegroux seemed to come from. 

      Had it been a man, I’d have head-butted him. But with this guy, I’d just end up hitting him somewhere in the middle of his muscled chest. Instead, I stomped on his insole.

      He grunted in pain and picked up his foot. I gave him a shove, pushing him over. Then I jumped and gave the fucker two feet to the face, swinging for the fences as the next ghausegroux came for me.

      I hit true, and his teeth glittered as they flew out of his face and clattered across the stone.

      Hand out, I pulled the axe to me as I dodged out of the next incoming blow.

      It was getting so that all I could do was act. Any sort of strategy went out the window as more beasts pressed in on me. Dodge, parry with a club, chop with an axe. Any time I started to try a move, there’d be something else to jump out of the way of. A bite, a swing, a punch, even some ineffectual and telegraphed kicks. These were not skilled fighters by any means — they were brutes who had not been pressed in, well, likely, ever. But they were big and could use rudimentary tools. Their lack of anything resembling skill was the only thing keeping me alive.

      Finally, thankfully, I heard the thunder coming. The tromp of boots quick-marching together. The Legion appeared on the edge of the wall, lined up, and charged, leading with their long spears.

      I just moved out of the way and let the charge happen. The phalanx nearly swept the ghausegroux off in their initial charge. There was one big asshole who managed to stand his ground, but a big asshole makes a big target, and I hit the back of his head with the throwing axe. It didn’t kill him, but it distracted him long enough for the Legion to finish him off.

      I called the axe back to me, and slipped it into my belt. I felt the various injuries in my body pulling themselves back together, while I ventured to the edge and took a peek over.

      Nothing moving on the cliffside. Another successful defense.

      “Looks like we owe you a second time,” Czubakowski said.

      “Nah,” I replied, “I’m just a tourist out taking a stroll. Saw some strangers who needed directions. You guys did the hard work.”

      “You can save that for the ladies at the table,” he replied. “I saw what you did. How you did it, I have no idea, but I thank you.”

      “Why were there no alarms?”

      “I’m still trying to find out,” Czubakowski said. “I have yet to hear from either Overwatch position.”

      “Maybe they fell asleep?”

      “I might believe one of them could have fallen asleep, but both seems unlikely. Especially with how busy we have been.”

      The Legion got busy cleaning up the corpses — in this case, dragging them to the edge and pushing them over.

      “No use for them?” I asked.

      “Too close to sapient to eat, too close to beasts to have any valuables.”

      I almost asked the captain about the first thing he said, about sapience and eating. But he said it with such familiarity and surety that I knew it would be odd to ask about. It had to be something intrinsic to life here in Vuldranni. Or at least Glaton. Or, if not that, it seemed like something that I, as a person who had definitely grown up a native son of this planet, would surely know. I’d just have to remember to ask Nikolai later.

      “Are you,” I started to ask if he was going back to the dinner. But I soon realized how much cleanup work there’d have to be, as well as investigating what happened with the scouts who didn’t send out the warning. No way he’d be going back. “Never mind. I’m just— I think I’ll head back to my hotel. Take a bath there.”

      “You can take a bath at the Legion House, if you like,” he said. “Wouldn’t be any trouble.”

      “I appreciate the hospitality, but you know, I’m just going to take a stroll on my own.”

      “I’d tell you to be careful, but I doubt anyone is going to bother messing with you.” He clapped me on the shoulder, then turned and saw one of his soldiers doing something silly with a ghausegroux head. He snapped into boss-mode and marched over, yelling.

      I thought about watching a good old-fashioned dressing down of the class clown, but decided I’d rather get to a bed, see about getting some real sleep. Or more food. Or both. Maybe a midnight snack in bed.

      Regardless, given that my brain was darting all over the damn place, I decided to start walking.
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      If you’re just going by aesthetics, Osterstadt is a really nice city. It looks good. It smells good (for the most part). It feels quaint. Don’t get me wrong — it’s a big place, but it somehow seems to renounce that feeling of bigness. Instead, it’s just like a town that seems to go on and on. I know that’s partly a feeling I got because I didn’t go to many of the industrial or commercial areas. I broke my time between the governmental and high-fallootin’ neighborhoods, each of which was intentionally pretty and nice. I’m sure the slums of Osterstadt didn’t feel great.

      In fact, as I strolled through the wide-open streets and admired the well-lit homes and yellow street lamps, I remembered the hovel I’d pulled Zoey, my blacksmith, out of. I was forced to admit that, maybe, just maybe, I’d been letting the rose-colored glasses get to me.

      All that said, I was enjoying my stroll. I wasn’t overly covered in gore, just a bit of blood and saliva on me from the fight. Most of the injuries inflicted, on both sides, were blunt-force trauma, which limited the viscera spread. Maybe I didn’t actually need need a bath.

      But when I stopped at a small food cart, one of the few still going, a young woman in front of me turned around with a wrinkled nose and gave me the you-stink look. She didn’t get out of line, so I knew I wasn’t that bad. But still. probably worth a bath.

      I got a thing called a diegplysa, or something along those lines. A spicy sausage wrapped in fried dough. It was delightful.

      After three more, plus a flagon of mead, the cart-owner couldn’t help but shake her head.

      “Never seen someone like my food so before,” she said.

      She was older, but had a nice smile. A little white cap held her hair back, and he grey dress was grease stained but otherwise well-cared for.

      “It’s been a long day,” I said. “A hungry day.”

      “You been up on the wall, fightin’ with the bells?”

      I nodded as I took a bite of my diegplysa. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Got a bit of blood on you,” she said. “And your mail is showing through your doublet. More’n a few holes.”

      I looked over my clothes, and she was right. I had quite a few new holes.

      “Tough business that,” she said.

      “You’re telling me,” I said.

      She laughed again, flashing her fantastic smile. “Glad you’re still doing it though,” she said.

      “It did seem a little, uh, lightly attended. Is that new?”

      “Or a long time coming. Hard to say. I tend to keep myself out of that part of the city. Too easy to, well, it’s not great for business.”

      “You’re unique. There are tons of street vendors up by the wall these days.”

      “Only takes a single time for something to slip past the fighters—”

      “That’s happened?”

      “Oh yes. Few times. Hence why we got the Legion here.”

      She took my tankard and refilled it from a wineskin. Or, I guess, in this case, a meadskin.

      “Everything was incredible,” I said. “Thank you.”

      I got the nice smile again. I finished my bonus mead, and passed the mug back over. 

      “Get back inside soon,” she said, already pushing the cart. “There is something hunting in the darkness.”

      “You too.”

      She was going a different direction than me, so I watched her vanish into the darkness as I took the last few bites of my fried dough sausage thing. Just taking a moment to be. I relished having the a little bit of quietude, time to stargaze, and let the world flow around me. Then I was began heading south once again, uphill and upmarket.

      Not far from the square where I got my sausage, which certainly sounds like the start of an adult film, I came across another square. This one was smaller, but with a fountain in the middle. The water had been shut off, likely due to the snow, but there were more people there than anywhere I’d seen that night. One tavern seemed to be more active than all the rest — it was packed, with a crowd gathered outside. Curiosity drew me closer, and I caught strains of music. Something that was similar to a guitar, and a man’s voice singing a sweet melody. I peeked in over the crowd as best I could, and saw two men sitting on a table, playing music. Nice enough stuff that I listened for a minute from outside. Once they finished their song, I kept going. 

      But after a block or so, I just had this feeling that someone was following me. I reached out with my tremorsense, but there was a lot going on. People were still awake, so there were were not only hundreds of people moving about in the area I could sense, but a nearly uncountable number of other little things as well. Mice, rats, something that seemed like a snake. Trying to pick out footsteps of someone behind me was next to impossible. So I did the next best thing, at least as far as I could come up with. I stopped in front of the first store I came to, which was just a basic general store, and peeked inside the window. I couldn’t make out too much inside.

      Behind me, though, I saw a clear street. 

      I waited there.

      Tried to think of who might be following me. If there was something in the night hunting people, I wouldn’t really be on the top of the list as prey. Hell, I’m not even sure I’d be on the list. Unless the creature doing the hunting had a pretty warped sense of self-preservation. Which, here, in Vuldranni, that could totally be the case. I could see there being some monster that just searched out the biggest, meanest thing possible and tried to kill it. In this city, I was willing to bet I was in the top, say, ten percent of baddest things to kill. Maybe higher — I didn’t know the city that well. But I knew that I was more likely the thing to be scared of, not the other way around.

      Still nothing in the reflection.

      I sighed. Just my imagination.

      After another two blocks, I saw a man under a lamppost. Leaning there, watching me. 

      Now I could hear boots on the ground behind me. A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed there were, in fact, several men and women there, all looking pretty mean in long dark coats, hats pulled low over their eyes. Several had clubs out, a few had naked blades.

      The man in front of me, the one on the lamppost, stood up straight. He sauntered over to where I’d stopped.

      “The Hero of Osterstadt,” he said. “What a sobriquet.”

      “What a what?” I asked.

      He frowned, and looked at me.

      He seemed a bit familiar, but I couldn’t place him. With high cheekbones and an aquiline nose, he was a handsome man. He even had a perfect loop of hair peeking under his tricorn hat. His big black cloak hid his frame, but I was willing to bet he was well-muscled. It was the way he moved, with an ease about everything. There was also a scabbard under his cloak. Or, I suppose, it’s possible he had a very inflexible tail. Stranger things, right?

      “That’s the name they gave you,” he said. “The Hero of Osterstadt.”

      “I didn’t— I mean, news to me.”

      He looked over my shoulder at the people behind me. As far as I could tell, he got some sort of nod or wink from them.

      “It is you,” he said. “And you can play dumb, that’s fine. I’ve heard that you might be stupid, which would explain things. Might make it hard for things to work in your favor, but that’s the price of stupid, eh?”

      “They say stupid is like a box of chocolates.”

      That got him more than a little flummoxed. I could almost see him trying to work it out.

      I decided the best way to piss him off would be to keep walking. And he seemed like a man who needed a little pissing off. Or maybe on, I wasn’t so sure.

      As predicted, he didn’t like me leaving, and quickly moved to block my path.

      “Whatever your idiom might mean,” he continued, “you need to understand something. You have been warned and you ignored that warning. We gave you the benefit of the doubt. That, perhaps your employer was watching, that you could not back down. We don’t want to hurt anyone unless we have to.”

      He let his words linger for a second, I guess so a doof like me could absorb their meaning. Now I realized this was the guy from the first fight at the wall, the one who’d tried to threaten me but had gotten all tongue-tied.

      “You must understand,” he continued, “this is for the good of everyone involved. But, and this is very important, so please do me a favor and do your very best to not so dense for a momentL Do not get involved in the fights on the wall. Ever. Do you understand?”

      “No,” I replied, and I smiled, just to try to confuse him.

      “How am I not getting through to you?” he asked. “And why do you even care? You, a foreigner to this city, not in the Legion. Why are you helping them?”

      “Maybe because I like to fight.”

      He nodded. “Yes, well, I suppose that was certainly one avenue I did not expect. It is rare to find someone who just, likes to fight.”

      “That’s me.”

      “Evidently. So perhaps, because I am kind, and we are trying to avoid bloodshed as much as we can, I ask you to not fight there any more. Go and fight in one the catacombs. Or all of the catacombs. As far as I know, there are plenty of temples that need cleaning. And I’ve heard there’s a dungeon beneath the city. Go and fight there. But stay off the wall.”

      He nodded, and took a few steps from me.

      “Or what?” I asked.

      “Or what?” he asked in reply. “Or what? You need to know what exactly your potential punishment might be before you decide if you will agree with me?”

      “That’s usually how this works.”

      “You see, that’s the other problem. Normally, I’d just threaten you with bodily harm. Or I’d have one of my associates behind you cut your throat. Slice your calcaneal tendon and laugh as you fail at walking. But you are a tough one. You have quite the set of skills. Perhaps even some amazing abilities. I know you hide your true character sheet, that much is obvious. So I’m not sure hurting you would work, and I fear killing you would wind up causing more of my own men to get hurt in the process, and I tend to value those who follow me. So I suppose I’m left to threatening that who you swore to protect.”

      “See, I take threats to myself pretty well,” I said. “Part of the job. I get it. A professional hazard. But that’s like me saying I’m going to hurt your family. They’re not in this game of ours, are they?”

      “If you can find my family, or anything about me, I would be willing to say they are part of the game. You are just dumb enough to have your feelings on your sleeve. So that woman you are assigned to protect, the one you obviously care deeply about, the one you probably love but can never have. What a silly and stupid man you are. She is the one who will pay the price for your disobedience.”

      My hands were in fists. Someone must have noticed, because just then I felt a sharp point on the back of my neck.

      “Now now,” the man in front of me said, “it would be unseemly for the Hero of Osterstadt to strike down a citizen who was just trying to have a friendly conversation.”

      “If I kill you all, who’s to say you didn’t attack me first?”

      “Ah, to be as stupid as you. Must be quite nice, living in such a vacuous head.” He pointed up at the rooftops, where there were several smaller figures silhouetted against the low grey clouds. They waved. I waved back. “You might be able to kill us all. I have my doubts, but I also bring insurance.” 

      He snapped his fingers, and one of the figures darted off. I could hear soft footsteps as they ran across the slate tiles above.

      “Now,” he said, “do you understand? Do you see what we ask? That it is not so onerous. That you just, well, stop putting yourself in danger for some time. Or, at the very least, refrain from fighting in one part of the city. Plenty of other areas to seek your fortune in violence.”

      I didn’t have a choice right now. I nodded.

      He smiled broadly.

      “What a delight,” he said, and patted me on the shoulder as he walked by. “Enjoy your stay in Osterstadt.”

      In the space of a few heartbeats, I was alone on the street again. And irrationally angry. I stood there, as the snow started to fall again, trying to understand why this interaction pissed me off so much. Why I wanted to kill that man. I took a few deep breaths of cold air, doing my best to let go of the rage. It sort of worked. I still wanted to kill the guy, but at least now I was willing to take my time instead of going right after him. Figure out who he was, why he was so against the Legion.

      Then I’d kill him.
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      I walked a little more, enjoying the quiet the snowfall brought. That was something I always appreciated. I wanted snow. I loved winter. If there was a place of perpetual winter, I’d have probably tried to find a way to live there.
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        * * *

      

      Snow can cover a lot of things: sound, reality, the dirty bits of the world. I wanted that, here and now. I wanted a buffer between me and reality. At least for a few minutes. Because there was so much happening here, and I wasn’t smart enough to figure out why. Or even what. Something was going on, and I was sure there were connections, but I was missing all of them. I was tired of being pulled along, of blindly reacting to shit, not having any of my own agency. Even now, in Osterstadt, I was working on behalf of others. Sure, I’d made the decision to come along, but it wasn’t because I wanted to. It was because I’d been pressured into it. Maybe it was what I wanted to do.
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        * * *

      

      Lost in my own thoughts, I realized I was just meandering, and had definitely lost my way. I was in a square I’d never been in before. There was a statue of a man mounted on a horse. The horse had one leg raised, and the man had his arm lifted high, holding up what seemed like an axe. I walked up to the statue to look at the plaque on the base. 

      Janus Leth. 

      That was it. No bit of history about him. No reason why the statue was there, or what the man had done to deserve a statue. It was well done — the sculptor did an impressive job on the horse. A little too anatomically correct, but who was I to judge?

      “Look at what we have here,” came a sing-song sort of voice behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw five young men strolling together. They were slight, and pretty, wearing obvious finery.

      “Gents,” I said, and kept walking.

      “He’s a big one, isn’t he?” said one of the men to the others.

      I turned to get a better look. The one in front, the one who’d been doing the talking, was blonde. He had a delicate face, and was thin in a way where I doubted he’d ever had to do work. Even from the distance, in the mild glow of the city’s lights bouncing off the grey clouds and scattered among the snow, I could see his complexion was perfect. 

      Next to blondie was a dark-haired young man with dimples and a wide smile. Like his buddy, he too seemed to have a body devoid of muscle. 

      Third was a stern-looking fellow. His face angular and severe, not smiling like his friends. He had piercing eyes that bounced around the square. I had no idea what he was looking for.

      The shortest among the group had the biggest smile, but it wasn’t a friendly thing. It was the smile of mischief, of joy through other’s pain. He looked like the chief bad-guy friend in an 80s teen movie, eager to please and ready to laugh at blondie’s jokes. 

      The last dude was the biggest. Still not that big — he was at least a head shorter than me, but his shoulders were broad. He had just the hint of a mustache under his big nose.  

      All of them wore fancy clothes and plenty of jewels. And not much in the way of cloaks or coats or mantles. They had pale skin, but dark red lips. I would’ve thought them just young drunk men. But they had a serious swagger to their walk, like they owned the night. And I was a trespasser.

      Blondie continued to close in on me.

      “He is quite large,” came the short bootlicker’s assurance. 

      I gave them a little wan smile, but kept walking. I didn’t need to get in a fight with some rich assholes.

      “Oh dear,” Dark Hair said, “I think he might be trying to get away.”

      “Do stop, big man,” Blondie called out.

      “I don’t think he is going to stop,” one of them said, in that stupidly playful singsong way.

      “You don’t want me to stop,” I called out over my shoulder.

      “Does he threaten us?” Blondie said in mock shock.

      I shook my head, just wanting to be rid of them. But they were filled with the immortality of youth and the invulnerability of wealth. You know, annoying as all fuck. 

      “I believe he threatens us,” Tall, Dark, and Stupid said.

      “Boys,” I said, turning around to face the five of them, only to see that one of them had taken his liberty of us. Down to four. It seemed like the short sycophant had scampered off. “I’ve had a really long day, and I’m not in the mood for playing. Okay?”

      “Playing he says,” the blonde one said to his buddies, laughing at the implication. “He wants to play with us.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m trying to avoid,” I replied. “I don’t want to play. I’d just like to go home, get some sleep, have a nice day tomorrow.”

      “He thinks he’ll see tomorrow,” came a voice behind me, much closer than comfortable. 

      I’d found Shortie. He was leaning on a wall behind me.

      I sighed. 

      “You really don’t want to do this, boys,” I said. 

      “But we do,” said Blondie, clearly the leader. “A big one like you will feed us for a week.”

      The stern serious one in the back shook his head. “The Master would not want this,” he said. “It is too brazen.”

      “And he is too cautious,” shot back Blondie. “This one will feed us for a week.”

      “Hold up a minute,” I said, stepping closer to Blondie. “The Master? Is there, I mean, can you take me to him?”

      “I don’t think the Master appreciates visits from food,” Blondie said.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder, a grip that was surprisingly strong. Fingers dug deep into my deltoid.

      “It would seem I get first bite,” Bootlicker said, his voice right behind my ear.

      “Okay, but I warned you,” I said.

      All of them chuckled, all except the serious one. He looked, well, serious.

      First, I shot my head back, and I felt Bootlicker’s nose and lower face crunch against my unyielding skull.

      Then, I grabbed his hand and pulled as hard as I could. I threw him over my shoulder and into the nearest wall.

      He groaned.

      “The big one has teeth,” Blondie said. 

      Tall, Dark and Stupid swaggered in my direction, looking me up and down like a piece of meat.

      “I bet you think you are the strongest in the world,” he said, “with all your bulging muscles. But you look like a peasant. And like a peasant, you are dumb. And you know nothing.”

      He reached blindingly fast, and grabbed onto my neck, and squeezed. Hard. I blinked, trying to figure out exactly where this guy was getting his strength from, because there were no fucking muscles anywhere on him.

      With my right hand, I grabbed him by his neck and lifted him off the ground, one-handed. Which felt pretty badass. My left hand grabbed his wrist, and I wrenched it around. 

      Bones snapped, problem solved. He was no longer strangling me.

      His eyes went wide. Then wider as I started squeezing his windpipe closed.

      “Perhaps a glamour?” he wheezed out.

      I felt a tingling settle over my person. It felt gross, tight. So I shook it off, literally. Shaking my head, and gritting my teeth. Part of me, a big part, wanted to say something pithy, but I didn’t have anything to say.

      Instead, I threw Tall, Dark and Stupid to the ground and gave his chest a solid kick. Then I reset, thinking that maybe his buddies might see what’d happened and decide messing me with wasn’t worth it.

      Nope.

      Blondie’s eyes seemed curious, but he still had his stupid smile plastered across his face. 

      “You are intriguing,” he said. “Not rising above the level of food, but still--”

      A hand shot out and grabbed my neck, feeling like an iron noose. I saw the sadistic smile of Bootlicker open up, revealing big fangs.

      “Vampires?” I eked out through my quickly-crunching trachea. “I hate vampires.”

      But, again, it was a pretty easy maneuver to get out of. Reach back, grab hold of the dude’s head, and then throw him over my shoulder.

      Oddly, though, it was Bootlicker once again flying through the air to crunch against the building.

      Blondie then moved through the space at speed, a blur. I had no time to even think of a proper defense before he pushed me over, on top of me like a beast, crouching on my chest and showing off his teeth.

      I punched him in the side of the face, and he fell onto the rocks.

      Tall, Dark and Stupid was back on his feet, and coming for me. The stout dude was still trying to get his sword out of his scabbard. A truly depressing display of martial prowess.

      Clearly these vampires had healing properties to rival, or best, my own. So I decided the best course of action was extreme violence. Tall, Dark and Stupid was just charging me. Sure, he was supernaturally fast, but he was also remarkably dumb. I sidestepped, and extended my foot a little. He tripped, and since he had a whole lot of momentum, he plowed into the ground hard enough that he left pieces of himself behind on the cobblestones.

      Blondie was still trying to get to his feet, I grabbed him by the back of the head, and using all the strength I could muster, slammed him, face-first, into the wall.

      The wall shook and went inward, the stones shifting ever so much. They did not, however move quite as much as Blondie’s beautiful face. It was now a mixture of flat and jelly. 

      He moaned, but I could already see things starting to stitch back together.

      I roared with disapproval, and used my knee to pin his body to the wall. Then I got both hands around Blondie’s head. 

      Bootlicker took this moment to try his same move once again, reaching around my neck and trying to choke me out.

      I ignored him for the time being, and instead focused on pulling. Every fiber of my being was working on pulling. There was certainly some resistance, especially because each tiny tear was almost instantly healed. But finally, after I gave every effort I had, I was dutifully rewarded.

      I ripped Blondie’s head off, and used said head to smash into Bootlicker.

      Bootlicker tried to bite my neck, but I got an arm in the way. When his fangs bit down, they went into my forearm.

      I flexed, and pulled away.

      His fine fangs went with it, in a shower of black ichor.

      The vampire made a plaintive sort of mew, and felt at his ruined mouth.

      I shot my fist in a quick jab, and found that my fist went into the spot where his mouth had been.

      Then I opened my hand, grabbed his jaw from the inside, and then painted the wall with his head until there was nothing left. 

      It was gross enough that even I paused.

      A sword cut at me. Stout had entered the battle, swinging wildly and slicing into my upper arm. The sword clanged off my bone. That hurt, but it also stopped his momentum. He didn’t seem to know what to do next.

      Tall, Dark was still trying to get himself up, Stern was just moving into the shadows, and Bootlicker was slowly healing despite my hand still being in his mouth.

      I threw Bootlicker at Stout.

      He put his hands up, leaving the sword in my left arm.

      A quick pull, and my blood was everywhere. The vampires stopped everything, eyes wide as they dropped to the ground, trying to lap up my blood as it ran across the ground.

      I shook my head. That just made things easy.

      Three slices, and three more heads were on the ground.

      Four heads.

      Stern squeaked, and then turned to run. 

      I jumped across the open area and grabbed his cloak, pulling back firmly.

      His legs kept going, but his torso stayed put.

      Sure it was a bit of a stooges move, but he slammed onto the ground, and the breath left him.

      “You will leave,” I said, “when Montgomery Northwoods tells you to leave.”

      I slammed the sword through his cloak in between two cobblestones, ignored his whimpering, and went back to look at the mess I’d made.
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      Four bodies. Four heads. Plus a lot of viscera mixing together. I was not looking forward to trying to explain this. My arm hurt. I looked down to see vampire fangs still embedded. I pulled them out and put them into my coin purse. Was it a little gross? Yes. Did I do it anyway? Also yes. They seemed like something that might come in handy some day. 

      I did a quick roll of the bodies, getting whatever loot I could from them. Each time I finished a body, I looked over at the young man I’d caught. He wasn’t even trying to escape. He seemed perfectly miserable, but willing to accept whatever punishment I might mete out. 

      Interestingly enough, no one was looking out their windows. No one had even opened their shutters. No guard boots tromping on the cobblestones.  If I was a murderer — I mean, in this exact case if I was a murderer, there’d be nothing to stop me. It was too easy. Was this purely a product of fear? Were people so afraid they wouldn’t report an obvious fight? I mean, I understood that this world didn’t have something as simple as dialing 911 — you’d need to send a runner or something. Ring a bell. But not even taking a peek? 

      There wasn’t a ton of loot on the bodies. They were certainly wealthy fuckers, but they were out for a stroll and a quick bite in their home town, it’s not like they’d be taking their heirloom magical items with them. Just a bit of coin and some rings.

      And then there was the top prize of the night, one whimpering man-child. 

      I walked over to him, and I knelt so that we were eye to eye.

      “Are you crying?” I asked, more than a little surprised.

      He nodded, and redoubled his tears.

      “Uh,” I started, “can you stop and, I don’t know, talk?”

      He shook his head.

      “Do you think I’m going to kill you?”

      He nodded.

      “And you’d rather stay a vampire forever?”

      “I’m not a vampire!” he cried out, his voice breaking. 

      I started to have my doubts about him. He was younger than I thought. 

      “How old are you?” I asked.

      “Thirteen,” he said.

      “You totally looked older than that,” I said. 

      “Richard wouldn’t let the Master turn me yet,” he whimpered.

      “You mind explaining that last part again?”

      “Richard said I was too young, that I needed to become more of a man before I received the gift the Master was willing to bestow. But I wanted to become one, I wanted the power—”

      “Have you met the Master?”

      “No.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “No.”

      “You just knew about him.”

      “Yes.”

      I stood up, put my hands on my hips, and looked at the mess I’d made. Both in the physical and metaphorical senses. I had a kid here with me. A kid who was covered in snot and crying because I had rather viciously beheaded his friends. Which made me wonder how old they were.

      “How old was Richard?” I asked.

      That made the kid cry more. Maybe I should have been a bit more gentle, or, you know, not used the past tense.

      “Come on, kid,” I said, a little rough because it had a been a long day. “Get your shit together and let’s have a chat or I’m going to have to do something you won’t like.”

      He cried harder.

      I was not the right person to deal with the boy. I mean, for obvious decapitation-type reasons, but also because I wasn’t exactly, uh, kind-hearted and easy to talk to. I needed Eliza. She’d get him to open up. Thing was, I couldn’t exactly leave the bodies where they were, and I also couldn’t bring four corpses to Osterstadt’s finest inn. 

      Down the street about a hundred feet, I saw a cart. A little thing that looked like it was most often used for moving goods. I mean, obviously. It wasn’t overly big, just sort of larger than a wheelbarrow but smaller than a wagon. It’d work.

      I grabbed it and pushed it over to where the bodies were. A quick bit of work, and I had four headless corpses piled inside. And then, you know, four heads piled on top of that. 

      “Let’s go,” I said, pulling out the sword and hauling the kid to his feet. I gave him a quick look over, seeing if he’d do anything besides stand there, sobbing. “Don’t even think about running.”

      He shook his head, and then wiped his snotty nose.

      I sighed, and started pushing the cart.
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      No one stopped us, or even really paid attention to me. I suppose it was just another ordinary sight, someone pushing a cart of bodies through the night. While a kid followed, crying softly. But it’s not like there were a ton of people out, and most everyone I saw had their head down, keeping their attention to themselves. There was an atmosphere of fear, pervasive and nearly overwhelming.

      Somehow, the snow falling made everything more intense, dropping a sense of foreboding around every corner. And made me feel more like a dude doing dirty deeds. Which I was. But I wanted to feel like the hero, not the skulking villain. And yet, there I was, skulking about the streets, carting bodies to the Imperial House. 

      The area in front of the Imperial House was remarkably well lit, even this far into the night, and plenty of Legion soldiers stood guard. Maybe even more than during the day. And these guys were burly, serious soldiers, not bored city guards.

      I moved slowly with the cart, not wanting to spook anyone into a fight. Of course, as soon as it became clear I wasn’t just moving along, that I wanted to go into the Imperial House, the soldiers pulled swords, leveled spears, and approached.

      “State your business,” one of the soldiers barked out, “or lose your head.”

      “Got a delivery for the Viceroy,” I said.

      This didn’t go over well with them, as ten of the soldiers continued to move on me, weapons starting to come awfully close.

      “You, boy,” the speaking soldier said, “what’s in the cart?”

      The boy just quailed, starting to move away.

      I grabbed his cloak, and pulled him closer.

      “Let the boy go,” the soldier said.

      “Can’t do that, I’m afraid,” I replied. “He’s part of the package for the Viceroy.”

      The soldiers surrounded the two of us, and the lead guy peered over the lip of the cart.

      He saw the bodies.

      I knew he would. I was just hoping for a slightly better response.

      His face went pale, well, paler, and he got his sword right up to my throat.

      “What is this madness?” he asked.

      “Vampires,” I said. “They attacked me—”

      The point of the sword went into my throat. I could feel blood running down my neck.

      “Silence,” the soldier said. He glanced over his shoulder, “Fetch the mancer on duty.”

      The guards exchanged looks, which made me think this was a remarkably odd request. 

      “Now!” the head soldier yelled.

      One of the other soldiers ran inside.

      “You best be telling the truth here,” the leader said, “or your head will join those in the cart.”

      “If I’m lying, I’m dying,” I replied with a nod and a smile. “Got it.”

      He did not seem placated, so we waited in a tenuous silence. He did, however, pull the sword back just a little, so I wasn’t, you know, being injured. 

      “So, been here long?” I asked.

      “Silence,” the guard replied.

      “Okay then.”

      It took a few minutes before the runner guard returned. An older man in robes wiped sleep from his eyes as he followed. 

      The robed man had long grey hair tied in a loose pony tail. He had quite a bit of scruff on his face, like he hadn’t really committed to a beard, but also didn’t want to shave every day. Small spectacles sat pertly on his large nose, which dominated his rather thin face. He got close to the cart, then adjusted his spectacles before leaning over and looking inside.

      “Hrm,” he said.

      “Well?” the lead guard asked.

      “What?”

      “What are they?”

      “Dead. Quite obviously. Very dead. You can tell because the heads--“

      “What are they, mancer?”

      “Beyond dead?”

      “Yes!”

      “I daresay they are beheaded. Is that what you are looking for?”

      “No. I want to know what they are? Human? Elf? What?”

      “I think they were human at one point.”

      “And now?”

      “Dead.”

      “He wants to know—” I started, but the guard pushed his sword back into my neck.

      “I want an unbiased opinion,” Lead Guard said. “And right now, it’s looking like you murdered four young men.”

      The old mancer harrumphed, and did a little whirl of his hands, kind of like screwing a light bulb in. It produced a soft light that floated in the air. 

      He peered at the bodies again, taking more time to really look at them. He moved his light closer and let it follow him around so he could pierce the darkness. Then he poked at the corpses, and, finally, put his finger into one of their mouths.

      This made the lead guard blanche visibly and shake his head. He was not ready for such a grotesque display.

      The mancer chuckled to himself, and waved his hand. The light vanished, and the bodies twinkled ever so slightly for a moment.

      “Vampire,” he said, nodding. “Young ones. Turned, maybe, within the month. Maybe two at the outside. You had better get the heads farther from the bodies though. They’ll start pulling together before daylight.”

      “Told you,” I said.

      “You slew these?” the mancer asked, glancing over at me. His eyebrows were so bushy they kept his spectacles from sitting properly up against his eyes. 

      “I did.”

      “Any reason one of them appears to have been beheaded by a method other than a blade?” he asked.

      “I got angry,” I replied.

      He gave me an appraising look, then shrugged before starting back for the Imperial House.

      I think we were all a little stunned by his rather blasé response to the bodies.

      “Maybe time to get the Viceroy?” I asked.

      The lead guard gulped, but he did sheathe his sword. “I was just—”

      “You were obeying orders,” I finished for him. “Being careful. I get it. I just want to get this kid and these bodies inside safely before someone comes and sees them. Or the kid takes off running.”

      “Or the heads reattach,” called the mancer over his shoulder. “Imagine it might be annoying to have to decapitate them twice.”

      “Good point,” I called back.

      “Come,” the lead soldier said, “bring the cart around back. There’s a service entrance. I don’t want to bring them in the front.”
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      It was a good thing we brought the cart in through the back. I didn’t expect the vampires to leak much because, you know, dead, but that was my mistake. Vile, pungent black fluid dripped through the gaps in the cart, and we left a pretty nasty trail along the stone floor. One of the two guards following us slipped. 

      There was a bit of yelling about who was responsible for cleaning the mess up, and then we were shunted into a storage room. It was slightly more than a glorified closet, but not by much. Just a stone room with a few glowstone lanterns hanging from the ceiling. There was a heavy door as the entrance, and I didn’t miss that they locked me and the boy in with the bodies.

      He leaned against one of the walls, before sliding down it, and putting his head in his hands.

      “Kid,” I said, walking over to him after taking a quick peek at the bodies to make sure the heads weren’t moving, “I know you said you wanted to be turned. I can understand that, to a point. It probably looks glamorous, being a vampire. Being strong, being fast. Having power. But there’s a real dark side to being a vampire. Did you, uh, I mean, were you involved in, uh, feeding? Did you help kill anyone?”

      He shook his head.

      “This was my first time out with them since,” he started, but then stopped and shook his head. “I saw them, or, uh, heard them eating tonight, but I didn’t, I wasn’t with them while that was happening.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “Watching for people. The guard. Making sure they were, making sure Richard wasn’t discovered.”

      “So you’re probably in the clear. I don’t make these rules, but there’s a good chance you’ll get a stern talking to, and then they’ll send you home to your parents.”

      “Where I have to tell my father that his first born is a vampire. And dead.”

      “Was a vampire.”

      His puffy eyes snapped to mine, and I saw nothing but hate contained with them.

      “Sorry,” I said, and moved to the other side of the room.

      I leaned against the wall, and checked out my notifications.

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Vampire (lvl 14 Vampire).

      You’ve earned 1500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

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

      You’ve earned 1200 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Vampire (lvl 20 Vampire).

      You’ve earned 1550 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Vampire (lvl 18 Vampire).

      You’ve earned 1400 xp! What a mighty hero you are.

      

      Not a whole lot of new information, except that I found it interesting that their Choices were Vampire. I hadn’t really expected their race, if you want to call it that, to overrule their Choice.. I took a peek at the sword, and it looked like a sword. I wished I had Bear with me. Or that I still had clean access to the identify spell. I needed to find some sort of ring of identification or something. Depending on Bear to cast such a basic spell was foolish.

      I wasn’t sure how long it took before Léon finally came down to the storage room, but I had definitely gotten bored and it seemed like the kid had finished crying when the lock clicked over, and three men walked into the room. Léon, the head soldier guy from outside, and the old mancer.

      Léon’s eyebrows went up when he saw me.

      “I should have known it was you,” he said, but he did have half a smile on his face. 

      “You know him?” the soldier asked.

      “Yes, Mont—”

      “—gomery Northwoods,” I finished for the Viceroy. “Soldier with the Northwoods family.”

      “Ah,” the soldier said, and nodded. “Sergeant Berowne Agrippa, at your service.”

      He gave me a polite head bow, and I did the same back.

      “Seems like I’ve found your nighttime prowler problem,” I said, walking Léon over to the bodies. “Vampires.”

      “Yes,” the Viceroy said, looking down at the bodies and then swallowing hard, doing his damndest not to vomit over the vampires. “They are, uh, fresh.” He leaned in closer, and pushed one of the heads over so he could look at the face.

      “I also caught one of the, uh, well,” I couldn’t really figure out a good way to introduce the kid, “this guy was, uh, I  think he might be related to one of the, uh, vampires.”

      Léon glanced over at the kid, then back at the vampire corpses, and back to the kid.

      “Shit,” he said softly. “Coleville.”

      The kid nodded.

      “So this body is Richard Coleville,” Léon said.

      The kid nodded.

      “And you’re Androwe?” 

      Another nod.

      “Mont, uh, gomery, you are certainly making things, well—”

      “Exciting?” I offered.

      I got a dark look in return.

      “Shall I burn the bodies?” the mancer asked, a little too eager.

      “No,” Léon snapped. “We need to keep them in this state so that the Colevilles can come see what their son became when they undoubtedly accuse us of murdering their first-born.”

      “Ah,” the mancer said, “makes a certain degree of sense. Though, you will want to separate the heads a bit more.”

      “Hey,” I said, “possible solution: just put the heads back on the bodies, and boom, they’re back to being vampires.”

      “Not exactly,” the mancer said. “It is more that they become, well, feral. Extremely violent and aggressive. It is highly unlikely they would return to their, uh, prime vampiric state.”

      “Oh. Yeah, that sounds worse. So let’s not do that.”

      “Although, I would like to see it. I’ve never seen the results of something like this. I’ve only seen vampires once before, so any amount of studying is absolute gravy for me.”

      “Calm down there, Bernardo,” Léon said. “No one is studying these corpses. They are going to be preserved overnight, or until such time as their families come to get them. We will just keep the heads separate.”

      The mancer shrugged, and made his way out of the room as if he had better things to do.

      “Put the boy in a cell room with a guard,” Léon said to the sergeant. “And keep someone here with bodies. I will escort Master Northwoods from the building.” 

      The sergeant nodded, grabbed the kid by the collar, and hauled him to his feet. He pulled the kid out of the room and not so gently led him down the hall. A soldier stationed outside, peeked into the room. 

      Léon pointed inside.”Make sure these bodies don’t move.”

      “Yes, sir,” Agrippa said, looking somewhere between confused and concerned. Regardless, he stepped inside the room and put his attention on the bodies.

      Then I walked out with Léon.

      He took me through the halls to the service entrance, and I saw some soldiers scrubbing the floor. I felt a little bad, but made sure not to say anything. 

      Once outside, in the snowfall, we went a few yards from the entrance. Léon pulled his cloak around him tight, and shook his head.

      “This is a right mess you made,” he said.

      “I made?” I replied. “Me? I didn’t do anything. They tried to eat me.”

      “And you killed them.”

      “I did. What would you prefer? Leave them on the streets to eat other people?”

      “I would prefer if the sons of the wealthiest families in Osterstadt weren’t vampires.”

      “I mean, yeah. I’d prefer that too. But—”

      “But they were. And you did what you had to do. I understand that. I’m just trying to find my way through this mess, Montana.”

      “Montgomery.”

      “Yes. Right. Apologies, I am a little stressed.”

      “But at least we know what’s hunting people in the night? Right?”

      “Knowing we have vampires and not having vampires are quite separate things. And far apart.”

      “Okay, but aren’t there, like, things we can do to keep vampires at bay?”

      “Cutting their heads off seems to work pretty well.”

      “What about garlic?”

      “You want to eat them?”

      “I don’t think they’d taste very good—”

      “Hence the garlic,” Léon said. 

      “I thought they were afraid of garlic.”

      “Why would they be afraid of garlic? Who would be afraid of garlic?”

      “I don’t know. Why would silver hurt them?”

      “Purity. Magical elementalism of silver.”

      “Okay, well, is there magic to garlic?”

      “Only in making sure first kisses don’t turn to second ones.”

      “Let’s forget garlic then. Running water?”

      “What?”

      “Isn’t that a thing? That vampires can’t cross running water?”

      He gave me a look like I was a fucking idiot.

      “Wrong on that count as well. I’m skipping over crosses, does sunlight even kill them?”

      “As far as I know, that depends largely on how long they have been turned, and how powerful they are.”

      “More powerful ones can day-walk?”

      “No, the other way around. The more power they have, the less light they are able to tolerate. But my knowledge of vampires is not exactly robust. Oddly, not a topic I’ve been fond of searching out. I tend to shy away from monsters; they tend to disrupt my delicate sensibilities.”

      “I can understand that. I can’t say that I’m super keen on monsters either. Despite, I mean, all the interactions I have with them. Usually pretty violent.”

      “You are good at violence though,” he said wistfully. “I am not. All of those skills seemed to go to my sister.”

      “I’m sure you’ve got plenty of good skills.”

      “I do, but they aren’t monster-based.”

      “Right, but that’s why you find people with those skills you don’t have. Like that monster hunter fellow. Is he on the way here? Or is he here?”

      “As far as I know, he is still in transit.”

      “Okay, well, then, what are we thinking as far as next steps here, vis-a-vis the Vampires?”

      “As much as it pains me, I’ll need to get one of my interrogators to chat with the young man in there, find out what he knows. And then, tell you, I suppose. In many ways, this issue depends on the spread of the curse. How many vampires we are dealing with. Have they infected most of the town or just some? Are these lads the first or the most recent? There are—”

      “You have interrogators?”

      “This is not a vacation post, Master Northwoods,” he said. “I have plenty of nefarious resources at my command. Did you not see the Legion awaiting my orders? They are soldiers, you know?”

      “I do know that.”

      “Yes, there are those who are skilled in the arts of interrogation who work for me.”

      “You’re not going to torture the kid, are you?”

      “No,” he said quickly, then paused, and looked away. “Probably won’t be necessary.”

      “He’s, like, thirteen.”

      “And he knows about the vampires who are, no doubt, busy feasting their way through my citizens. I would prefer to have those citizens alive and healthy rather than keep this boy’s innocence intact.”

      “Okay, that sounds vulgar.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Good.”

      “That said, I expect to speak to you on the morrow. I take it you are willing to be involved in Osterstadt’s eradication effort?”

      “Of course. It’s the whole reason I’m here.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest by Léon Glaton:

      Eradicate the Vampire Menace from Osterstadt

      Destroy the growing nest of vampires within the city of Osterstadt.

      Reward for success: XP, Vampire Slayer Indicium

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      Interesting timing for that quest. Gave me a little bit of a pause since I thought that was already the quest I was on. But no matter — I accepted the quest. I needed all the XP I could get, and I wanted to get my level up there.

      “Thank you, Montgomery. I fear what would be happening here if you hadn’t arrived.”

      “Things are definitely weird here.”

      “That they are,” he said. “And likely just getting weirder.”

      He patted me on the shoulder, and then walked back inside the Imperial House.

      I waited there a moment, just trying to let the world resume around me, and started, once more, back to the inn.
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      This time, I managed a walk through Osterstadt unmolested. No one followed me. No one talked to me. It was the rare, uneventful stroll. The night desk clerk looked up when I walked in, and gave me a quick once-over, but as soon as his eyes landed on the Northwoods crest, he smiled. 

      “Good evening,” he said. 

      “Yeah, good evening to you,” I replied. We were the only ones awake in the downstairs area. 

      “Is there anything you need?” he asked.

      “I’m good,” I said. “And, uh, my mistress is as well. Just, uh, heading up.”

      “Lovely,” he said, and returned to his book. 

      I wondered, as I walked up the stairs next to the desk, if the security guards who’d been outside during the day were somewhere during the night as well. I hadn’t seen them anywhere. I made a mental note to check on that.

      Opening the door, I tried to be as quiet as can be, thinking I’d slip through the sitting area to my sleeping room and not bother anyone.

      Bit silly, considering Eliza and Priscilla were awake and playing cards at the table.

      Eliza looked over as I opened the door and smiled.

      “Ah, my bodyguard returns,” she said. “It was a most exciting display you put on for us on the wall fighting those, what were there?”

      “First or second?”

      “Second.”

      “Ghausegroux.”

      “Quite the beasts and the show, though I wish you’d been a bit more talkative during dinner.”

      “A dinner I didn’t really get to eat,” I replied.

      “To be honest, you missed little.”

      “I’m glad?” I said.

      I dropped onto the couch, and my unsheathed sword went right through the upholstery and stuck into the floor beneath.

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Couch (lvl 2 furnishing).

      You’ve earned 2 xp! What a mighty hero you are.

      

      Ha, game. Ha.

      “Shit,” I said, standing up and pulling the sword free. Feathers came with it, and fluttered around the room.

      “Honestly Montgomery,” Priscilla said, watching the feathers with a distinct frown on her face.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t—  the sword is new.”

      “It would seem you need a scabbard,” Eliza said, and she put a card down on the table. “Also, Priscilla. I win.”

      Priscilla cursed under her breath and started gathering the cards up.

      I put the sword over by the door, where I could grab it if needed, and then sat back down on the couch. Which sent another, larger set of feathers out into the air.

      “Right,” I said, letting the feathers fall where they may, “just that sort of a day.”

      “Quite,” Eliza said, watching Priscilla deal the cards. “I’m sure you were looking forward to sleep, despite the fact you never actually seem to do it, but you are needed back home.”

      “Home?”

      “That place we were before here?”

      “Ah,” I said, finally realizing she wasn’t going to say Coggeshall out loud. “How do you know?”

      She mimed writing, and I wondered how she’d gotten a letter that quickly. And then it dawned on me that paired journals were a thing, and, well, that’s how.

      “I don’t suppose you know how I’m getting home?” I asked.

      She smiled, stood up, and handed me a slip of folded paper, then looked back at the table. “Were you dealing from the bottom of the deck?” Eliza asked Priscilla.

      “I would never,” Priscilla replied, and yet, she gathered the cards up and began shuffling them.

      I read over the paper. I was to get picked up from the top of the Zothys temple at the stroke of midnight. I moved over to the window and peeked outside. The clock on the other side of the street told me I was probably going to be late.

      “Shit,” I said, “I have to run. You know why I’ve been called home?”

      “Isn’t this your first scheduled check in with your chancellor and the like,” she asked, looking over her new hand. “Have you forgotten, or have you just been so enamored with Osterstadt you were hoping not to return to Coggeshall?”

      I snapped my fingers as I tried to jog my memory. It was entirely possible Nikolai and I had set up a schedule of returns trips to Coggeshall and I just hadn’t been paying attention at the time. In fact, it sounded like a very Nikolai thing to have done.

      Shit.

      “Fuck. I did agree to regular meetings. I had an interesting night out on the town,” I said, grabbing what things of mine I didn’t have on my person and getting ready to go.

      “Drinking or whoring?” she asked, still putting nearly all her attention on her cards.

      I blinked a few times, more than a little shocked by that reply. 

      “I feared you’d been taken to celebrate another victory with the Legion. They are well-known for their ribald adventures.”

      “I was attacked by vampires,” I said. “I killed them. But now we know what the Master is. A fucking vampire.”

      Eliza looked stunned, eyes wide in disbelief. 

      “Vampires?” she asked. “I don’t— I mean, it’s been quite some— are you sure?”

      I reached into my money pouch and pulled out the vampire fangs, then tossed them across the table. They rolled over to her like the worst set of grotesque novelty dice.

      “Pretty sure,” I said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I stormed out of the room, snagging the sword on my way past, and pointedly ignoring Eliza’s calls to me.
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      I made it to the temple before midnight. Not much before, but it was before.

      While the easiest way to the roof might’ve been knocking on the door and climbing a bunch of stairs, I didn’t feel like being guilted into killing any undead in the crypts below just so I could stand on the roof. Instead, I climbed the walls. Which was a bit of a workout, but also, a bit of fun.

      Standing there, on the roof, in the snow and the wind, it occurred to me how much I wasn’t a fan of standing on high roofs in the snow and the wind. Partially because I was sure that if I didn’t have the sure-footed ability Art of Movement I’d have slipped off and splatted on the ground. Mainly because it was miserable hanging out up there, waiting for whatever was going to happen. 

      What did happen was fucking terrifying. A huge fuck-off bird appeared almost on top of me, descending out of the clouds. Without stopping, he grabbed me with his big fuck-off talons and carried me into the night. Air Fritz. A terrible way to fly.

      Thankfully, after screaming at him for a bit (and biting him), he landed outside the city and let me climb on his back. 

      I tucked myself down into his feathers as far as I could go, and then let myself slip into a fitful sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke while tumbling down from a roc’s back and onto the ground.

      Not the best way to wake up.

      I popped up on my feet easily enough, but I expected to be within the safe and comfortable confines of Coggeshall. And I was not.

      Instead, I was far to the north of our town walls, standing outside the construction taking place at the lake. In the time I’d been gone, a full-on work camp had sprung up. Rows of neatly-spaced tents lined the shore. Perfectly organized piles of supplies sat over to one side, next to a spot where those in charge had drawings pinned to a table, and could oversee the construction in the lake.

      Then there was the construction itself. A wall had been built all the way across the lake. Well, calling it a wall was a little, um, enthusiastic. Right now it was just a bunch of stone arches. But you could see what direction it was headed in: big-ass wall that let water through. I remembered Lee and the rest worrying over that — how to make sure the wall didn’t turn into a dam. We needed water to continue to flow, without providing a means for easy entrance by our enemies. 

      I spotted Lee walking over to me with a canteen in one hand and what looked like a donut in the other. 

      “Morning,” he said, squinting against the sunlight coming over the eastern mountains. “Didn’t think you’d get here quite so quickly.”

      “Fritz,” I said, brushing my pants off. “The dude makes quick work of travel. Is that a donut?”

      He held it up for my inspection, and despite it missing a few bites, there was no mistaking it was, in fact, a donut.

      “Where’d that come from?” I asked.

      “Kobolds,” Lee said. “They follow directions remarkably well. I remembered this recipe from my favorite donut place in Fremont. Got to be enough of a regular that they gave the recipe, swore me to secrecy, but I think it’s probably okay to spread the secret here. Anyway, you give those kobolds a recipe, precise orders and the like, they do very well with it. Give them a little leeway for originality, that’s where things get, well, interesting. Either way, has me seriously excited to see what we’ll be able to build with them.”

      “I’m glad someone is excited about them.”

      “Give the locals a little more time. They’ll come around.”

      “Not to be, you know, a dick, but why am I here?” I asked. “I doubt it’s because you want me to bless your arches, cool though they may be.”

      “That’s just the start of things,” Lee said, a little annoyed.

      “I would hope so. Is it, I mean, is building going well?”

      “Well enough. I wouldn’t exactly choose to build in a lake — there are certainly more challenges doing things that way than, well, just about any other. But it’s reasonably flat and the stone is solid all the way down. Really hard stuff, hence why it hasn’t been eroded quite as much as the other stone around here.”

      “You mean by the water?”

      “Wind, water, whatever. The lakebed, once you get past the deep silt, is basically bedrock.”

      “That’s good.”

      “It’s good and bad. Good because it’s the right sort of stuff to make a foundation on, bad because it’s hard as all get out and it’s slow going. Even Essie has been hard pressed to work her geomancy on the stuff. Just doesn’t want to cooperate. But I think it’ll be worth it in the end.”

      “All this sounds fantastic. Just—”

      “I get it, my good lord duke. You’re not here to check on the fort, you’re here to see what’s on the other side of the fort.”

      “Shit.”

      “Maybe.”

      I nodded, and started walking toward the lake. Lee matched me step for step.

      “How are the rolegurdaüdi doing?” I asked. I peered through the arches, trying to see what was on the other side of the soon-to-be-wall.

      “Good,” Lee said. “As far as I can tell, they ask where you are and when you’re coming back. Probably want to touch base with them.”

      “Are they helping?”

      Lee was quiet a minute as we walked, then finally answered. “Help might not be the word I’d use. I think they’re trying to help. And they certainly handle security better than most anything I could imagine. Plenty of dead goblins laid at their feet. And no one wants to get out of line and face one of them.”

      “But?”

      “Well, they try to help with the building.”

      “And?”

      “They’re like toddlers. Who can rip a man in half. Accidentally.”

      “Have they?’

      “No, but they’ve knocked over plenty of walls.”

      “I bet they enjoy that, right?”

      “The first few times. But then I think they realized we weren’t happy with them. They’re eager to please.”

      “It’s not at all what I expected from them. They seemed, I mean—”

      “Monstrous.”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s hard to imagine them being that way. I mean, after my interactions with them at least.”

      “Should we bring them back to Coggeshall with us?”

      “I’ve been trying to decide that one way or the other.”

      “And?”

      “I think it depends a whole lot on who’s out here with them. Gotta be someone who can keep their attention, and stay on their good side.”

      I scratched my head, wishing I had a beard to stroke. It gave me something to do while I was busy thinking. Not like it made me smarter, but at least I had something to do with my hands. 

      “I’ll keep it under advisement,” I said. 

      Then, just like that, we were close enough to the lake that I could see through to the valley on the other side. 

      Horses and a rudimentary camp.

      “Is that an army?” I asked.

      “You’ll probably need to get closer to really see what’s there.”

      “Why don’t you just tell—”

      “Because we called you back to deal with it. So through the water, and—”

      “Deal with it,” I finished. “Fine.”

      “Might want to leave that Northwoods crest behind,” Lee said.

      I tore the tabard off and tossed it over my shoulder. Then I left Lee behind, and walked into the water.

      Freezing water filled my boots almost immediately. This was not how I wanted to spend my morning.

      I waded for a bit, then went under the arch and climbed out of the lake before it tumbled down into the river below. I looked down into the foreign camp and saw men and women on horses. Literally everyone was mounted. It was like the horses were just as important to their society as the people were.

      It took me longer than I’d like to admit before I figured it out. There were no people, and there were no horses.

      It was just hundreds of centaurs.

      My brain hurt, because suddenly it was full of physiological questions I didn’t have answers to. What did they eat? How did they pick things up off the ground? Could they use stairs? Where would they put a shirt? Pants?

      Some of that was answered just by observation. They had a rather relaxed sense of dress code, in that they just didn’t wear much at all. So I suppose they could just put pants on wherever they wanted. I didn’t see them eating anything specifically, but they were cooking things in cauldrons, so they must like soup or porridge of some kind.

      I thought about just standing there and watching for a bit, trying to learn a little more. But I also had more shit to do than I could possibly get done, so I hiked down the rocks, and made my way through the tall grass towards their camp. They were big — horses, and all — but not as large as some of the horses I’d seen back on Earth. Or even in Vuldranni. They looked more like they had been built for speed. And their coloring was really interesting. Most of it tended to match the grass, a tawny sort of amber, but the color on their coats continued all the way up their skin. I couldn’t quite tell if they had short fur on their human bits as well, but I thought it might be the case. 

      Considering the camp wasn’t exactly far from the edge of the river coming from the Coggeshall Valley, it didn’t take long for me to get noticed. Sentries raced my way, spears and bows at the ready, their hooves muffled by the soft soil under the long grass.

      A svelte male centaur with a skewbald coat of nearly white spots against a darker amber called out to me. His language sounded gruff and broken for the requisite three words before it become something I innately understood.

      “... before I send you to the Darkness below!” he finished shouting.

      “Whoa, easy there,” I said. I tried not to giggle at how I’d immediately spoken to them like horses. 

      And yet, it worked. They slowed down a little. 

      “I’ve only come to meet with, uh, whoever is in charge,” I said.

      The skewbald centaur came closer to me, his spear leading, menacing. It had a long bladed head with wicked barbs coming off either side.

      “Who are you to speak to the Tip of the Spear?” he asked.

      “I am the Imperial Duke of Coggeshall,” I said. “This wall behind me marks the current boundary of my holding.”

      The centaur looked over my shoulder, which wasn’t hard considering that he was at least a head taller than me, and surveyed things. 

      “You are the ruler of that land now?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I am. Duke Montana Coggeshall.”

      He nodded, not the slightest bit impressed. But he seemed to be mollified by me having a title, and he lifted the pointy end of his spear into the air.

      “Come,” he said. “the Tip of the Spear will wish to speak with you.”

      I took notice of how he chose to frame things — his leader wanted to speak to me, not the other way around. Politics. I hate politics. It’s always fucking politics.

      Moving through the camp, despite the large, armed escort, I felt a little like a tourist. This was unlike anything else I’d experienced in Vuldranni. It was one of the first places I’d been where it was full-on single species. Here there were centaurs, and only centaurs. And therefore all the pathways, arches, everything, was perfectly tailored to a horse-man.

      I tried to get a general count of the group — the herd? — but there were too many to keep track of. The camp just went on and on and on. They had tall round tents that were round, a bit like the tents I’d set up the time I had a  circus gig, the ones we worked out of, and the ones the artists practiced in. There weren’t any wagons, nor anything I could pin as a hauling animal, so I had to guess that everything was carried on their bodies. Which, I suppose, made a certain amount of sense. They were large creatures, they could afford to carry a lot of gear without much trouble. 

      Finally, we came to the largest tent in the settlement. Like everything else, it was the same amber and light brown as the plains. But there was a carpet leading to the door, and two guards out front. They had what looked a bit like leather armor on their bodies, a mixture of, well, regular armor and barding, you know, for their horse half. They had polearms instead of spears, with heads that had long waving axe heads on them. They stood at attention, eyes scanning everywhere for danger.

      One of them glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. Then, I suppose because of my escort, he decided I was not worth more attention.

      The escort pulled away the curtain entrance, revealing a beautiful interior. The furniture was low and flat with lots of cushions, but nothing really anything like chairs. There were no candles anywhere; instead the light was came from above, and was somehow being transmitted from the outside to the inside, some sort of sun-powered light. Or a translucent skin on the top of the tent. Whatever was happening, it was bright enough to see, but still a drastic difference between inside and outside.

      The tent was empty.

      “You wait here,” my escort said, pointing at a spot on a small red carpet.

      “Thanks for the escort,” I replied, taking my position. 

      He grunted, and then turned around and left. I noticed that his turn around took some real room. He couldn’t really spin in the same way a human could, and, once again, I started to wonder about the life of centaurs. If they had some place that was more, well, civilized isn’t really a polite way to phrase it, but a place that was more like a city. Could they make cities? So many questions and so few answers. At least, so few satisfying answers.

      Since I was alone, my initial impulse was to wander around and explore, but that seemed rude. I noticed a faint scent of cinnamon and some other spices I couldn’t identify, and eventually saw a brass incense burner over on the side.

      After a few minutes, by which point I was definitely getting ready to step off the red carpet, I heard the unmistakable clop of horse hooves outside. 

      I stood up a little straighter.

      Across from me, the two tent flaps were pulled to the side, and a gorgeous, slim centaur, uh, cantered in. Or, whatever horses do when they’re walking and trying to impress people.

      He wasn’t very big, only slightly taller than me. And he didn’t have a whole lot of upper body muscle, but his, uh, haunches were clearly strong. I never spent much time at the tracks — really just went there to collect from certain lowlifes who hadn’t paid back losing bets — but I could spot a fast horse. This guy looked like just that. He wasn’t wearing anything, which was a little odd, but then, I mean, it’s not like horses needed to wear anything. But it was pretty cold out, and I wondered how he stayed warm. His human half was smooth skin, not a single hair below his eyebrows until, you know, his horse half started. Then there was hair. His coloring matched everything else around: amber. Questions...

      He looked me up and down, coming closer and then walking around me.

      “Human,” he said, “We are told you claim to be of some import.”

      “I am an Imperial Duke of the Glaton Empire,” I replied, annoyed that he was using the royal We, but also choosing to ignore it. I also assumed this asshat was the one referred to as The Tip of the Spear.

      “We have heard nothing of this empire you speak of,” he said. I didn’t believe him. He got very close to me, like was about to push me with his horse body. 

      “That doesn’t matter,” I said. “I just wanted to come greet you. Being that, you know, we’re neighbors.”

      “Neighbors?” he asked.

      “Yeah, that’s my land right, uh,” I quickly fixed in my head which way was south, where Coggeshall was, and I pointed, “that way.”

      “Behind the arches,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “And you are the owner of that land?”

      I nodded.

      “So if we kill you, does that become our land?”

      “I think it goes back to the Emperor, and then he will decide.”

      “Hrm,” he said, and smiled a thin-lipped sort of smile. Clearly patronizing. “I am not sure I like you.”

      “I mean, first dates are a bit rocky.”

      “A date?”

      “Never mind.”

      “We find that we are surprised to see humans here,” he said, looking at his human nails. “It is far from anything you might think of as home.”

      “We are making a home here.”

      “Humans spread like an unwelcome mold.”

      “Or a welcome mold. We’re thinking about starting a brewery, by the way. I think we could be friends.”

      “You have no designs on our plains?”

      “Nope. Not really the life for me. I like mountains.”

      “There are plenty of mountains,” he said, almost to himself, almost thinking.

      “Exactly. No need to step on each other’s, uh, feet.”

      He wasn’t listening to me anymore. He was thinking, looking at one of his tent walls. I figured he was probably imagining the landscape on the other side.

      “If that is your land,” the centaur finally said, “then it must fall upon your head to complete the Cull.”

      “I’msorrywhat?”

      “You speak strange. Even for a human.”

      “What’s the Cull?”

      “It is the Cull.”

      “Okay, but is there, I mean, can you explain some more about it to me?”

      “If you speak the tongue, how is it you know nothing of our culture?”

      “Bad luck, I guess.”

      He grunted at me, then snapped his fingers. Within a second, a very slim, very good-looking, and very naked female centaur came into the tent. She gave the guy I was talking to a silver cup. The leader centaur took a sip, and then passed the cup back to the woman, who bowed her head, and darted back out of the tent.

      “The Cull is the means by which we maintain the purity of the Herd. The means by which we are able to rule the Endless Grains and the means by which we are able to deal with the Behemoths.”

      “Bit to unpack there. These are Endless Grains? That’s what you call these lands?”

      “Yes,” he said, looking at me like I was an idiot.

      “And there is something out there you call behemoths?”

      “We are not alone in calling them their name.”

      “What are they?”

      “Behemoths.”

      “Yes.”

      “They are Behemoths.”

      “I don’t suppose you can be any more clear than that?”

      “No. How else would I describe a human than calling him a human?”

      Immediately, I thought of a million ways I could describe a human to someone or something that hadn’t seen one before. Like, I don’t know, smooth skin, bipedal, hair on the top of a head, two eyes, one mouth, that sort of a thing. But I was starting to see that this guy didn’t possess much in the way of intellectualism, and that he might not like me trying to point out his shortcomings. Most dumb leaders are like that.

      “Good point,” I said. “But I’m not sure I understand what you mean by the Cull. You want me to cull your herd for you?”

      “No. You will not be asked to make any decisions. You will only be responsible for the full cull.”

      “Killing your herd members.”

      “They will no longer be worthy of being part of the herd.”

      “So I’d be killing centaurs?”

      “Would we even consider them real centaurs at that point?”

      “I mean, you’d have to tell me.”

      “The answer is no,” he said with an incredibly patronizing smile plastered across his pretty face. He brushed a ringlet out of his eyes, and stared at me.

      “I don’t want to be anyone’s executioner,” I said. “I’m not really into killing things.”

      Which was kind of the truth in a way. It’s not like I went out with the sole purpose of inflicting death. Often.

      “We are not concerned with your feelings on the matter,” he said. “It is simply a matter of what must be.”

      “Nope.”

      “You cannot deny our right.”

      “Actually, that’s exactly what I’m doing. We are neighbors, regardless. We can decide what kind of neighbors we want to be. The kind that loans each other sugar on occasion, maybe hosts some barbecues, or the kind who calls CPS on each other.”

      “Your words have little meaning to us, and we are growing tired of our conversation.”

      “Hey buddy, takes two to tango here.”

      “You will do the Cull. You have no choice. We are done.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest (by person if applicable):

      To Cull, or Not To Cull

      Complete the Cull as requested by the Centaur Herd. Or don’t.

      Reward: unknown

      This quest is mandatory.
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        * * *

      

      He turned and walked out, ignoring my attempts to get him to stay and continue our admittedly shitty conversation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I exited the tent, and immediately my escort trotted over to me to take me back out of the camp. They delivered me right back at the arches. They seemed rather skittish looking across the lake. I noticed their gazes stop at the rolegurdaüdi cave, like they knew what was living there.

      As soon as I was in the lake, they all galloped away. More than one looked over their shoulders at me, and at the cave beyond.

      I waded back across the lake where Lee was sitting and eating a second, or  maybe third, donut. 

      “Kind of a bunch of assholes,” I said.

      “I’ve never had much love for horses,” he replied. “Though how many did you really meet?”

      “One. The leader.”

      “Can’t really say they’re all assholes just because the leader is.”

      “I mean, you’re right, but maybe let me generalize them for now?”

      “Nah, you’re better than that.”

      “Okay, well, fine. The leader is singularly an asshole.”

      “Are we at war with them already?”

      “No,” I snapped. “Really? You think we’d be fighting after one conversation?”

      “I’m just saying, it’s not out of the realm of possibility.”

      I shrugged. he had a point. “He expects us to handle his herd culling for him.”

      “What does that entail?”

      “I don’t exactly know. Killing it seems. He made some comment about keeping the purity of the herd. So I guess he expects us to euthanize all the weak and sick or something like that.”

      Lee shook his head, took another bite of his donut, and sipped his coffee. “You think they used send their unwanted ones here, and they’d get eaten by our new friends?”

      I looked across at the cave, and then back at the centaur herd.

      “I mean, that makes sense. I just, makes me feel weird.”

      He nodded.

      “Okay,” I said, “I need to get back out to Osterstadt.”

      “Already?”

      “I have to deal with a whole bunch of unpleasantness there. This was all you needed me for, right?”

      “It’s nice to have you around. You really boost the morale of the kobolds. And likely the rolegurdaüdi as well. But, well, if you’re needed in Osterstadt...”

      “Sadly, I am. Trust me, I’d rather be here, not trying to hunt down vampires. But that’s not the way the vampire ash crumbles, I guess.”

      “Vampires, huh?” he asked, eyebrow raised.

      I nodded.

      “Strange that that’s something we actually need to be concerned about in this world. There were always stories back in the other world, and I think, in my heart, I wanted some of them to be true, even though I knew them to be false. I wanted curses and witches, gremlins and vampires, all those things that go bump in the night. I wanted that reality because it meant the world was still big. Unknown. And yet here we are, and I find myself wishing those things weren’t real.”

      I just shook my head. “Grass is greener and all that.”

      “To an extent. I suppose I’m just wishing there were more rainbows and unicorns and less vampires and darkness.”

      “Pretty sure these are the first vampires—”

      “Meant that more in a metaphorical sense.”

      “Ah. Yeah. Metaphorical vampires suck.”

      “Ha.”

      “Sorry, the pun just sort of slipped out.”

      “It happens. Now get your ass to Osterstadt. Your grace is needed.”

      I gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Hold this place together while I’m gone.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” he replied. “You want me to send for you for the culling or just, you know, let the eating happen?”

      “I think that’s something I probably need to be here for. Right?”

      He shook his head. “Duke needs to stop asking so many opinions. Gotta be sure of yourself.”

      “Fuck it,” I said. “Send for me.”

      “Yes, your grace,” he said with a smile.

      Air Fritz was waiting for me. As soon as I climbed aboard, we were off, heading south in the mid-morning sun. I realized Nikolai must have given Fritz specific instructions, because I certainly hadn’t requested a meeting with the old man. Which wasn’t fair — Nikolai wasn’t old, he just acted that way.

      I watched the valley pass beneath us, the glittering lakes and streams just gorgeous from above. The Empire really was an idyllic place, if you ignored all the things that were trying to kill you. With no goblins, no big fuck-off monsters tearing legs off, no giant centipedes, or any of the weird and deadly shit I hadn’t yet discovered, you might think it was just be like Earth, where the worst thing might be mosquitoes. Or ticks. Of course, thinking along those lines made me worry that giant ticks existed in Vuldranni. That was fucking nightmare fuel.

      We started descending near the southern edge of the valley. On landing, Darius came out of the barn with some tasty treats for Fritz. I was, once again, unceremoniously deplaned and rolled to my feet. 

      “Darius,” I called out, “how’s our egg?”

      “Still an egg,” he replied.

      I waited for a second, thinking he might have something more to say about  the egg the god of monsters had given me as a reward for being nice to one of his chosen.

      He didn’t, but was instead whispering things to Fritz. I took the cue that our conversation was over, and headed inside the MountainHome.

      Nikolai wasn’t in his office, which was rare.

      Also rare: no prinkies anywhere. Maybe Nikolai had stopped using them. Which made me feel kind of sad, because the little furry guys always added a measure of humor and stress relief to things around Coggeshall.

      I went upstairs, and found Nikolai getting food in the upper cantina.

      My stomach growled. I realized I hadn’t had anything to eat since the fried sausage thingies the night before. So I grabbed a plate, and went through the line like any other regular Coggeshall citizen. I got a simple sort of lunch, maybe a bit more than normal, and took it over to Nikolai’s table. He was, as to be expected, eating alone.

      “I hear the burger’s to die for here,” I said.

      He looked at me, one eyebrow slightly higher than the other.

      “Burger?”

      “Never mind.”

      “What is going on in Osterstadt?”

      “It’s odd there.”

      “How so?”

      I sighed, and took a bite of my beautifully broiled steak that was probably a worm — I didn’t want to think too heavily about that. Then, I launched into what I’d been up to, winding up with the fact I’d learned that the Master was a vampire.

      “I hate vampires,” he said. “Truly foul creatures.”

      “Yeah, so Léon wants me to help him hunt them down.”

      “You are an excellent candidate for that.”

      “Also we have centaurs on our border.”

      “I feared as much.”

      “The leader is a bit of a dick.”

      “I have never met one I liked.”

      “Dicks?”

      “Centaurs. They are arrogant beyond belief, secure in the knowledge that they are the chosen race on this planet.”

      “When obviously that title belongs to the prinkies.”

      “I hate those too.”

      “You are just filled with hate lately.”

      He shook his head and looked out the window. “I might be,” he finally said.

      “Not good for you.”

      “I don’t know how long I have left, and I am trying to leave you in the best possible position so that this land of yours might become what your father and I dreamt.”

      “Are you sick? Why are you being so dramatic?”

      “I have so little in the way of attribute points, and my—”

      “Dude, so do most people. Look around you. How many of these people are even level 20?”

      “In this room?”

      “Dammit, Nikolai, you know I’m not talking about this particular room. There are plenty of people all over this world who struggle with being underpowered, and—”

      “You don’t know what it’s like—”

      “Maybe I don’t. Maybe it’s the worst thing in the world to be in the prime of your life, high-powered, lots of levels, skills, abilities, all the fun stuff, and have that torn away from you. That, I completely understand. I’ve been there. Just because I haven’t had it happen to me here doesn’t mean--“

      He held his hand up.

      “No talk of that,” he said softly. “Not here, not now.”

      “I just don’t want you to fall into a pit of self-pity. I’ve been there, and—”

      He nodded. “I understand.”

      We ate quietly for a moment. I listened to the ebb and flow of conversations around us. People were just being people, having lives, and that gave me some measure of peace. Normalcy was finally coming to Coggeshall. We were in the midst of the slow transition from fortress and disparate group of people to home.

      “Makes sense though,” Nikolai suddenly said out of the blue. “How they were able to get in and out of Coggeshall so easily.”

      “Who?”

      “The Master and his people. If they’re vampires, I mean. It makes more sense.”

      I nodded, and finished up my lunch.

      “Everything else okay here?” I asked.

      “It’s on the way there,” Nikolai said with a sigh. “Get back to doing what you do.”

      “Killing things?”

      “We all have our gifts,” he said, and looked out the window again.

      “Even you, Nikolai.”

      I waited a moment, but he was focused on the sky outside. I tapped the table twice, a way of saying good bye, I suppose, and left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      My third flight on Air Fritz and I still hadn’t got any damn peanuts. Or even a drink. Obviously the service on Air Fritz sucked, but the prices? Perfection.

      There I was, enjoying the rush of the wind while riding the back of Air Fritz, looking down over the beautiful land rushing below, and suddenly, as if out of nowhere, I became remarkably tired. Like I hadn’t slept in weeks, or just came down off a ridiculous bender. Which, in retrospect, are remarkably likely to have happened at the same time. Without even a real thought about it, I slumped forward into the soft feathers of my monstrous friend, and zonked out.

      So I was both annoyed and not that surprised when someone tapped me on the shoulder, and pulled me upright.

      “Hello there,” Mister Paul said, his voice somehow carrying perfectly despite the rushing air between us.

      “Oh,” I said. “You.”

      “Me? Were you expecting someone else?”

      “I wouldn’t say I was expecting anyone at all. But if we’re being honest, I can’t say that I’m overly excited to see you right now.”

      “Why not? I’m an excellent traveling companion.”

      “Couldn’t you have found a time to talk to me when I wasn’t sleeping?”

      “Harder that way,” he said. “Takes substantially more power to put myself into this world corporeally. Easier to just slip inside your brain while you’re otherwise occupied.”

      “Sleeping.”

      “Yes.”

      “But then I don’t get rest.”

      “Sure you do. You’ll wake up bushy tailed and ready to rock!”

      “I don’t have at tail.”

      “You don’t, which is something of a shame. Would you like one? I can imagine it would open up certain audiences to you that are currently not quite as interested.”

      “Having a tail?”

      “Specifically a fluffy tail. Although dragons are immensely popular too. Have you thought of becoming a dragon?”

      “I wasn’t aware that was an option.”

      “It isn’t. Not technically. And I think it’s outside the bounds of what I might be allowed to do.”

      He pulled a book out of nothingness, opened it up, and flipped through the pages. 

      “Right,” he continued, running his finger along a line of text, “dragons are a tier-one race. So not allowed.”

      With an audible snap, he closed the book, and tossed it over his shoulder. I watched it tumbling through the air, before it exploded in a burst of fiery pages.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked.

      “Spectacle,” he replied, with a wave of his fingers that each left a trail of iridescent sparkles through the air. “Anyway, I am here for two things. One is a small gift.”

      “Is it a way to kill a bunch of vampires quickly?”

      “No. You already have that.”

      “I do? What, how—”

      He put his finger to my lips to silence me. I got a heady rush of vanilla. 

      “We’re under a little more scrutiny at present, so, we’ll be playing the rules to a T,” he said. “No hints, tips, or tricks. Not that I have ever offered any of those to you at any moment leading up to now, right?”

      “Uh, no. Never.”

      “Right. Now. First thing’s first. The gift.”

      With a little more flourish, he pulled a small book out of the air. Tiny, like matchbox sized. He displayed it on his splayed hands, a bit Vanna White, a bit the dudes selling 100% real ‘cashmere’ scarves on the side of the street. 

      “Is that another exploding book?”

      “Sadly, no. Though that might be something I try and bring to you in the future. This is a fantastic and very special gift. It took an immense expenditure to bear it to fruition, and I am beyond excited to be bringing it to you.”

      “Why am I feeling very conflicted about whatever this might be right now?”

      “Because you know your life will forever change with such a fantastic gift.”

      “Uh, okay. Is it, uh, does it give me my magic back?”

      “That ship has sailed, my dear Montana. Short of intervention by the god of magic, which he has already declined to do, I doubt you will ever cast another spell. At least not without extrajudicial means.”

      “Well that sucks.”

      “Get used to disappointment.”

      “’kay.”

      “This gift is a book, an intelligent book. It will guide you in the proper etiquette of any situation.”

      “An intelligent book?”

      “Yes.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, somewhere between confused and concerned.

      “It means it is a thinking being.”

      “It’s alive?”

      “That depends largely on your definition of alive.”

      “How about your definition of alive?”

      “I always love our discussions of semantics, and yet, they are always so pointless. Let me say that it does not require food.”

      “Does it poop?”

      “No. At least I don’t think so.”

      “I guess that’s somewhat reassuring.”

      “What would a book defecate anyway?”

      “YA love triangles?”

      “Touché. But not something one needs worry about with this book. No love triangles.”

      “Math textbook?”

      “Etiquette.”

      “The fuck?”

      “It is a textbook on etiquette.”

      “Like, uh, Ann Landers?”

      “A bit more complicated than that, but I suppose that might qualify in the same general ballpark. This isn’t limited to a singular culture, however.”

      “But I assume it does have limits.”

      “Yes. It only knows the etiquette and cultures of this planet and planes. Nothing outside this dimension.”

      “But planes?”

      “Should you find yourself conversing with the lord of the underworlds, this handy book will tell you the appropriate terminology and how you should prostrate yourself in front of them.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “Though I imagine the gift giver was more thinking along the lines of how to live as a duke without embarrassing your court. Or yourself.”

      “I am not enjoying that side of things. I don’t know that a book is going to be of any help.”

      “Perhaps you should stop thinking of it in your Earth terms. It is a different world here, and you are in a different culture. Does that help?”

      “Not really.”

      He harrumphed at me. 

      “It is a fantastic gift,” I said, reaching out for the book. “I can’t wait to start using it.”

      He passed it to me. As soon as it was in my hand, the book grew until it was the size of a textbook. And the cover changed from something with a ton of gold and jewels to something understated. Simple black leather, soft to the touch and luxuriant. There was a red ribbon to keep my place, and a small carabiner in a leather loop. Why would you need something like that?

      “Ah, hello, good sir” a voice called out in my head. “It is very good to meet you.”

      “Uh...” I started.

      “Put the book on your belt,” Mister Paul said. “Otherwise he’s just going to talk your ear off.”

      “Great,” I said, “but this isn’t going to hang on my belt.”

      “Just try,” he said.

      So I did, hooking the tiny carabiner onto my belt. The book shrank back down to matchbook size, but maintained its sedate looks.

      “Oh,” I said, “that’s actually not that bad.”

      “I told you as much, and I daresay you will find it quite useful.”

      “Remains to be seen.”

      “In a sense, everything remains to be seen, eh?”

      “Can we be done?” I asked, already tired of semantics and errata.

      “There is the part two of this conversation,” Mister Paul started. “Or have you forgotten that already?”

      “I didn’t forget,” I said. “I was hoping you overestimated.”

      “Because you grow tired of my company?”

      “No, not at all. Just too much to do and too little time.”

      “Ah, the scourge of the mortal. And the immortal. Well, everyone who is beholden to time. And though I hoped to have come up with a better segue, well—”

      He snapped his fingers, and he was replaced by a stunningly perfect and beautiful woman.

      I bowed my head, and said, “Goddess Eona, what a pleasure.”

      She smiled at me.

      “It is always good to see you, Montana of Coggeshall,” she said.

      “It’s nice to see you, too,” I said. I always felt a little awkward around Eona and I wasn’t sure why. I mean, part of it was the preternatural beauty.

      Then a notification popped up.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a  QUEST!

      The Cleansing of the Valley

      Eradicate the corrupt ursus, either through death or curing.

      Reward for success: 10000 XP and a blessing of the goddess Eona
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t want to seem impolite or, uh, something,” I said, “but why am I getting this notification now?”

      “The quest was not complete until I verified it was complete. I searched the valley, and the surrounding area, for evidence of corruption. This took time, and for that I apologize, but I had to be sure. This was too important to allow even a single instance to remain untouched. But, you were successful in your efforts. I judge that you have completed this quest,” she said. “The corruption here is gone, and thus it is time for you to get your reward.”
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        * * *

      

      RECOGNIZE: The Goddess Eona offers you an Indicium. Choose:

      1) The Blessing of the Breed — within your holding, you and your followers will be able to domesticate animals faster in fewer generations.

      2) The 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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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t exactly what I was expecting, but, you know, it was what I got. I guess that was one of the dangers of accepting a quest with an unknown reward.

      “I know it might seem a bit odd,” she said, “that these might be your gifts, but there was a bit of discussion amongst those of us you tied together. It seemed this might offer you a larger return, in the long term. As it were.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. Not really. I think she was implying either Typhon or Mister Paul had persuaded her to grant this particular set of blessings to me. But really, when a god gives you something, there’s really only one proper way to respond. I didn’t even need the book to tell me that.

      “Thank you,” I said, selecting number two. While number one seemed more useful on the surface, The Blessing of the Blend sounded cooler and could yield some really weird shit, and I felt like the Coggeshall Lifeweaver Timurlan would really dig the possibilities.

      “You have done this quest for me,” she said, “at great personal expense. Thank you, Montana of Coggeshall.”
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        * * *

      

      BE AWARE: You have received 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 Some might look upon this blessing with joy, others with anger. A side has been chosen.
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        * * *

      

      She blinked out of existence, and I woke up on Fritz’s back, a thick line of drool coming out of my mouth.

      “Oh come on!” I shouted at Mister Paul, who I knew was laughing from wherever he was watching.

      I got dropped off outside the city, near the big tree.

      “Hey,” I called out before Fritz could launch himself back towards Coggeshall. “Thanks, buddy.”

      He nodded at me, and scratched something in the dirt.

      “Hapy to hlp.” He wrote a little more. “Stay saif.”

      We needed to work on his spelling, but I appreciated the effort.

      “Will do,” I said. “You too.”

      Another nod, and then he launched into the sky. As always, I was awestruck by the size and power of his roc form. He was so incredibly big that it hurt my brain a little. I mean, it just didn’t make sense that something made of muscle and bone could be so large and still fly. Not only that, but still fly while carrying heavy things around. And we had no idea what his actual weight limit was yet — we’d tried, but everything we’d asked, he’d managed to lift.

      I started the long slow walk back to the city, then waited in line with the rest of the plebes trying to get inside. I made up a stupid story about being drunk and trying to go questing to explain why I had a sword with no scabbard and chain mail with no tabard. Eventually, as the afternoon slipped into evening and the winter sun ducked behind clouds, I made it all the way back to my inn. The guards were once again out front, and they actually gave me a nod of acknowledgement when I got close. 

      As soon as I got into our rooms, Emeline hit me with a frowning glare.

      “What?” I asked.

      “What the fuck is going on?” she asked.

      “Where? With who? Are you okay?”

      “You found vampires?”

      “Oh, yeah. Here, yes, vampires. All around. I think. Actually, strike that, I have no idea how many are here. Just, you know, that they’re here. And that the Master is one of them.”

      “I wouldn’t have thought,” she started, then shook her head. “I didn’t think it was Vampires.”

      She walked over to the window and looked outside, watching the clouds.

      “Where is Eliza?” I asked, realizing how quiet the place seemed.

      “Fancy dinner,” Emeline said, eyes still focused out the window.

      “You weren’t invited?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m to stay here. Be invisible. Make sure no one breaks in. Tell you what you missed.”

      “What did I miss?”

      “Nothing.”

      A gentle weight settled on my shoulder.

      “Might want to get changed,” Bear whispered in my ear. “We have work to do and it doesn’t include hanging out at this pity party.”

      I nodded, and I went into my sleeping room. Someone, likely Eliza, had taken the time to lay out clothes for me, basic stuff that mostly fit, but notably a Northwoods tabard at the top. 

      “Am I supposed to meet them at dinner?” I asked the air.

      “I think that was the plan,” Bear said, still whispering, but sitting on my bed. “But you also received a summons from the Imperial House. Not sure which takes precedence.”

      “You aren’t sure?”

      “I’m sure. Are you?”

      I sighed. Sass, everywhere I looked. And sadly, it wasn’t even a matter of etiquette were I could pull out my new fangled book and point out the proper thing to do and lord that over Bear. I had to go to the Imperial House first because vampires and the killing of monsters.

      While I struggled to get the trousers on, I pointed to the naked blade leaning by the door, the sword I’d taken from the vampire the previous night.

      “Is that magical?” I asked.

      She spread her hands out for a moment, doing a little razzle-dazzle.

      I got the trousers on, fumbling with lacing up the front. I couldn’t wait for the zipper to be invented. 
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        * * *

      

      The Bastard Sword Of Breaking

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: One-handed Melee, Two-handed Melee

      Material: Steel

      Damage: 75-120 (Slashing)

      Durability: 20/20

      Weight: 4.8 lbs

      Requirements: Str 14

      Description: A larger straight bladed sword having a cruciform hilt with a grip for one or two handed use. There is a chance on hitting an opponents weapon that the opponent’s weapon will be destroyed. If an opponent has natural weapons, those are maimed. (e.g., claws are broken, teeth are shattered, etc.).
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        * * *

      

      “Huh,” I said. “That’s pretty not bad.”

      “Teeth shattering would be quite useful against vampires,” Bear nodded. “Might want to get a scabbard for that though.”

      “Don’t suppose you know of a place on the way to the Imperial House.”

      She shook her tiny head.

      I put my fingers through a few of the holes in my chain mail hauberk, wishing I had some other option. But there’s the great saying about wishes and fishes, so I put the armor on, and my tabard over that, and finally slid the sword — carefully mind you — through my belt on my left side, ready to be drawn cross-body. The axe was on my right hip. I nodded at Bear.

      “Let’s go.”

      Emeline wasn’t ready to let me go, however.

      She stood in between me and the door, and she was dressed in her night-mission blacks.

      “Where are we going?” Emeline asked.

      “I’m going to the Imperial House,” I said. “To talk to the Viceroy.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

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

      “You haven’t even heard what I got from my contacts last night.”

      “Bear did though, right?” 

      Bear nodded. “I got it all,” she said.

      “The brownie isn’t from here,” Emeline snapped, “I know this city.”

      “I know you do. And I know you don’t want to be left behind to babysit this shit, but you can’t come to the Imperial House. And you can’t be seen by anyone the Master is working with. Which, right now, could be anyone, because I can’t tell the difference between a vampire or a non-vampire. So you need to stay here. At least for now.”

      “Dammit Montana! You know I can help do this.”

      “I know you can,” I replied, trying to radiate a sense of calm. “But that’s not the thing, dude. That’s not what we need. We don’t need you going ham on this situation. We need you laying low, because this isn’t the only quest in your life. You’ve got other things to do.”

      She glared at me. But it was the sort of look that told me she knew I was right and she was really fucking pissed about it. She stomped over to the couch, and threw herself down.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “but—”

      “Just get out of here already,” she said.

      So we left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The Imperial House was busy. People everywhere — lines of chattering people waiting for their chance to get inside and yell at mid-level bureaucratic servants. It was not a festive atmosphere. It was something more akin to being on the cusp of a protest. People were angry, and it was fomenting through the crowd.

      I didn’t want to wait in line, so I went over to a guard and let him know that the Viceroy had asked to see me in person. The guard was about to make the statement I’d given a thousand times as a bouncer. “Of course he did,” when Captain Alexander Czubakowski happened to be striding through the crowded lobby.

      “Hero!” he called out. “Why are you here?”

      At the name Hero, plenty of people in the crowd turned around to see who I was. Which was not my plan. Lots of whispering.

      “Here to see the Viceroy,” I said quietly.

      “Ah,” Czubakowski said loudly, “Léon is having quite a busy day. Lots of strange things in progress. But I’m sure he will have time for the Hero of Osterstadt.”

      “I don’t,” I started, “I mean, you don’t need to call me that.”

      “It is an earned name, so of course I do,” he replied, talking to me like I was an idiot.

      He steered me through the crowd and past the guards until I was on the other side of the public-private divide, and then escorted me down a hallway.

      “It is always good to see you,” Czubakowski said. “And I am glad you are here in Osterstadt.”

      “Uh, thank you.”

      He knocked on the door, then walked away.

      There was a pause before a young man opened the door and peeked out at me.

      “The Viceroy is not receiving visitors right now,” he said meekly.

      “Let him know Montgomery Northwoods is here as per his request.”

      “I don’t think that—”

      “Gods, who is it?” shouted out Léon from somewhere behind the door. “Just let them in at this rate.”

      The young man grimaced, but dutifully moved out of the way and ushered me inside.

      Léon was standing above a map of the city, looking a bit haggard.

      “You been to sleep yet?” I asked.

      “Oddly, that has yet to be on my agenda,” he replied. But he was smiling warmly, and he came around the map table to embrace me. “I am glad you came. Wish you were here a little earlier, but—”

      “Is something going on outside?”

      “Somewhat obvious, yes? That’s the problem with killing someone important in the city. They have sway. Power. And they use it when something happens they don’t like.”

      He walked over and around his desk, dropping into the chair like he was carrying bricks. Then he sighed, long and loud.

      “Naturally,” he said, “the parents would not believe their children had become vampires, even when presented with their corpses and plenty of evidence. They are trying to imply there is some form of coverup or conspiracy going on, and because they are willing to spread gold around, plenty of voices are joining in the cry against the Empire. Though how this might benefit the Empire is beyond me.”

      “I suppose that depends on if you’re under the mistaken belief the Emperor is a vampire.”

      “The dead one?”

      “Undead in that case.”

      “Yes, I guess there is the chance the Emperor is of the undead and plans to turn the entire Empire into something of darkness. We could make Osterstadt the next great necropolis! But come on — how divorced from reality are these people?”

      “Their children died. I’d say they have the right to be somewhat divorced form reality.”

      “Died? They were killed. And before you try and make some sort of statement about how you were defending yourself, it wasn’t you who killed them. You killed the monsters they became — the vampire who turned them is the one who killed them.”

      “As much as I appreciate that, I’m not sure anyone but you will see it that way.”

      “Yes, well, it’s important someone sees the truth of the matter.”

      “Hey, that monster hunter in transit, is—”

      “He is no longer in transit, he is here!” Léon said, getting to his feet. “He is looking over the corpses. We should go there.”

      Léon was already moving, an almost manic-like energy to him all of a sudden. I quickly followed him through a door, down a hall, down some stairs, and into the basement.

      Three heavy doors were on one side of the corridor, well-spaced apart. Léon knocked on the middle door, then pushed it open.

      A creature I assumed was the monster hunter leaned over the bodies, which had been laid out on stone tables. Notably, the heads sat far away from their necks, at each man’s respective feet. The monster hunter was a big dude, very muscled, with a big cloak that was laying over on a chair. He was covered with small, and not so small pouches. A bit like he’d been drawn by Rob Liefeld. Except the monster hunter’s anatomy wasn’t all messed up.

      The monster hunter looked over his shoulder at me. I shook my head and smiled.

      “Motherfucker,” I said.

      “Montana,” Yuri the lion man said, standing up straight.

      “Wait,” Léon said, looking from Yuri to me and back. “You two know each other?”

      “We’ve done a little monster hunting in the past,” I said.

      “A drang in Mahrduhm,” Yuri said in perfect Imperial common. “But I did not expect to see you again here.”

      “I’m impressed you came,” I said.

      “I thought about what we spoke on, about what sort of life I had in Mahrduhm. And, perhaps had this opportunity not presented itself, I wouldn’t be here in this country. And yet, here I am because there was need of me here.”

      “Vampires.”

      “Indeed. Is this your handiwork?”

      “It is,” I said.

      “I don’t even think I need to be here,” Léon said. 

      “The town, do they know about the vampires?” Yuri asked.

      “The citizens?” Léon replied. “Yes. Unfortunately, those young men there represent some of the most influential families in Osterstadt.”

      “And you told the families what happened?”

      “I did. I had to.”

      “Then we are in a race,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “A race,” Yuri said. “Between the vampires and us. As soon as they know we know about them, they will have no need to hide their activities. They will try to accelerate the changing of people into vampires, until we are unable to stop them.”

      “Well fuck,” I said. “How hard is this going to be?”

      “Cleaning up the town?” he replied. “Harder than killing the glaumdrang, that’s is a surety.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Yuri and I left the Imperial House from the service entrance. It would be fair to say that we slipped out the back, slunk down some darkened alleys, and came out into the main streets when we were sufficiently distant so that we wouldn’t be pegged as being part of the Imperium. Yuri, for his part, had a large cloak with a hood pulled low over his head. It was actually hard to tell he wasn’t human, considering how much of him was covered. Sure, if he started talking, it was a little more obvious, or if he took his hands out of his gloves and you saw the fur. But otherwise, human. Big for a human, nearly matching me in size. But then again, it’s not like I was human either.

      “What’s the plan here?” I asked.

      “It is to be my plan this time?” he asked, a wry smile peeking out from under his hood.

      “I don’t think we can just go around killing people this time.”

      “No,” he shook his head, “we likely face an ancient enemy. One who is powerful and intelligent. We will be on our back feet.”

      “So how do we hunt vampires?”

      “The same way you hunt anything — with patience, intelligence, cunning, and a lot of large weapons.”

      He laughed at his own joke, and then stopped, looking around. “Where are we in this accursed city?” he asked.

      “Not a big fan of Osterstadt?” I replied.

      “It is cold, damp, dark, and the people are rude. What, exactly, should I be a fan of?”

      “There are these fried sausage things. To die for.”

      “Perhaps when I eat one, I will come around and declare my love for this place. In the meanwhile--“

      “Let’s go get some.”

      “What?”

      “Sausages.”

      He shook his head. “You do not seem to understand the time pressure we are under.”

      “And you seem to think you can go hunting in a place you’ve never been.”

      He hesitated, then nodded. “It might be a good idea to get a lay of the land.”

      “And we can do that while trying to find the sausage cart,” I said, clapping him on his giant shoulder, and steering him along.

      “Any chance that’s from an older woman with a rather pronounced nose?” came a familiar voice right behind me.

      I had the sword out and up at the throat of the conversational interloper before I’d actually figured out who was talking.

      The old mancer from the Imperial House. I didn’t let up with the blade.

      “Are you following us?” I asked.

      “Of course I was,” the old man said, then swatted my blade away with one gnarled hand. “How else was I going to find you?”

      “Who is this?” Yuri asked quietly in Mahrduhmese.

      “A wizard that works for the Empire,” I replied.

      “I’m not really a wizard,” the old man said, speaking in Mahrduhmese himself. “I don’t have the book learning one would normally have with that particular Choice. I’m more a hermetically inclined researcher with a bent towards the arcane and bizarre.”

      “Why were you trying to find us?” I asked.

      “I’m no fan of vampires, and as far as I understood the matter, it seemed you might be inclined to take some assistance.”

      “Just out of the goodness of your heart?”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” he replied, a weird little smile dancing across his wrinkled face. “I happen to know exactly who you are, and what you might be able to offer a man like me.”

      Yuri looked over at me, one furry eyebrow raised. 

      “I am going by the name Montgomery Northwoods here,” I explained. “My lord wants me to keep things secret, if I can.”

      Yuri nodded, like that made sense.

      The mancer snorted, but held in whatever else he might have been about to say.

      “Yes, be that as it may,” the mancer continued, “I have heard that your lord is tolerant of practitioners of the arcane arts.”

      “That might be true.”

      “Then you might be willing to take me to your lord and ask if I might be of service to his court.”

      “Aren’t you under contract or something here?” I asked.

      “I’m an Imperial citizen, faux-Northwoods. I’m a mancer of the Empire, I go where the Empire wants me. But a man like you, or your lord, would have no trouble pulling the strings to get me out of Osterstadt and into your holding.”

      “If I do that,” I said slowly, “you’ll help us on this little hunting expedition?”

      He frowned. “I don’t like to admit this, but I probably would regardless. I hate vampires. All creatures of the darkness, really. But I am curious about these monsters. I would prefer to keep at least one corpse for study. If possible.”

      “So you want to move to Coggeshall and study vampires.”

      “Like most of my kind,” the man corrected, “I want to study everything.”

      I looked over to Yuri. “What do you think?”

      “I think we are too short on time to wonder about taking on help,” he replied. “Especially if it is someone who might have a way to assist us with the arcane.”

      “I agree,” I said. “Welcome to the party, uh, what’s your name?”

      “Arno Carlyle,” he said. “At your service, my lor—”

      “Let’s just use my other name out loud, eh?” I interrupted to say.

      He smiled, nodded, and put his finger to his nose. “Now,” he said, “vampires and sausages.”

      “Preferably the latter than the former,” I said. “If you don’t mind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The four of us headed west towards the Emerald Sea. I hadn’t brought Bear out of hiding, and I wasn’t exactly sure why not. If I trusted the two men with fighting the vampires, I should probably be willing to let them know all my secrets at play. But there was something about spilling the beans that went just against who I was. So Bear continued to ride on my shoulder, invisible.

      We didn’t find the woman lady who’d served me initially, but we did find another diegplysa cart. And they were nearly as good. Once stuffed, I did the kind of awesome touristy thing, and took Yuri up to see the Emerald Sea.

      He had heard about it, being that it was one of the wonders of the world here. But even knowing what he was about to see, and even seeing it in darkness, the lion man was awed. He just stared out at the trees, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “It is hard to comprehend what we see there,” Arno said softly.

      “Why is it here?” I asked. “I mean, is there anything else like it in the world?”

      “There may be things that are similar in scope, but there is no other forest like it. At least, none that I know of.”

      “Ask him about the necropoli of Tïbeutō,” whispered a small brownie in my ear.

      “Um, what about the necropoli of Tïbeutō?” I asked.

      He titled his head at me. “I would not expect you to know about that. Nor that I would know about it.”

      “What is it?”

      “They are dead-lands to the east. Across the sea and south of the Shattered Lands…” his words just sort of drifted off while his eyes took on a thousand-yard stare.

      “Is there,” I said, almost afraid to break his trance, “I mean, what’s there?” 

      He shook his head, and looked at me. 

      “The dead are there.”

      “Like, and I don’t mean to sound as stupid as I am, but if I died here, would I end up over there?”

      He shook his head with a wry smile. “It is not that land of the dead. It is not the underworld, nor the pathway to the realm of the dead. No, it is a land of the dead. Or the undead. How it formed is a myth wrapped in a legend, but I have seen its shores, heard the screams of the creatures that prowl its dead forests, and I know it exists.”

      “You went there?”

      “I went near there. Near enough to know I would never have the power to step foot on those lands. Even standing on board a ship, surrounded by Imperial Marines, I was shivering in terror. And that was before the winds shifted shoreward, and the dead smelled we few living. Then it was a horror I hope I will never experience again.”

      Yuri had overcome his tourist moment, and was listening intently at Arno. 

      “I would see these dead-lands before I die,” Yuri said.

      “I hope you do not get your wish,” Arno said. 

      “But what’s there?” I asked. “Vampires?”

      “Perhaps,” he said. He shook his head, and then grabbed at his eyebrow, yanking a hair out. He yelped in pain, and then smiled. “Back.”

      “Wha—” I started to ask, but he put his hand up.

      “Would you rather ask about the quirks of an old man or find a few vampires?”

      I looked at Yuri.

      “Vampires?” I asked.

      “Vampires,” Yuri agreed with a nod.

      “Vampires,” I said to Arno.

      “Vampires,” he repeated with a smile.

      And then we stood there. I think we all had the idea that some sort of action would happen right then. I mean, we’d just had a rousing agreement that we were ready to fight, hunt, and kill the vampire menace of Osterstadt.

      But it was abundantly and immediately clear that we had no idea of our first step.

      “Okay,” I said, deciding it was going to have to be me to break the awkward silence. “I think I’m the low man on the totem pole, because I don’t really know anything about vampires. Or at least what I thought I knew doesn’t seem to apply in this case.”

      Yuri looked over at Arno, and Arno looked at Yuri. 

      “You’re the monster hunter,” Arno said. 

      “Okay,” Yuri said, nodding, “but if you know something I do not—”

      “I’ll interrupt.”

      “Vampires. They are one of the earliest races, at least according to—”

      “Are we starting there?” Arno asked. “Going back to prime races?”

      “I don’t know the prime races,” I said. “Is it important?”

      “You don’t seem to have much of an education,” Arno said, “considering your position.”

      “Hey man,” I replied, “I don’t have much of an education regardless of position.”

      That got a smile from Arno, and a confused look from Yuri. I knew I should just tell him that I was the duke, but I didn’t want to ruin the fun. There was something refreshing about having someone around who wasn’t disappointed that I was important. I felt like an equal with him, and that was a feeling that was sorely lacking in my current life.

      “We can have a history lesson later, boys,” Arno said, “let’s focus on what we do to kill the vampires.”

      “Beheading seems to work well enough,” I said. “I think finding them is the bigger issue.”

      “There are plenty of ways to find them,” Yuri said. “The problem is finding them in time. Arno, do you have any spells to locate vampires?”

      “I only have a particularly large one, and I don’t think it will work the way we want it to,” Arno said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “When I use it, it will send a red thread up into the sky above every vampire in a one-mile radius.”

      “Really? That seems close to perfect.”

      “But every vampire will see as well. And since it only remains in place for two minutes, I doubt that will be enough time to get them all.”

      “Then they’ll just go into hiding or set up an ambush,” Yuri said.

      “They will also see where I am, and know that I am one of the ones hunting them.”

      “Yeah,” I said, thinking, “that could be bad.”

      Arno nodded.

      “Did the brother provide anything of use?” I asked.

      “Little,” Arno said. “He was a bit of an emotional wreck, what with the death of his brother and trying to understand his new place in the world. I can imagine it is challenging to discover your brother was an agent of evil, especially since the young Coleman wished to follow in his brother’s footsteps.”

      “If I was in a small town,” Yuri said, “I would look at locations where blood was common. The vampire has trouble resisting such places, because it is such an important element to him. A slaughterhouse, perhaps. But this city is too big for that—”

      The bell rang, and my head snapped to look out across the Emerald Sea.

      “Gods be damned,” Arno said.

      “What does that bell mean?” Yuri asked.

      “Monster-killing time,” I said, walking towards the edge.

      “I would be better served searching for the vampires,” Arno said, “while you two dispatch whatever comes up the wall.”

      “You think they might be nearby?” I asked.

      “I think there will be plenty of blood spilled in the coming minutes, many of it from men and women from whom the vampires would like to feed. I think there might well be new vampires who are not sufficiently disciplined to avoid such a potential feast.”

      I nodded. ”Yeah, that makes sense. You go, watch for vamps. Yuri, you can do the same if you want.”

      “Or?” Yuri asked, watching Arno dart away.

      “We join the Legion in fighting whatever comes up the wall.”

      “Which is?”

      “Usually something remarkably unpleasant.”

      I went over to the edge and peered over carefully.

      “Yep,” I said, looking down, “definitely unpleasant.”
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      Climbing up the cliff face, and moving rather quickly, were creatures that resembled spiders. Scratch that — they were probably what spiders had nightmares about. These things had ten legs, long thin tendrils with between four and six segments each. The body was one piece, long like a caterpillar, and I could see spines coming off the top, leading into what I supposed were stingers on the back. Two of them. The front was a sea of eyes and small, sucky-looking mouths. 

      “You ever seen those before?” I asked.

      Yuri peered down into the Emerald Sea. He nodded.

      “I have heard them called clackscreams,” he said, “but I thought they were confined to the Gloom. Seeing them in the Overground is... disconcerting.”

      “The joys of the Emerald Sea — seems like any monster is fair game to come through here.”

      “How often does this happen?” Yuri said, stepping back from the edge and rolling his shoulders, moving like a boxer before a fight.

      “Too often lately,” I said, pulling my sword from my belt and going through some warmups of my own.

      Yuri felt along his pouches until he found what he was looking for. He opened up an apple-sized pouch and pulled out a long pole-arm. It had a long and thin axe blade on one end with a heavy spike on the other.

      “Nice pouch,” I said.

      “This is all it fits,” Yuri said. “But it does the job.”

      “It’s a, uh, halberd?”

      “Glaive,” he said, giving his weapon a flourish and a spin.

      “How tough are these things?”

      “Alone they are ambush predators,” Yuri said, walking back to the edge to look down again. “In groups they are much more dangerous. They have good reach, but there are no ceilings here, so we don’t have to worry about them dropping down on us. They will likely grab and run, take their prey back with them. Except, I don’t know. I don’t know where they might have come from.”

      “That’s just it, man, at least as far as I can tell. These things don’t really make sense. I’ve fought some weird things here. And most of the time, something huge comes along for the party, so hopefully we don’t have a behemoth or something here.”

      “Like from the Great Plains?”

      “I don’t know — I was using as a more general term for big motherfucker. I don’t know what a Behemoth Behemoth might be.”

      “They are gargantuan monsters that roam the Great Plains in numbers far too large for anyone to be comfortable with. And they are vastly different, both in size and temperament with—”

      A clacking noise echoed out from below, followed by a shrill shriek. 

      The shriek rose in volume as more, well, I suppose you could say voices, but more creatures joined in the shrieking, until it was almost deafening. And also really eerie, because it kind of sounded like a song. A horrible song, but a song nonetheless.

      “They are hungry,” Yuri said.

      “That’s their dinner song?” I asked.

      He nodded and smiled.

      The Legion finally tromped up the stairs behind us. I noticed many of the soldiers noticing me, and big smiles spread across their faces. Some of them pointed, and there were a few whoops and hollers. 

      “You are famous here,” Yuri said quietly, pulling his hood up over his maned head.

      “I wouldn’t say I’m famous—” I started.

      “The Hero of Osterstadt!” someone called out.

      “Maybe a little bit famous?” I corrected myself.

      The first of the clackscreams clawed up and over the edge, and all concepts of what we were dealing with changed. The creature, when standing upright, was much taller than I expected. Without its legs even all the way straight, its body was at least ten feet up. If it straightened all the segments on all ten legs, it’d be closer to fifteen.

      Now I could see that the front two legs had three pincers on the end coming together in a sort of claw, with a shiny viscous sort of goo dripping off. Also, the front of the creature, where the head was, well, the heads were, was just odd. Lots of small mouths coming off of the small heads, all of which seemed like they could extend out on necks. Relatively speaking small, because I’d wager they were each about the size of a human skull. And the back of the beast was covered in eyes of all different types. And color. Looking nearly iridescent. Terrifying and bizarre and hard to look at.

      As their segmented legs moved, clacking and snapping noises came from their joints. Then there were the screeching noises coming from their various mouths. I was willing to be that a single clackscream could probably manage an entire concert on its own.

      The Legion was still getting their line set, so I looked over at Yuri and gave him a nod. 

      “Let’s kill us some monsters,” I said.

      He nodded, and charged.

      Fearless motherfucker.

      He went straight toward the first clackscream that had come over the edge. The creature pulled itself up a little higher, bringing its front two legs and the three-pronged pincers out to grab Yuri. But Yuri juked to the left, and the clackscream bit at the fake. Yuri was right under the main body of the beast. He trust straight up, and kept running forward. His glaive sliced the body wide open, and the internals of the clackscream poured out in a nasty goosh.

      I followed quickly behind, but where Yuri had gone high, I went low, ducking under a claw attack and slicing through three legs, unbalancing the clackscream. As it started to tip, I stabbed out, driving my magical sword right through the thing’s head. 

      The creatures weren’t working together, and it was that lack of cooperation that allowed the two of us to be so effective. When a segmented leg reached out for Yuri, I was there to cut it off with a hard swing of my sword. When I got my sword stuck in the somewhat gooey surface of the clackscream, Yuri was there to slice off a bunch of the creature’s heads. 

      Slice, stab, dodge, death. It was almost like a dance. The choreography wasn’t even that hard. While I was in the midst of fighting, my mind wandered, and I thought about what could be sending all these creatures? Why were they chosen? Why were they sent? What was behind this? It made so little sense.

      Soon enough though, the Legion was formed and ready. As they pushed forward, bristling with twenty-foot spears, Yuri and I slipped through their lines until we were safely at the back.

      Captain Czubakowski was there, a pained smile on his face.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Tired,” he said with a bit of a win. “But here. Who’s the friend?”

      “Monster hunter brought in by Léon.”

      “Yuri,” the lion man said.

      Czubakowski gave Yuri a nod, then turned his attention back to the fight. The Legion wasn’t in any sort of danger. Their long spears kept the clackscreams at bay, and it wasn’t long before the fight turned into more of a mop-up effort. There was plenty of goop and gore from the battle though. It almost seemed like the clackscreams were kind of like large bugs — nothing too hard inside, just a lot of juicy stuff to spill across the stones. But they also didn’t have much in the way of a carapace. It was more like the thick skin on jello that’s been in the fridge way too long. Weird creatures.

      “Thanks for the holding the line while we got ready,” Czubakowski said, walking over to his men to get things moving the way he wanted.

      Yuri looked at me for a moment, then shrugged. He cleaned his blade on a cloth and slid it back into the tiny pouch. He held the cloth out to me, and I used it to clean my sword before, well, putting the naked blade in my belt, careful not to slice through the leather.

      “You need a scabbard,” he said.

      “You’re telling me,” I replied.

      “I am telling you.”

      I shrugged. “Yes, yes you are.”
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      Finding Arno again was easy. He was the only old man in robes standing on a roof. Plus his white hair shone brilliantly in the moonlight. He was busy staring at the Legion cleanup, completely unaware of myself or Yuri calling his name.

      I threw a small rock at him, and it bounced off his head.

      Arno looked around, pissed. His eyes finally found me, and I waved.

      He harrumphed, but started his descent.

      A moment later, I felt a weight settle on my shoulder.

      “He’s a bit useless in all this,” came a quiet voice in my ear.

      I sighed. Bear was right, and I wanted to talk with her. But I also wasn’t ready to let her existence become common knowledge. Instead, I blazed through my notifications.
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 28! You receive the ability: Mana Well. Dare to believe you can survive, and achieve greatness. Or don’t.
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve discovered an ability: Mana Well. Your reserves of mana are significantly larger.
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        * * *

      

      That was nice. Completion of the big Eona quest and killing some overgrown jello bugs, and I finally had a new level. Sure, the ability seemed a bit cruel considering I had no use for it, but it’s not like arguing with the gods had ever done me any favors.

      “You smile,” Yuri said, “something good?”

      “New level.”

      “Ah, congratulations,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder with his big, soft paw-hand.

      “Twenty-eight.”

      “Getting up there in the world.”

      Arno came around the corner, muttering.

      “I hate to say this,” Arno said, “but we needed more blood.”

      “There was a ton of blood,” I said, pointing to Yuri and I, who were quite liberally covered in clackscream blood. And guts. Well, a mixture of their internals.

      “I doubt vampires are salivating at the prospect of eating the foul concoction smeared across your shirt.”

      “Or maybe it’s an exotic delicacy.”

      “If it is, the local vampire population seems to have missed out on that.”

      “Nothing here?”

      “There is nothing here I saw. No one who might be a vampire, and no locals in general watching this fight.”

      “That’s odd.”

      “It is different,” Arno said. “But it is also rather cold tonight. I don’t know if the popularity of the monster battles is retained through the winter. I admit, I have not been here that long.”

      There was a bit of a nip in the air. No snow yet, but the air had that smell about it. At least, if you could separate out the repugnant clackscream gore stench, you’d get a whiff of snow. “You should probably tell them about me,” the tiny brownie whispered into my ear.

      I frowned, but nodded. I needed to trust these guys, and I had the feeling we were going to have to every last tool at our disposal.

      “What is it?” Yuri asked.

      “There’s someone here with us,” I said.

      “Ta-da,” Bear said, popping into visibility on my shoulder and in a display of, well, spectacle.

      Both Yuri and Arno jumped back. Arno’s fingers glowed and Yuri’s claws sprung out. Which was new — I’d never seen him with his claws out before. Hell, I didn’t even realize he had claws like that.

      I put my hands out. “She’s with me,” I said.

      “What is she?” Yuri asked, claws retracted. He leaned in, curious.

      “A prime example of a brownie,” she replied with a little Betty-Boop-style hip pop.

      “A brownie?” Arno asked, also peering at the tiny woman. “I have had so few experiences with any of those from the fairy realm. Have you been to the Feedoheem?”

      She sighed. “Yes, but I’m not talking about that now. Okay?”

      “We are on a bit of a time crunch,” I added.

      “And now that I’m visible and can do things, if we get a fresh vampire, I think you,” she pointed at Yuri, “and I might be able to do a little working that will lead us to our quarry.”

      “The Master,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “And how do you know what you might do with me?” Yuri asked.

      “I checked your character sheet.”

      He growled.

      “Oh come off it,” she said. “We don’t have time right now.”

      “It is a bit impolite,” I said. 

      “Who here thinks the vampires are adhering to every social norm?”

      “I mean, they might be. I’ve heard—”

      “They aren’t. Yuri has a tracking spell that can only be used once per day. But I can goose that spell up a bit, and we can use it multiple times across tonight. But, for the spell to work—”

      “We need vampire blood,” Yuri said.

      “Bingo,” Bear said with a wink and a snap. “Now let’s go get a fucking vampire.”

      “Does it have to be fucking?” I asked.

      “Not funny.”
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      We went another round on how we would actually find a vampire. This time through, we decided it would be best to attract one with bait.

      Which meant finding someone to act as bait. Someone young and seemingly weak. Easy prey. 

      “Eliza?” Bear asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Who is Eliza?” Yuri asked. “Would she help us?”

      “She would totally help us,” Bear piped in before I could respond.

      “But I won’t let her help us,” I countered. “She is the woman I am here to protect.”

      “You are also here to kill the vampires,” Bear said. “Don’t forget that.”

      “She’s not going to be bait.”

      “Then who?” Bear asked, miniature arms crossed and glaring at me with her eyes.

      “Maybe we might find some unfortunates looking for coin,” Arno said.

      “Why do I think you’ve already got someone in mind?” I asked.

      “A reputable man like me would never know any women of ill-repute.”

      “So where is she?”

      The mancer paused for the barest of moments. 

      “This way,” he said.

      We headed east, back along the main road for a spell before turning north into the more, shall we call it, affordable section of town. Buildings were a bit taller, a bit closer together, and the roads a little narrower. And unlike the southern part of town, people here were still awake and working.

      The sawmills were still going. They probably went nonstop in Osterstadt. People got wood prepped to be delivered. Goods churned out, and sawdust spewed into the sky from a hundred different mills. People were awake, but moving in groups, and they eyed us like we were interlopers, and most certainly not welcome.

      We wound down some smaller streets and a few alleys until we came to a tavern. A small establishment that was tucked into the back of an otherwise unremarkable building that I would have sworn was just a warehouse. There was no real sign out front, just a door and a small window. Looking through the small window, I could see a darkened room with a bar along one side, and some tables covered in shadow that took up the rest of the place.

      Arno walked in like he was a regular in the place — and given by the nod from the bartender, he was. So well-known, it seemed, that no one cared he had brought guests. I snuck a look on my shoulder, but I didn’t see Bear. I was glad she was back in hiding. Yuri’s hood was pulled up tight, so he looked mostly human. Arno scanned the place.

      “Wait here,” he said, pointing to a table in the corner. Then he was gone.

      Yuri sat.

      I figured roadhouse rules applied in this place, so I went up to the bartender and ordered a pair of ales.

      The bartender eyed my well-soiled tabard, chain mail, and naked blade. 

      “Bell?” he asked.

      “A few times lately,” I said.

      He gave me an appraising nod, then drew the ales into large clay mugs. 

      I slid a gold coin over, and winked. The bartender’s eyebrow raised. Then he almost smiled, and the coin disappeared. 

      The ale tasted fine. Watery and a bit tangy, but fine. I wasn’t going to complain. Yuri took a sip of his, puckered, and then made a show of holding his mug but not drinking it.

      “This Eliza,” Yuri said quietly, “is she, or rather, does she belong to your lord?”

      “There’s no slavery here,” I replied, just above a whisper.

      “I meant,” he started, but shook his head. “Not in that manner. A pledge. Or—”

      “Romantically? Like marriage-wise sort of a thing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ahh. No. Though I think her father might be trying to angle something in that direction.”

      “Your lord is unmarried and unbetrothed?”

      “Single and trying not to mingle.”

      He brought the mug to his mouth, clearly thinking about what he was about to say and not what he was doing. He took another sip, made another face, and shook his head.

      “An unmarried ruler is,” he said, then paused. I could tell he was trying to find the polite word, “challenging.”

      “I guess,” I said. “Haven’t really thought much about it. As long as we’re waiting, can I ask — are you thinking of remaining in the Empire?”

      He took in a deep breath, held it for a moment, then let it out slowly. 

      “Yes,” he said. “Maybe. Probably.”

      “It’s a big move.”

      He nodded. “There are many problems within the Empire, equally as many in the, well, my former home. It is a matter of choosing which sacrifices I am willing to make. I fear I am not welcome in my former home, and so, I hope to be more welcome here.”

      “I know you’d be welcome in Coggeshall.”

      “Oh? You have enough rapport with your lord to swing an additional citizen or four?”

      “You count as four?”

      “I would have my family coming.”

      “Ah, yeah. Definitely. Wait, where is your family?”

      “Likely somewhere between Arenberg and Glaton. They are taking the long way around.”

      “So how did you get here then?”

      “I went through the Gloom.”

      “The fuck you did.”

      He smiled, and nodded. “I did.”

      “I heard it was dangerous.”

      “It is, very.”

      “Then how?”

      “I am a monster hunter. It is what I do and it is all I do. As has my father and his father before him. I have hunted in the Gloom. Traveling, especially as just myself — well, it is not easy, never is it easy, but — it is possible.”

      “Dude, have you heard of Gloomguard?”

      He chuckled. “Of course.”

      “Have you been there?”

      “I may have traveled some of the Gloom, but I have never been that far.”

      “Do you think you could get there?”

      “I would rather not. There is much down there we do not understand, much we have no idea about. But I can tell you that getting to Gloomguard from this far north requires crossing areas even someone as myself would not.”

      “Like, what’s down there?”

      “You met one of the creatures today.”

      “The spidery guys? They weren’t that bad.”

      “They were badly out of their environment. Imagine when they are able to crawl on the walls and the ceiling, and it is absolute dark. That change in the battlefield pushes them from mere annoyances like today to nightmare fuel. There are jellies and slimes, so many different varieties that it is impossible to know them all. The dark orcs make a life there, existing with little other desire than fighting and killing. If they are in a generous mood, you might get a chance to trade with them. Or speak with them, but it is just as likely they will force you to fight. There are purple worms, banded worms, scaled worms, triple worms, and likely more that I cannot remember. Things that eat brains and learn from them, things that suck blood, things that only eat fat and fascia. And those are the things that we have come across. The ones that are more common. There are also the named beasts. Monsters of nightmare and legend. The Soul Drinker. The Stalking Dire Beast. The Netherrun. The Gloom is not a place I like going, and whether I choose to remain in the Empire or find a new home, I doubt any amount of money would be worth another trip through that accursed land.”

      “Ten gold.”

      He smiled, and shook his head.

      “Twenty,” I said.

      “Well, now I’ll go.”

      I chuckled.

      Arno came walking out of the back with a young blonde woman following him. We had our bait.

      She sat down with us at the table while Arno got another two mugs of ale.

      “Hello,” I said, “Montgomery Northwoods. And that is Yuri.”

      She smiled at me. When she looked at Yuri, she was taken aback. She didn’t cover it particularly well, but she did recover.

      “Sorry,” she said, “just wasn’t expecting, uh, you.”

      “I seem to be somewhat unique here,” Yuri said.

      Arno sat down, and put the new mugs on the table. He took a long pull on his, and I watched Yuri waiting for Arno to make some sort of face. Arno did not. I also noticed that our new friend did not bother to drink any.

      “I am told you have need of me,” she said. 

      “Can I get your name?” I asked.

      “You may call me Rose,” she replied, eyes closed and with a wry smile. So she probably just came up with the name.

      “Rose it is. Rose, I’m going to level with you. We need you to be bait so we can catch a vampire.”

      She raised an eyebrow and looked over at Arno. When he nodded, she drained her mug of ale in a single go, and got up from the table. 

      “Thank you,” she said, “and good night.”

      Rose walked off.

      “Real smooth,” Arno said.

      “I figured you’d done some preamble shit,” I replied.

      “The preamble got her out here to talk to you.”

      “Go get another one,” I said.

      He frowned at me, but, then got up, and walked into the back again.

      “The primal races,” I said, “what were those?”

      “That’s all theory,” Yuri replied. “No one really knows the ancient history. Save a few dragons, that is, but they’re not exactly talkative on the subject. But the theory goes that certain races were here, on this planet or in this plane, from the beginning. All the rest were brought here at some point.”

      “By who?”

      “Gods, accidents, or both.”

      “What were the original races then?”

      “Right. The four races were the original sapients, at least how the theory goes.”

      “Elves?”

      “No. Nothing that is really prevalent today. And their names were, well, odd. Generalized. There were the Lower, who we know the least about because they were amphibious. The Upper, who lived in the skies. Who had wings. Then there were the Risen, who tried to take over the world, and the Fallen, who did take over the world, and who were struck down by the gods for being too powerful.”

      “The Fallen were?”

      “Yes.”

      “Any idea why? Or how?”

      “These are all myths and legends. Things that people would tell each other around the campfire. There’s nothing to indicate any real truth to this—”

      “Right, but let’s say there was a Fallen here today, what would—”

      “I don’t know. I doubt anyone knows. You’re talking about events that happened thousands upon thousands of years ago. There are civilizations that have risen, fallen, and been forgotten in the space between then and now. All I know is that the Fallen were feared, and that their rage was bottomless.”

      “Oh.”

      “Not too much. But, then again, I only studied the bare minimum.”

      “Saved it all for monsters.”

      “Exactly.”

      I wanted to press him further, but I saw Arno coming back with a redhead. She looked more like, well, a professional fun-haver. Very curvy and with a face that seemed unable to do anything other than smile. So I smiled at her.

      She winked at me as she sat down. Arno, again, went to the bar.

      “You have a job for me?” she asked. 

      “What did Arno say?” I asked, eager to not make the same mistake.

      “That you needed me to do something a little strange, a bit dangerous, but that you’d make sure I wasn’t hurt.”

      “Sounds about right,” I said. “What do you know about vampires?”

      “Not much, other than that they are in the city. Are you, I mean, are you vampires? I do not want to be eaten—”

      “No, we’re not vampires. I am Montgomery Northwoods, bodyguard and man-at-arms. This is Yuri, monster hunter, and you know Arno. You are?”

      “Joosje,” she said. “And you know what I do.”

      She didn’t say it with pride, which made me sad. I didn’t think anything wrong with what she did, but I also didn’t feel right trying to make her feel better about her chosen profession.

      Arno sat down and put the ale in front of her.

      She smiled, took the mug, but did not drink from it. Arno, on the other hand, quaffed his down. Which was his second ale in as many minutes, and he wasn’t exactly a big dude. Having a drunk wizard along for the night wasn’t going to be good for the team. Still, the dude ain’t a baby, so he could handle his own shit. Or so I hoped.

      “So what exactly,” Joosje asked, “do you need me to do?”

      “We are hunting the Master Vampire, and we’ll need you to—” I started.

      “Why?” she interrupted to ask.

      “What do you mean why?”

      “I thought they already caught him.”

      “I’m sorry, who?”

      “The, uh, the city guard or, whomever. I’m not from here, so I don’t really known the ins and outs of the city. Just, I heard that they caught him.”

      “Do you know who?”

      “The viceroy.”

      “The viceroy. Léon Glaton, cousin of the emperor?”

      She nodded, a little confused, but seemed sure of herself.

      “Fuck,” Arno said. 

      I bolted from the tavern.
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      I sprinted through the streets at full speed, pushing people out of my way as necessary. I ignored any calls or cries behind me. But as soon as I hit the main avenue, I saw the enormity of the problem I faced.

      A mob of people with torches had gathered and filled a good chunk of the street. Shoulder to shoulder, men and women, obviously full of rage. And therefore fear. I walked  into the mob and tried to get a good look at what was going on, tried to listen. People were just screaming. Yelling. I saw no attempt at keeping order. There was, however, a wagon being pulled out onto the main thoroughfare. It was a very basic wagon, more like a flat top with wheels. And on that flat top was a man in chains, kneeling, his head down.

      Léon.

      Even from a distance, I could tell it was Léon. I hadn’t seen him that long ago, and he was still wearing the same clothes. Sure, his threads were torn to shreds, and there was a lot more blood, but there was also a lot of torchlight around, so I could see clear as day. I couldn’t tell if he was even alive. He wasn’t moving.

      I tried to push in closer, but it was difficult to do so without just throwing down. Everyone was trying to get closer, and the crowd was growing. People were jeering and shouting. Then things started to get thrown. It looked like rotten food. Whatever it was hit and sort of splashed across Léon.

      “No,” came a whisper in my ear.

      I shook my head. “I need to save him,” I whispered back.

      Bear grabbed my ear and pulled it. Hard.

      Much like when anyone pulls your ear, I followed the direction of the pull. In this case, she got me out of the crowd and a bit down a side street where we weren’t surrounded by people. Then she let go, jumped off my shoulder and stood on a decorative wall right around my eye height, hands on hips.

      “Are you insane?” she asked. “You’re standing in the middle of a mob talking about saving the man the mob is intent on killing?”

      “I have to—”

      “You have to do nothing of the sort,” she snapped. “Your job here is to kill the vampires and to keep Eliza safe. And preferably, all the people with Eliza safe. Léon has nothing to do with you.”

      “He’s my friend, and—”

      “And what would you possibly do in this situation? Massacre thousands of citizens out there? Cut a bloody swath through those fools?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you are not that man.”

      “I am. That’s always the problem — I am that man.”

      “You are not. I don’t know where you came from or what you were before here, but you are not that man any longer. Perhaps you want to think that is who you are, but that is you being lazy. You are a protector, not a killer.”

      “And I want to protect my friend Léon.”

      “There is no way to save him. Not right now. Despite all your powers, you will be torn apart by the crowd. And if you are somehow victorious, you will have massacred an entire city. Which would make you a villain hunted throughout the world.”

      “But—”

      “No. Montana Imperial Duke of Coggeshall, this is a battle you cannot fight, for there is no winning. Whoever is on the other side of this has outplayed all of us. I’m sorry. We lose.”

      I punched the wall. Full strength. The bricks caved in, and then the whole wall fell over. Bear scrambled and jumped onto me, grabbing onto my collar to keep from falling.

      “Oops. So what do I do?” I asked, watching my hand bleed for a second before the cuts all sealed back up.

      “What you came here to do,” she said, on my shoulder once again. “Although, right now it might be better to not appear as an imperial.”

      The shouting from the crowds shifted. It was no longer just about Léon, but the Empire itself. That the Empire had brought vampirism to Osterstadt. That it was time to get the Empire out of Osterstadt.

      “Yeah, that’s not good,” I said. I pulled my tabard off, and tossed it into the mess I’d made of the wall.

      We moved back to the main street, stopping to watch the mob. They were just increasing in intensity, their fervor starting to feel scary.

      “This looks less than good,” I heard Arno say. It took me a second to find him, but he was leaning out from a dark alley about ten feet away.

      “You have any spells to grab Léon with?” I asked.

      He just shook his head, eyes wide. “I am not the type of mancer required for something like that.”

      “Is there one here?”

      “Not of the Empire.”

      “Someone who’d do it for money?”

      “That tends to be the way of Osterstadt, but I doubt anyone has enough coin to buy the courage needed to go against this crowd.”

      “I’d go,” I said, glaring at the rowdy mob. 

      Bear yanked my ear.

      “Trade a thousand lives for one?” he asked.

      I didn’t know how to answer him. 

      “Your Eliza,” Yuri said, suddenly standing next to me. “She is an Imperial noble, yes?”

      I nodded, still unable to take my eyes off Léon’s still form lit by torchlight.

      “You might consider escorting her from the city,” Yuri said. “I do not imagine this is going away with his death.”

      He pointed at Léon. A large figure had climbed up on the wagon, dressed in all black and holding an absolutely massive axe in one hand. The figure pointed at Léon, and the crowed roared. The axe went up and around, and there was just a collective holding of breath in the mob as the axe seemed to hang in the air.

      The axe came down.

      The head came off.

      The crowd went nuts.

      I realized I was walking forward, both Yuri and Arno holding onto me, and coming with me for the ride.

      “You cannot do this,” Bear said softly. “I am sorry. We lost this fight.”
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      She was right. With Léon already dead, I knew there was nothing I could do. Revenge on the mob was pointless. Eliza might not know what was happening, and she was a reasonably well-known imperial noble, so I needed to get her out of the city. Also,  I needed to find out what happened to the Legion. Had they all been killed by the mob? That seemed unlikely.

      We headed south, which also meant uphill, back into the nicer area of the city. Cries from the crowd echoed around, and people were still leaving their homes and heading out to join in the party.

      And by party, I mean wanton destruction and the killing of an innocent man. It made my blood boil every time I thought of it. And every time, I’d start grumbling, and Bear would talk me down. 

      As we moved deeper into the rich part of town, I noticed an increased presence of armed men. And not just normal guards — there were full-on squads out patrolling. Big, mean men and women who were dripping with armor. And they definitely eyed my little party moving through.

      We were a block from the hotel before anyone stopped us.

      A group of burly men in chainmail stepped across the road.

      “Evening, gents,” the leader said. He was missing a few teeth. “You look like you’re in a bit of a hurry.”

      “It’s a little crazy here,” I replied. “Just trying to keep our heads down.”

      “And those heads,” he continued, “are they imperial heads?”

      I paused and looked over at my companions. Neither of them seemed to have much to say on the matter.

      “He’s definitely not from here,” one of the armed men said, pointing a metal gauntlet’d finger at Yuri.

      “Yeah, but he’s a guest of mine,” I replied. 

      “I don’t think you’re—” one man started.

      “Fuck,” another said. “That’s the Hero of Osterstadt. He’s as Imperial as they come.”

      Weapons came out. I was almost thankful this had happened, and I I could take out some of my rage on them.

      “Wrong answer, assholes,” I said.

      I drew my sword as quick and as hard as I could. The sword first cut through my belt, then through my first opponent’s head. The others stopped, realizing their leader had died. But I didn’t stop. I just moved on to the next target, keeping the swing going.

      Yuri had his sword out now, a simple mid-length blade that had little in the way of hand protection. He snapped his weapon out and up, and split a man from belly to neck.

      I got my boot up and smashed in my next opponent’s knee. 

      Yuri caught a cut for my neck on his sword. Then he raked the man’s face with his lion claws. 

      Arno shouted a word I couldn’t understand. There was a pop and a sizzle from my left, and by the time I turned to see what had happened, a pair of eyes were cooking on the street.

      I shook my head, glad Arno was on our side. Then I lunged at the last man standing, cutting him down as he tried to run.

      Two breaths later, and we were the only ones alive in the street.

      “Everyone okay?” I asked.

      Both Arno and Yuri were breathing hard. We all had a little more blood on us than before, but I got nods from both men. I knelt down, and very quickly, undid a belt off of one of the men. It mostly fit. For good measure, I also took the man’s coin purse and sword. And his scabbard. 

      Yuri, similarly, went to work freeing the corpses of belongings they no longer needed.

      Arno looked at us, aghast.

      “You boil eyes and have a problem looting the dead?” I asked.

      “It was not the spell I thought I was casting,” he replied.

      “Do I want to know what you were trying to do?”

      “Likely not.”

      “Just try not to fry me or Yuri.”

      “Noted.”

      “And do not singe my fur,” Yuri added.

      Arno nodded.

      We were back on the move just as another group rounded the corner. But these weren’t soldiers, they were rank civilians, armed with heavy candlesticks and butcher’s knives.

      They eyed us, and we eyed them. There seemed to be a mutual decision to let the others pass unmolested.

      I was immediately worried to see no one outside the hotel. I opened the door and peeked inside.

      No one.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      Inside, it was quiet. Which gave me hope. I ran up the stairs, and heard the thumping steps of Arno and Yuri following me.

      I got to the top and pounded on the door.

      There was a moment.

      “It’s Montana,” I said. 

      I heard a muffled “shit,” then a twang, and a crossbow bolt crashed through the door, through my maile, and into my chest.

      “Motherfucker,” I grunted.

      The door opened, and I saw Priscilla standing there, Eliza behind her with a crossbow in her hands.

      “Oh gods, it really is you” Eliza said. “I’m so sorry, I—”

      I shook my head, grabbed the bolt, and ripped it out. Which hurt. I had to lean against the wall for a second, but the pain passed, and I chucked the bolt down the hallway.

      Yuri looked to Arno, eyes wide. Arno shook his head, equally shocked. I suppose it was the appropriate reaction to seeing someone unfazed after getting shot in the chest. I didn’t have time to explain things to them, so I just pushed my way past Priscilla and Eliza into the room.

      “We need to go,” I said.

      “No shit,” Emeline called out from her spot at the window. “This city is like an uncovered pot of Greek fire next to an open flame. But I’m guessing, since you’re back here, that you’ve killed the Master?”

      “Uh, no. Not yet.”

      “Then we’re not going,” Emeline said.

      Eliza nodded. ”I think Emeline is correct. It is more important to—”

      “I appreciate your thinking on the matter,” I said, “but I have to overrule you both. We’re getting the fuck out of Dodge right now. And before you ask, in this case, Dodge is Osterstadt, and right now means right. Fucking. Now.”

      Priscilla, obedient and fantastic, was already packing things up.

      “I don’t think you understand this,” Emeline said. “If you give up, the Master is just going to take this city over.”

      “If we don’t leave,” I replied, “we will be killed. And then we don’t have to worry about the Master. So if that’s the way you’d like to remedy the whole you vs. the Master thing, then fine by me. But I’m not going that way. I’ve got too much shit to do to get bogged down fighting the idiots here. Besides, I promised to keep Eliza safe, and I’ve still got to finish my quest with her.”

      Eliza blushed.

      Priscilla had most of the trunks packed up.

      “You think we can get the horses?” Eliza asked.

      I walked over to the window and peeked out. I noticed Bear was standing on the sill, looking out. 

      “You have any thoughts about all this?” I asked her quietly.

      “There’s more going on behind the scenes than we’re seeing,” she said. “And that means someone probably knows that Lady Northwoods is here. And they’re going to be coming for her, either for ransom because her father is made of gold, or for more nefarious reasons.”

      “You think someone is coming for us?” 

      “Wouldn’t you? Why else is the inn not staffed?”

      “We’re moving now,” I shouted to the group. “Also, these are friends, Yuri is the fuzzy one, Arno is the old one.”

      “I’m not that old,” Arno muttered.

      “Take what you can carry,” I said, “and what you can carry easily. We’re going straight for the gate.”

      Emeline hesitated, even as everyone else was moving.

      I looked over at her, holding the door for Eliza, Priscilla, Yuri, and Arno. Then it was just Emeline and me. And the invisible Bear on my shoulder. Though why Bear chose to be invisible now was anyone’s guess. I figured, perhaps, she just felt safer that way.

      “Your call here,” I said.

      “Is it?”

      “I’ll leave you here if you’d like. I don’t think it’s the end you want though.”

      “You think they’ll see me as an imperial? I’m from here.”

      “Sure, but who knows you still exist?”

      She looked out the window.

      “Does your father?”

      “No.”

      “Were you going to tell him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe after this whole Master nonsense was done with.”

      “Well, time is up. Staying or going?”

      “Are you still going to kill the Master?”

      I nodded. “I don’t like unfinished quests,” I said. “And this asshole’s been on my shit list for a while. He’s just about at the top of it now.”

      She smiled, just a little. “Who’s above him?”

      “You will be if you don’t hurry up.”

      She shook her head and rolled her eyes. But, most importantly, she walked out the door.
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      The rest of the group was already down on the main floor. Yuri had his big old lion ear jammed up against the heavy wood of the door.

      “People outside,” he whispered. “Back door?” 

      I shrugged, but was already moving. I just started opening up doors. The first one was a bathroom, the second a closet, and the third held promise. A young man was hiding in there.

      But it was still a closet.

      “Back door,” I commanded.

      He just looked up at me, eyes wide.

      I picked him up by his collar and lifted until he was eye to eye with me.

      “If I wanted to hurt you, I’d have done it by now,” I said. “Now, tell me how to get the fuck out of your hotel without going through the front.”

      He nodded, and maybe wet himself, But that wasn’t necessarily my fault. You know, he could have had to go because he’d been in the closet so long.

      “Behind the bar,” he said quietly. “Down that hall, to a door. It’s locked, but it leads to the stables.”

      “Thanks buddy,” I said with a smile, and set him back down on the floor of the closet. Then I shut the door, saying nothing about the strong stench of urine starting to permeate the air. I’m all heart.

      I led my little group into the eatery, behind the bar, and down the hall. As predicted, the door was locked. But I happen to be very good with locked doors. I kick them, and they open.

      In this case, I kicked the door, parts of the door broke, and then the door swung open.

      “Not for nothing,” Eliza said, from her spot right behind me, “but if you were going to make that much noise, it would have been easier to just go out the front.”

      I gave her a look as I pushed through the broken door and into the stables. It wasn’t a large stable, but it was full. Horses, including ours, along one wall, and an ornate carriage parked on the far side. The horses were calm, well-cared for. After a second of looking around, I saw two small faces peeking out from the hayloft. I gave a little wave, dug two gold coins out of my pouch, and set them on the hay.

      “Take care of these horses,” I mouthed, and pointed to our mounts.

      One tiny nod from the left head.

      That was enough for me. I was moving.

      I paused at the big doors to the stable to peer out. They led to an alley. We were in the swank district, so it was a wider alley than nearly anywhere else, built to deal with carriages and horses. For a second, I considered stealing the carriage parked inside, but we needed to move through the city unseen. A carriage would for sure get stopped, and then, well, I wasn’t exactly sure how we’d be made as imperials, but I had a bad feeling it would be because of Yuri. Osterstadt had a rather dim view of non-humans. I took one more second to listen, and then made my best guess.

      “This way,” I said.

      “Other way,” Bear snapped.

      “That’s what I meant,” I replied, and we were off.

      The city was awake, almost strangely so. People mostly stayed in their posh homes around us, but they peered out through their windows and, on occasion, stood out front with weapons. The streets were largely devoid of people. Except for the groups of armed men and women, most of whom had the look and feel of professional soldiers, only with any identifying elements conspicuously absent.

      We made it down into the next district without trouble, but getting through the nice neighborhoods didn’t worry me. We moved on the side of the roads, myself in front, then Eliza, Priscilla, Emeline, Yuri, and Arno pulling up the rear. I wished we all had big dark cloaks like Yuri, clothes we could hide in.

      As we got closer to the main avenue, we saw more people in the streets, and heard loud and ridiculous shouts from the growing mob. Lots of calls for the Empire to pay for bringing vampires. And calls for the people to take down the Legion. That all the imperials in the city needed to die. Apparently it was also a good time for looting, since people were breaking into stores and liberating them of their goods.  

      A few times, we came up against professional soldiers, but none of them bothered with us. And down near the mob, the groups were more interested in channeling people to the mob than confronting anyone. As long as we went parallel to the main avenue, we didn’t risk running into the mob itself, and we could keep moving.

      I was starting to think we’d luck out and make it without much of a problem. Maybe we’d get to the main gates and waltz right through. When I saw the city walls, I smiled. I was feeling good.

      Naturally, it couldn’t be that easy. It can never be that easy. The gates were closed, and a line of soldiers preventing anyone from getting out. These soldiers were part of the city’s garrison; they had the Osterstadt crest on their uniforms. The Legion soldiers that normally served alongside the guard were gone — not surprising. What was surprising were the pools of blood, and a discarded Legion helmet off to one side. I shuddered.

      A gilded carriage wrought with incredible carvings rocketed by us, so close I had to pull Eliza out of the way. 

      It screeched to a halt at the line of soldiers, the horses rearing while the driver struggled to get them under control.

      Two guards moved forward and took hold of the horses bridles, while a third walked up to the driver. 

      We were too far away to hear what passed between the driver and the guard, but it was pretty clear that driver wasn’t going to get through the gate. The soldiers started laughing and calling out to each other.

      Then one of them moved toward the door of the carriage.

      The driver yelled out, and a woman burst out of the door on the opposite side. She was wearing a large gown, which looked like it would be hell to run in. And yet, she was sprinting, and getting some real distance.

      An arrow sprouted from the driver’s neck, blood squirting around the fletching, and the driver slumped to the side, still trying to pull a sword free from his belt.

      Two guards charged after the woman, their heavy hobnail boots clacking on the cobblestones.

      “Do I intervene?” I asked, but I already knew the answer. I also knew that I wasn’t going to pay attention to the answer.

      I stepped out one step from the alley so I had a clear view of the action. I pulled the axe from my belt, took aim, and threw.

      The axe flew true, and thunked into the head of the lead chaser.

      His limbs just went, and he crashed to the ground, a heap of jelly. More or less.

      The woman wasn’t concerned with what was happening behind her — she was just sprinting. 

      The other guard skidded to a stop, trying to catch sight of whomever had the temerity to intercede. 

      I waved, and held out my hand.

      My axe shot across the open space and smacked into my palm.

      I threw it again.

      The guard raced back to the safety of the group, but he didn’t get far enough. The axe caught up to him, and chopped right into his neck. He dropped to the ground, trying to call out for help. But the soldiers were busy pulling a pudgy elderly man from the carriage, a man who was stabbing with a dagger, but not really doing a whole lot. The soldiers grew tired of dodging the old man’s paltry attacks, threw him on the ground, and stabbed him in the gut.

      He dropped his knife, tried to hold his wound shut, and then groaned in pain while rocking back and forth. The guards were quick to move into the carriage, pulling out small chests, sacks of coins, and passing out bottles of wine.

      The girl tripped, and fell to the ground.

      “Really?” I asked. “Everyone else, cross the street while they’re looting.”

      “Where are we going?” Eliza asked in a whisper.

      “I’m going to help that girl to her feet,” I said, “and then we’re going to let Emeline’s dad know about her.”

      “Wait—” Emeline said, but I was already off.

      I sprinted in a half-crouch, moving across the street until I got to the girl. I picked her up with one arm around her waist and one around her mouth. She, as was really a natural reaction to such an action, screamed. Hence, you know, the hand around her mouth, which did a pretty good job of muffling her.

      I did not expect her to bite me. 

      “I’m trying to save you, dammit,” I hissed.

      She didn’t let go, but she stopped biting down quite as hard. 

      I got her across the street, slid to my knees, and set her against a wall. I crawled quickly back to the corner, and just peeked out.

      The guards were just starting to realize some of their buddies were down for the count. They yelled at the guards farther up on the wall, asking if any of them had seen what happened to the woman who ran.

      No one had.

      “We’re clear,” I said. “Keep moving.”

      The young woman looked at me, then at the others. I was pretty sure she was about to have a freak out, but then Eliza took the woman’s hand.

      “Lady Paulet,” Eliza said softly, “would you come with us?”

      The woman blinked a few times, and then recognition flooded her eyes. 

      “Lady Northwoods,” she started, then swallowed a sob. She tried to speak again, and then burst into tears.

      I reached over and put my hand over her mouth. 

      “Not the time,” I said. “We need to go.”

      Eliza nodded, then looked into Lady Paulet’s eyes.

      “Can you remain silent while we walk?” she asked.

      Lady Paulet nodded, despite the tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “We are ready,” Eliza said to me.

      Despite what I’d told Emeline, and the group, my new plan wasn’t necessarily to visit Emeline’s father and get him to smuggle us out. I couldn’t imagine that going well, considering that the man probably blamed me for his daughter’s death. Sure, she was alive, but, you know, it was already turning into a weird night. 

      As soon as we were move again, I reached up to see if Bear was on my shoulder.

      Someone small smacked my hand.

      “Watch what you’re grabbing,” she hissed.

      “Bear,” I whispered, “do you have some way of getting in touch with Fritz?”

      “No,” she whispered back.

      “How did, I mean, how’d you guys organize the pick-up on the temple?”

      “Paired paper with Nikolai.”

      “Give it,” I said.

      “Eliza has it, but I doubt Nikolai is going to be looking at that exact piece of paper right now.”

      “Why?’’

      “You mean besides it being night and he is not expecting to hear from us?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think those are probably the only reasons but pretty good ones. He’d also have to be able to talk to Fritz which, would require Fritz being in Coggeshall and not sleeping. Or hunting. Or hanging around the build site. So, uh, if your plan is to get us out of here via Fritz, come up with a plan B.”

      “This was plan B. Plan A was getting out through the fucking gate.”

      “Fucking move on to Plan C.”

      “Depending on me for thinking is a worse idea than either Plan A or B. Fuck.” 

      I stopped walking, and let everyone bump into each other as we slunk along the side streets. 

      “Okay friends, Plan C. We’ve no choice but to visit Emeline’s dad,” I said. “Want to lead the way?”

      “Not in the slightest,” Emeline said.

      “Do it anyway?”

      She grumbled, but nodded. We were on our way, sneaking through the streets again.
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      As we got to the gnarlier side of town, things actually calmed down somewhat. Maybe because the residents had already gone off and joined the mob, or maybe realized how pointless being in a mob was and weren’t going to bother with it. Tough to tell.

      We still walked to the side of the roads, trying our best to stay in shadow. In short order, we were in the dank and dingy square that held our destination: The Murdered Bishop tavern. 

      Unlike everything else we’d passed, the Murdered Bishop was still open. I could see a few dim lights struggling against the dingy windows.

      Emeline stopped and stared across the empty square. 

      I was in the back, and had to walk around to meet her. 

      “What’s the problem?” I asked.

      “I wasn’t planning on doing this,” she said.

      “Telling him you’re still alive?”

      “Yes.”

      “The longer we stay out here,” I said, “the harder it’s going to be to get out of the city.”

      “I know,” she hissed at me. “I get it, just — just give me a minute.”

      “I’m sorry, but you can take a minute later, Emeline. We don’t have time for this now.”

      She glared at me, lips thin. I could feel her rage. Her fists were clenched, knuckles white.

      “You can hit me,” I said. “It’s fine. I get it. You want to unleash that anger, do it. But do it now so we can go.”

      She smacked me across the face. “Fuck you,” she said.

      I nodded at her, not exactly expecting to have been hit. But, hey, I offered it up. 

      She turned, stood up straight, and stalked across the square.

      “What was all that about?” Eliza asked.

      “This is going to be an unpleasant evening, Lady Northwoods,” I said.

      “You mean it will get worse?”

      “Probably.”

      We hurried to catch up with Emeline, dodging plenty of refuse and waste along the way. We were a long way from Kansas, and the residents here seemed to revel in how gross their neighborhood could be.

      Emeline didn’t pause at the door. She just pushed right in.

      I was right behind her. I braced myself for a big reaction from the patrons of the bar, who I knew were all just lookouts for Philomon, Emeline’s crime-lord of a father. But no one even gave a second look.

      The old woman behind the bar looked over us, and gave the barest of nods.

      “You know the way, girl,” the woman said, and went back to her drink.

      Emeline nodded, walked around the bar, and down the normally hidden stairway.

      Everyone followed, since no one bothered to stop our little troop going downstairs.

      Philomon’s basement hideout still looked like a nicer version of the upstairs, so little had changed. Philomon was still sitting at his table, still wearing a silly hat. Giles, the mountain of rage and muscle that even made me take a moment to think about taking him on, still stood behind his master. There was even still a card game going on.

      Emeline’s father had a drink in front of him, something steaming in a glass cup with a wooden handle. He watched as we came down his stairs, and then gestured at the empty seats in front of him.

      “Just the duke to start,” he said softly but firmly. 

      Emeline gave me a look, then a smirk, and leaned against the banister.

      I ignored her and went to sit with the crime lord.

      “The noble duke returns,” Philomon said.

      “Just a quick visit,” I replied.

      “It would seem you’ve been busy in the city.”

      “There are just so many things to see and do in this fair town.”

      “I suppose I should try to approach my home from the point of view of a tourist occasionally.”

      “The Emerald Sea is always a sight.”

      “Ah, but there’s been so many fights there lately, and I’d hate to get involved in that nonsense. Seems like people might expect me there, and then, perhaps, do something while I’m busy trying to be a hero.”

      “Is that what happened?” I asked.

      “Oh, I’m sure many things have happened. There’s quite a bit going on in the city tonight.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      “Have you decided how you will react?”

      “I mean, my first step is getting some friends out of the city.”

      “Might be tough. I’ve heard the gates are closed. Locked up.”

      “They’re also a little trigger happy.”

      “A little bird has mentioned that some of the guards have been promised looting rights instead of bonus pay. I suppose it’s about the same.”

      “Is it?” 

      “Two sides of the same coin.”

      “Not to me they aren’t.”

      Philomon considered that for a second, and took a sip from his mug. “But you are a different man, eh? A man who will go through hell to get a friend out of prison. A man who conquered a dungeon. A man who tries to be the hero. These men are not heroes, Duke of Coggeshall. These are just men. Men who can get a fortune tonight, and change their lives from shitty to merely crappy. All they have to do is hurt the rich.”

      “You can try and defend their actions—”

      “Oh, I am not defending them. I will profit from them soon enough, but I am trying to explain to you who seems to have risen above that station.”

      “I’ve been in that station, bub. Now I choose a different path.”

      “And bully for you,” he said, raising his drink in a mocking toast. “But I fear you do not see why it is important to understand those men in the light of this situation you’ve found yourself within.”

      “They want gold.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      “I want to get them out of the city,” I said, pointing over my shoulder. 

      He looked over the group.

      Eliza gave a polite wave. That made Philomon smile, and he waved back. 

      “Interesting group you’ve acquired,” he said. “But I see my daughter amongst those attempting to exit.”

      “That’s her.”

      “And here I thought I told you not to bring her back into the city. Something you agreed to.”

      “I agreed to bring her to safety. I made no promises about what would happen after that. And I brought her to safety. I gave her a home with walls and lots of guards. She made her own choices after that, and—”

      “And she came back to Osterstadt.”

      “She did.”

      “Where she died.”

      “You’ll have to get that story from her.”

      “And if I want it from you?”

      “I can’t tell it. I don’t really know it. I’m not that bright. And a bad memory to boot.”

      “I seem to recall you being rather daft in our first interchange. You are…less so now.”

      “Thank you?”

      “It is a compliment. A little one,” he said, holding his fingers apart about a quarter inch.

      “Thank you a little bit?”

      Philomon smiled. “I try not to like you,” he finally said. “It would be better for business if I didn’t. Then I could just betray you. Turn you over to those who are already looking for you and yours. And yet, I find I like you more than I like them.”

      “Can you tell me what’s going on in Osterstadt? Who’s behind all this?”

      “Oh, I can. But will I? No. Not my story to tell, is it?”

      “Touché.”

      “And you want to leave Osterstadt, right when it’s getting interesting?”

      “I would prefer to be here on my own,” I said. “Get those among my friends who are noncombatants out of the way.”

      “So you can massacre without concern?”

      I smiled. “Something along those lines. I’m on the hunt for The Master.”

      “Oh, him. I believe that is something my daughter has been interested in. She’s roped you into her gambit, then.”

      “You know the Master was behind the death of your daughter.”

      “The one that’s standing right behind you?”

      “Right, uh, I guess not that one. Well, I mean, the, uh, she’ll have to tell you.”

      “And you intend to kill this The Master?”

      “I do,” I said. He was being awfully patronizing, but I kind of just had to take it.

      “But only after you’ve gotten these lovely people out of my lovely city?”

      “Being that they’re imperial citizens, I’m worried they’ll be targeted by the mob currently in control of your, uh, lovely city.”

      “The mob is not in control. Not in the slightest.”

      “Oh. So, um, you are?”

      I knew I was laying the ‘gee, I’m dim’ on pretty thick, and Philomon’s smile told me he knew I was only playing at it. But he seemed to want to play this game, so here we were.

      “No,” he said. “If you can’t see what’s happening, it’s not up to me to tell you.”

      “Ruin the surprise?”

      “Yes. It would do that.”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. “So, have we done enough jibber-jabber that we can actually drill down to the meat?”

      “Your mixing of metaphors is bizarre and ungainly, and though I think I know what you mean, it pains me to admit it.”

      “I want you to—”

      “I know what you want, Montana of Coggeshall. You have not been shy at saying it. I have been shy to agree to your demands, because it forces me to choose sides, and I loathe choosing sides. It robs me of a market. Of an income stream. And I don’t like leaving money on the table when I don’t have to. And yet. Here you are, forcing my hand. So I chose to have a foolish chat with you while I thought instead of watching you and Giles duke it out. Though that particular brand of entertainment is certainly looking better than this redundant and circular conversation.”

      “I’m sorry to force the matter. It just seems that we don’t have time on our side—”

      “As of yet, we do not have a side. There is you and them and me. We are separate, and the more you try and force the bond, the more likely I am to deny you everything I can just because I can.”

      “Can we just cut the bullshit already?” Emeline called out. She came to the table and sitting down.

      “Ah, my lovely daughter,” Philomon said quietly through semi-clenched teeth. He was clearly not excited to see her. “I seem to recall being told you were dead.”

      “That was something that may have happened.”

      “And here you are to reveal the truth.”

      “Here I am.”

      “So where is the truth?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It always is. And yet.”

      “And yet what?”

      “And yet I am waiting to hear it.”

      “You’re going to be waiting a long fucking time then, dad.”

      Philomon sighed. “Why must you vex me so?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because you denied my existence and ruined my mother’s life.”

      Philomon slammed his hands down on the table, making his cup jump and spill some of the still steaming liquid.

      “You see things from her perspective,” Philomon snapped. “And she has poisoned you against me.”

      Emeline was fuming at this retort. Looking between the two of them, it was real easy to see they were related.

      “I will let you decide the fate of your friends,” Philomon said softly. “If you tell me the truth.”

      “Wait,” I said.

      Both Philomon and Emeline snapped to look at me.

      “You are no longer part of this,” Emeline said. “What truth is it you want?”

      Father and daughter glared at each other, and we all waited.

      “You know exactly what it is I am after.”

      She gritted her teeth, and I saw her eyes flick towards me.

      I thought about giving her some reassurance that I would make sure the Master died. That she didn’t need to worry about it. And yet, the last time I’d tried to intervene between these two, it hadn’t gone so well. This was something she’d have to decide on her own. So instead of saying anything, I just leaned back in my chair.

      There was a creak as the wood legs of my chair protested, and perhaps it should have been something I listened to, but, instead, I just crossed my arms, and stayed leaned back. For about a second before the wood gave up, cracked, and I went ass over tea kettle to the ground in a shower of splintered wood.

      “Now you know why Giles stands,” Philomon said, deadpan.

      I shook my head while laying there on the floor, trying to figure out how to pick myself up without looking like a complete jackass. That’s definitely one thing about breaking a chair while sitting in it. There is literally no way to come back from that without—

      A notification popped up.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Advanced Furniture Deconstruction. Like Ikea, but in reverse!
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        * * *

      

      I sighed. It was good to have this game world around to keep you humble. I guess.

      “I’ll do it,” Emeline said quietly.

      “Duke of Coggeshall,” Philomon said, “you and the others may wait upstairs while I speak with my daughter. When the time comes, I will send Giles up, and you will send those who need to leave the city back down. Understood?”

      I nodded.

      Then I got up off the floor and ushered the rest of the group upstairs. Just as we stepped behind the bar again, I heard Emeline start talking.
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      Once upstairs, I immediately wished we had been allowed to remain downstairs. The upstairs was purposefully disgusting. The only mild benefit was that the lookouts weren’t actively engaged in being foul, so we were just stuck in a revolting environment.

      I sat at the bar. Everyone else seemed to think it better to not touch anything.

      The barkeep winked at me as she rubbed a glass with a towel. It did not make the glass any cleaner.

      “You ever get grossed out here?” I asked.

      “Worked in worse places,” she said. “Want a drink?”

      “No,” I said, “I’ve got, uh, a little more I need to tackle this evening, I think.”

      “Your loss.”

      I gave her the best smile I could. She walked to the other end of the bar, peering out the window.

      Her exit gave me a moment for reflection, for thinking over the conversation I’d had with Philomon and putting together everything I’d seen in the city.

      But that didn’t happen, because it seemed like Bear thought it was the perfect time for a little chat.

      “Looks like this is the perfect time for a little chat,” Bear said from her invisible perch on my shoulder.

      I sighed.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I was just hoping to have a second to try and figure out what’s going on in this city,” I said. “But what did you want to chat about?”

      “What’s going on in the city.”

      “Oh.”

      “First, you gotta ask yourself if this vampire master is behind the unrest.”

      “Possibly.”

      “I think it’s likely.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it benefits him the most.”

      “I don’t know. Thinking about the conversations I had with Léon, he was worried about the grumbling coming from the fat cats who didn’t want to pay Imperial taxes.”

      “So you think the rich assholes did this on their own?”

      “I think that’s a more reasonable answer than thinking the master vampire is the mastermind behind—”

      “That the master vampire is a mastermind? That’s what you think is hard to believe? Do you know how long a vampire would need to live in order to be considered a master?”

      “I know nothing of vampires here.”

      “Imagine that makes it a bit challenging to hunt them.”

      I nodded.

      “Would you like to know something about them?”

      “I know this is kind of a weird question, but you’ve made a few references to Earth before, so, uh, how close are they to the vampires on Earth?”

      “Let’s leave the specifics of my travels for another time. As it concerns vampires on Earth, there are enough similarities that it makes one wonder.”

      “About?”

      “If I need to spell it out for you, we’re both in trouble.”

      “If you think we’re not in trouble, we’re in trouble.”

      She giggled at that, and patted my head. “Vampires here still drink blood. They need it to survive and to remain, um, cognizant. Civilized, I guess. The less blood they get, the closer they drop to feral violent creatures.”

      “Like if you cut their head off and let it get put back on, they go feral.”

      “Yes. In their civilized state, they grow and level, but they are limited in Choice.”

      “To Vampire?”

      “Or variants thereof, yeah. And their levels give them abilities and whatnot. No two vampires have the same set of powers. Some can transform into bats, some into wolves. Some into fog. Nearly all have very enhanced strength and speed—”

      “I’ve seen that aspect, and I’m pretty sure I’m stronger. Maybe not faster.”

      “I’d actually be interested to see how you held up against the master vampire as far as strength goes.”

      “How long do you think he’s been alive?”

      “If he is actually a master, minimum of a century. And he’ll have a host of powers that we’ll have no way of knowing.”

      “Weaknesses? Sunlight?”

      “Sunlight, yes. Garlic, no. Running water, no. But they do need permission to enter a home.”

      “That could be useful.”

      “Note I said home. That leaves a lot of other buildings wide open for the taking. They also have a weakness to fire. That is your best bet to kill them. In fact, it is the only way to truly make sure they are dead.”

      “Stake to the heart?”

      “Paralysis, but not death.”

      “And beheading is only temporary.”

      “Unless you destroy the head, yes. Or the body,” she said. “Preferably with fire.”

      “Good thing I’ve got so many fire spells lined up.”

      “It’s worse than that,” she said. “Most any vampire will be on the lookout for fire-based attacks, and will have plenty of ways to avoid your flames. I’ve heard tell of ancients who were able to propel ice from their hands.”

      “They sound cool,” I said.

      Even though invisible, I could still see Bear’s derision and disappointment.

      “Do you think we’ll actually be able to find the bastard?” I asked in a whisper.

      “I fear the greater challenge will remain after we find him.”

      “Killing him?”

      “That, and making it out of Osterstadt alive.”

      “Do you want to leave with Eliza?”

      “I am of your hirð. It is more my place to die for you, than you for me.”

      “That’s ridiculous, I’d never ask—”

      “I know you wouldn’t. All the more reason I should. Regardless, I am with you. To whatever end we might find.”

      There was a tap on my shoulder, the opposite one from where Bear happened to be perching. Yuri was standing there.

      “You are the duke of Coggeshall?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “You are the idiot lord you told me of?”

      “That actually describes me pretty well.”

      “Is there a reason you chose to hide your identity?”

      “Well, the first time it was because I was in Mahrduhm.”

      “And the second?”

      I couldn’t tell if the lion was mad or just curious. Either way, I figured spitting out the truth as fast as possible was the best course.

      “Because I liked having you look at me as an equal instead of a lord.”

      Yuri stood there with his head cocked. I’d caught him off guard. I could see the wheels in his head turning.

      Finally, he smiled, just a little. Which was always a bit disconcerting, because he even though he was an anthropomorphic lion, he was still a lion. With really, really big teeth.

      “I can understand,” he said. “Would you prefer I had not overheard?”

      “I mean, cat’s out of the bag now,” I said, and as soon as it left my mouth, I realized what I had said. “I mean, you know, not that having a cat in a bag, or I mean, putting a cat in a bag is a thing that I would do, or have done. Or I mean, there’s no, uh, I guess it would be better if I just attempted a different metaphor.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Shutting the barn door after the horse is already out?”

      “Better.”

      Then he laughed, and I felt marginally better.

      “Any chance you’re a secret lord?” I asked.

      “If I am, it would be a secret to me as well.”

      “That’s a damn good secret.”

      “I suppose it would be the most secure of secrets. But if you view me as an equal, I will be honored, and view you similarly.”

      Giles tromped up the stairs.

      “Who is coming?” he asked.

      I looked over at Eliza. She had Lady Paulet by the hand, with Priscilla bringing up the rear.

      “You want to go, Arno?” I asked.

      I could see that the offer surprised him, because he actually took a moment to consider it, but then he shook his head.

      “I want to get my research corpses,” he said with a rather twisted grin. “I will stay.”

      I gave him a nod, and turned to Giles. “Just the three women,” I said. “And Emeline.”

      Giles just grunted at me, then said, “Follow.” 

      He tromped right back down the stairs.

      Eliza let Priscilla take Lady Paulet down, but she stopped at me.

      “I will attempt to have Fritz pick us up,” she said. “If I am unsuccessful, I will wait at the tree.”

      “Don’t wait too long,” I said. “I might not be able to get out of here.”

      “You will,” she said with a smile. “I know it. You still have a quest to complete with me.”

      Then she went up on her tippy-toes, grabbed me by the shoulder to pull me down, and kissed me on the cheek. 

      “For luck,” she said. 

      Then she walked off down the stairs.

      “Oooooh,” Bear squealed into my ear. She popped into visibility so I could see her  with her hands clasped together, looking a bit like anime made real.

      Stupid shoulder brownies.
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      We went out into the city, the four of us moving quickly through the square to find a spot where we could figure out the next thing we were going to be doing. I didn’t want to stay at the Murdered Bishop a minute longer than I needed. So about two blocks away, we stepped into the mouth of an alley, and put our heads together.

      “Don’t suppose you’ve got some bonus cloaks in that bag of yours,” I said to Yuri.

      Yuri reached into a pouch and pulled out another of his big black cloaks. He pushed it into Arno’s hands, and then got another one and shoved it at me.

      “Wow, okay,” I said. “Thanks. Now we can all look the same.”

      Bear made herself visible, and hopped from my shoulder over to Yuri.

      Arno had pulled his cloak on, hood up. He looked like a little kid. He just sort of disappeared into the yards of fabric.

      “Yeah, I don’t look the same at all,” Arno said.

      “We’ll make it work,” I replied, pulling the cloak over myself.

      “Hello little fairy,” Yuri said, giving a slight bow of his head to the brownie.

      She returned a bow to him.

      But Yuri turned to me, no smile on his face.

      “Montana,” he said, “you are willing to make deals with those from the Feedoheem? To trust them?”

      “Eh, well,” I said, “she’s a little different, being that she’s part of my hirð and all.”

      Yuri blinked twice, then looked back at Bear. 

      “You have a hirð?” Arno asked.

      “I do,” I said.

      “I was unaware of that.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I have sworn my services and my life to my lord, the duke of Coggeshall,” Bear said. “And I am not like other fairies you may have heard of, who only seek to weasel out of deals.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “she’s different. Not like the other girls.”

      “Exactly. Wait—”

      “Besides, there’s a whole bunch that live in Coggeshall. So, you know, they’re part of the community and if they try and screw over any of my people, they’re out on their own.”

      “Coggeshall sounds very intriguing,” Arno said.

      “You can’t study any of them,” I snapped.

      “I would never.”

      “You would always.”

      “Not right away.”

      I frowned at him.

      “I apologize, little fairy,” Yuri said. “I welcome the opportunity to work and learn with you.”

      “Thank you,” Bear said. “He’s a proper gentleman.”

      “You can ride on his shoulder then,” I replied.

      “Maybe I will.”

      “Let’s get this spell working,” I said, looking up at the sky, trying to gauge the time. Looking at where the moons were, I figured we still at least an hour or two to midnight. And, oddly, it wasn’t that cold.

      “We need the blood of a vampire,” Bear said.

      “Okay, well,” I said, “fuck. Arno, think we can get that girl and do the whole bait thing?”

      Arno shook his head under the big hood of his cloak. “No way Dominic lets any of his girls out tonight. The crowds are too dangerous.”

      “There is something I was considering,” Yuri said. “We thought the vampires might be attracted to the fight earlier. Where there might be the bloodshed by plenty of humans.”

      “I still think there is something to that plan,” Arno said.

      “Just dangerous,” I said. “We’ll have to get close to the mob. And I don’t think we’re going to blend in very well. Unless, Bear—?”

      “I can’t make you all invisible and still have the juice to cast more spells today,” she said. “If I do that, I’m tapped until the next sunlight.”

      “Okay, so we have to be sneaky,” I said. “Let’s get to the edge of the mob, see if we can find someone being creepy and drooling over necks. Vampires still bite necks, right?”

      “Sure,” Bear said. “They bite anywhere they can get blood. And a neck has good veins, right?”

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      We moved quickly through the streets, Arno leading, Bear on Yuri’s shoulder in the middle, and me at the back. Arno did look a bit ridiculous in his oversized cloak, but given the shadows of the night, we were actually doing a pretty swell job blending into the darkness. Once again, as we got closer to the main thoroughfare, homes were locked up, businesses were closed, and people were out on the streets. Cries echoed through the mild-winter night. 

      We went down each street as quickly as possible, pausing at alleys, slinking through side streets, and keeping clear of street lights. It was unnerving, because it was hard to figure out where anything was actually happening.

      We finally stopped at a square. Arno was trying to pinpoint the best place to get a view of the mob without the mob getting a view of us.

      “Why’s it so warm?” I asked, sweating under the cloak.

      “Big working,” Bear whispered from her Yuri-perch. “Someone is making sure the mob feels comfortable outside. Snow’d push them back in.”

      “Can you undo it?”

      “It’s beyond me.”

      “Arno,” I called out.

      “It’s more than anything I can do,” Arno replied.

      “Who in Osterstadt could pull that off?”

      “The Magic Circle has plenty of high level spell slingers,” he said. “And they’re only in it for the coin. They can be bought.”

      “Unlike you guys?” I asked.

      “We might be a little bought, but we swear to serve the Empire. I can’t cast anything that will hurt the Empire.”

      “I’m sure there’s a way around it.”

      “Maybe, but I know all the other Imperial Mancers here, and none of them have experience with large weather-based spells. Something like this, I would bet there’s more than one mancer working on it. Still, not all bad — working like this will make it harder for anyone else to see the magic we’ll be using.” He nodded, then pointed to the easternmost exit to the square. “That way.”

      A few more blocks, and we got to the outer fringes as the mob headed westward, toward the Emerald Sea. And, if I had to guess, the Legion barracks. 

      Arno knelt at the edge of an alley. Yuri darted across the street and took up a similar position. We were about a block from the edges of the crowd, and about two blocks from the main avenue where it was a shoulder-to-shoulder sea of torches. 

      “Now what?” I asked. “You just cast identify at everyone until you find a vampire?”

      Arno looked over his shoulder at me and made a face. “I didn’t even think of doing something like that. I suppose that’s better than trying to spot someone getting drained.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      He began making minute gestures with his hands.

      “No,” he murmured. “Nope. No. No. Not one. Interesting, but no.”

      “Keep going,” I said. “I’m telling the other two to do the same thing.”

      “Can you cast—”

      “My one spell is not at all useful for this,” I interrupted to say, then I scurried across the street. 

      “What is he doing?” Yuri asked.

      “Mass casting identify,” I replied.

      “I’m an idiot,” Bear said, and began to do the same thing.

      “You’re going to be identifying the same people,” I snapped. 

      “I can see most of his spells,” Bear snapped back. “Don’t worry, we’ve got this.”

      In less than five minutes, our little team had cleared everyone we could see, so we set up shop again a few blocks farther west. Again, nothing.

      Four more attempts, and we had moved to the southern side of the mob. On the second attempt over there, we found our target.
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      A young man was standing at the back of the crowd, watching it go by as if it was a parade. To be fair, if you ignored all the angry faces and torches, the mob kind of was like a parade.

      Our target was a slight man, good-looking, thin, with a small saber on his belt. It was a very fancy sword that I doubted had ever actually been used. Hell, his muscles looked like they’d never been used. Fancy clothes, clean shoes. Another rich kid. 

      The vampire leaned against a lamppost, arms crossed. He didn’t look like he was on the hunt. Instead, he really just seemed at peace with being lord of the universe. There was a smug smile on his face that made me kind of want to punch him.

      “Plan?” I asked.

      Everyone looked at me. 

      “Okay,” I said. “What exactly do we need from him?”

      “Blood,” Bear said. “I will be powering Yuri’s Blood Tracker ability, which should, theoretically, go to Montan-er-gomery as well. This vampire’s blood will contain traces of the blood of his maker. So if we get this vampire’s blood, we will also have the blood of the maker. And then it is just a matter of following each trail, collecting blood up the chain of vampires.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” I said.

      “If a bit macabre,” Arno added.

      “It’s vampires,” I countered. “Everything about them is macabre. Blood and guts are inevitable.”

      A bunch of plans rocketed through my mind, but none of them seemed right. 

      Instead, I took my cloak off, crept up behind the man, and then threw it over him. He cried out, but my cloak muffled the sound. I pulled it tighter over his head.

      Yuri was already there, having seemingly read my mind. He scooped up the vampire’s feet, and we sprinted away from the crowd, the squirming vamp held tight between us. 

      “This way!” Arno hissed, gesturing down an alley. 

      We followed his directions, and wound up a in a small carriage yard tucked behind a large home. All the windows were dark, and, besides the muffled shouts of our new friend, it was quiet.

      “You guys sure he’s a vampire?” I asked.

      Both Bear and Arno nodded. For good measure, I got a notification from Bear.
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        * * *

      

      VAMPIRE

      Undead

      Lvl 18

      HP: Moderate

      MP: Low

      Known Weaknesses: Fire, Sun
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        * * *

      

      “Drop him,” I told Yuri.

      He did.

      The vampire struggled out of the cloak for a heartbeat, but then I helped him find the light, using my sword to slice through the cloak and through the vampire’s head.

      Well, part of the vampire’s head. My aim was a little off, so I just sort of removed the top third of the creature’s skull.

      The vampire reared back in pain, eyes open, fangs extended.

      “I will kill—” he started. He didn’t get to finish because a glaive went right through his neck. The vampire’s head toppled to the ground, bouncing down the cobblestones. 

      “Get the blood,” Bear shouted as the body started to fountain up a thick, dark red sludge that I suppose could, given a generous definition, be considered blood.

      As it turns out, we hadn’t exactly thought this part through. I tried to use my hands to catch the blood, while Arno tried to use the hood of his cloak, and Yuri pulled a helmet from a pouch. The helmet seemed like our best bet, until it became clear there were plenty of air and eye holes in it. The cloak just sort of soaked up the blood, and we were left with what I was catching in my hands.

      “We need a bowl,” Bear said.

      “Something that might have been useful to know,” I said, “say, five minutes ago?”

      She scowled at me. “Get the top of his skull,” she snapped, pointing over at the bonus chunk of head I’d initially cut from the vampire.

      Arno made a face, but dutifully scooped up the skull cap and then scooped out the brains, and we tried to get a collection of the thick sludge-blood in it.

      “Enough?” I asked, my hands sticky. I tried to ignore the queasy feeling brewing in my stomach. 

      “More than,” she said. “Yuri, your hand?”

      Yuri held his hand out, and she sat in it. She held onto one of his fingers, and put her other hand into the blood.

      Her eyes closed, and she muttered something. Yuri flinched as if stung, but it didn’t seem to bother Bear.

      A light sparked inside the small pool of blood that lay in the skull cap. Then all the blood seemed to get sucked into the light, which rose up about twenty feet into the air and hung there for a moment.

      “Uh,” I said, “is this supposed--“

      The red-hued light stretched out, forming a line.

      “Follow it,” she said. 

      “Okay,” I said. “Someone grab the head.”
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      It was an odd thing, to follow a red trail about twenty feet off the ground. Especially because the trail didn’t exactly bend to the rules of architecture. When we encountered a building, we had to go around it in order to find where the trail came out. Plus we had to keep an eye out for the bands of mercenaries moving about, and the mob, who didn’t seem particularly keen on following an established parade route. There were definitely offshoots coming out towards the nicer homes and shops, groups who were most certainly keen on looting.

      Our marker led us almost perfectly south. We hiked up the hill until we got to a small block that had tall, narrow homes on it. A small metal fence surrounded the homes, and each one had a little staircase that led to the front door. It looked homey. Nice.

      The red line went into the second-floor window of one of them. It was dark, like all the other windows in the place. It was quiet. the mob was far enough away that we could only hear the vaguest bit of their fury.

      I went up to the gate, and looked up the short staircase to the front door. It wasn’t closed all the way. I pointed at the door, and mimed it being open. Then, I pointed to myself, and upstairs.

      Nods from the crew.

      I pushed the gate open, wincing as it squeaked. Then I crept up the stairs, moving low and slow. The door opened without any noise. There were a lot of small rooms with big fireplaces inside. Opulent without being gaudy. I heard people talking upstairs, the low murmuring of a conversation between companions, or maybe lovers.

      I pulled my sword out, and led with the blade as I went up to the second floor. The narrow hallway had three doors off it, all on one side. At the far end, there was a window that looked onto the street below.

      The red line pointed from me to a wall, a spot that was basically equidistant between two of the doors.

      I felt a tap on my leg. Yuri was behind me on the stairs. He pointed to the middle door, then to himself. Then the far door, and to me. I nodded. We’d take the doors at the same time. I slid my feet across the carpet, doing my best not to make any noise.

      Yuri reached his door, and waited for me to get to mine.

      He looked at me and nodded. I held up three fingers, then counted down.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      I used my ability, Make An Entrance, and burst through the door.

      The action in the room stopped immediately, the occupants of the room surprised and unable to act, hopefully thanks to my ability. I took a second to get my bearings. I was in a wide open bedroom, a four poster bed against one wall, a writing desk under the windows to the front.

      A man and a woman were rather, um, intertwined on the bed, which meant the red line pointed to both of them. 

      “Shit,” I snapped, “which one of you is a vampire?”

      They both looked at me. Then the two of them leapt from the bed in a singular motion, mouths wide, fangs out, hands turning into wicked claws as they rushed through the air.

      I cut across, and the sword made contact with the man’s hands, slicing through them in mid-transformation. It scattered some fingers and some claws across the floor.

      The woman latched onto me and reared back, readying to suck the blood from my neck. But I managed to get my hand in her face and shoved her back.

      She had her claws in me, so I couldn’t get her off me, but she also couldn’t get her mouth to close on my hand. Thanks, unbreakable bones.

      The man, meanwhile, was coming at me from my right. I think he still thought he had functioning fingers, because he made to grab me and kind of instead just sort of smeared his blood across my torso.

      I got an elbow up and smashed it into his nose, which gave me just enough room to plant my foot  and shove him back with my shoulder.

      He stumbled two steps back, and I gave a mighty swing with my sword, leaning out to really get some speed going.

      It was a clean cut this time, and I lopped his head right off. It made a heady (ha) thump when it hit the floor, and rolled twice on the thick carpet.

      Lady Vampire screamed and redoubled her struggle, desperate to get her fangs in my hand.

      But with only a single opponent, it was easy to get the sword against her neck, and cut.

      Yuri came the through the door. He looked from one vampire to the next.

      “Are you unhurt?” he asked.

      “Fine and dandy,” I said. But then a quick panic ran through me as I wondered if it was possible to get infected with vampirism because my hand had a few new holes in it. They healed up right quick, but did that just lock the vampiric whatever inside and I’d be lusting for blood in the morning?

      By the time I stopped the circular flow of illogic in my head, Bear and Arno were in the room.

      Arno produced a silver bowl, from where I have no idea, and collected blood from the male vampire first.

      Bear hopped over to Yuri, sat on Yuri’s paw, and did her thing.

      The red light ball lifted up in the sky and then pointed right back down at the female vampire.

      “Well ain’t that nice,” I said.

      She shook her head. “A pity to waste a spell like that on a night like this.”

      The female vampire’s blood led off to the east.

      I sighed, and helped Yuri load the vampire corpses into his sack of bodies.

      We were off on the hunt once again.
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      The next vampire was, once again, a young man. We found him in an alley, standing over the corpse of a woman. His face was covered in blood, and he almost put up something of a fight. But with both Yuri and I there on one vampire, it was an almost textbook procedure. I distracted him with a flashy attempt at cutting him down, leaving Yuri to beheaded the vampire from behind.

      Bear had the next red light line up within, maybe, thirty seconds, and we were off.

      South again, deeper into the wealthy area.

      We got lucky. The vampire in question, a beautiful young woman with paranormally pale skin and pitch-black hair, was sneaking out of the second floor of her mansion.

      All I had to do was wait at the bottom of the tree she was climbing down. When her feet were on the ground, I slashed. I felt a little bad because she seemed so innocent. But I reminded myself that she had probably killed a bunch of people already, just to keep herself fed.

      Bear and Yuri got the next red line up. I watched it ripple out through the city, heading west. 

      We followed it, moving quietly through the shadows of the city, taking as many back alleys as we could to get where we were going.

      Where we were going was not where I wanted to go. The mob.

      The line trickled out in front of us, zipping along. It seemed to only lead a certain distance from us, because it really never seemed to be more than a hundred, or so, feet long. The mob got louder as we got closer. Mere blocks from the bulk of the crowd, our red tracking line pointed up.

      “The roof,” I said, pausing at an alley mouth to reconnoiter. I pointed up.

      Yuri looked, and shook his head. “Tough to get up there,” he said.

      “I got this,” I said.

      I dashed across the street, and jumped to grab hold of the lowest windowsill. A bit like a monkey, or more likely an orangutan, I hauled my big butt up the side of the building, holding still right below the steep roof. I looked back down, and saw my crew waiting in the alley, all watching me.

      No one made any sort of motion, so I figured I was safe.

      I pulled myself up and over the edge. There was a small lip before the steep rise of copper-plated pyramids that made up the roof.

      A man knelt at the far edge, peering over at the crowd below.

      I walked up behind him, and just swung my sword.

      Then I had to dive to grab the head before it dropped onto the unsuspecting crowd below. As it was, there was more than a little blood that escaped and fell down. Whoops.

      I hauled the headless corpse back to the point I’d climbed up, and then just sort of dropped it over. He was dead already — no big deal. When I went back for the head, and took a moment to look at what was going on down below.

      The mob had grown since we’d last seen it. They were surrounding the Legion barracks, just a ways further west. But the Legion was out in force, a wall of giant shields. They weren’t marching on the crowd — they just held their line in place. No one in the mob seemed brave enough to start something. It was a stalemate.

      Getting back down was quicker than climbing up. I was starting to feel a bit cocky about this mission.

      I put the head in Yuri’s sack, and then noticed the dark look from Bear.

      “Did you have to throw the corpse off the roof?” she asked. “We barely had enough blood—”

      “Sorry,” I said, “just trying to be efficient.”

      Arno was pulling on my sleeve.

      “We need to hurry this up,” he said. “I can feel the weather working weakening. Anything we are doing, magic-wise is going to be much more obvious very soon.”

      “Let’s keep hunting then,” I said.
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      The red line led us back to the posh district, but all the way to the edge of the city. We were standing on what was, essentially, the southernmost street of Osterstadt. There were large estates, and behind them, steep cliffs that turned into high and impassable mountains.

      The red line went straight through one of the estates and into the mountainside.

      “Fuck,” I said, staring at the line disappearing into the dark rock beyond. “The Master is already out of the city.”

      “Let’s try a thing first,” Bear said from her perch on Arno’s head. “Yuri, stick your arm out along the red line.”

      Yuri gave her a confused look, but he followed the order.

      “And Montana,” Bear continued, “you do the same.”

      I took a second to line myself up with the red track and stuck my arm out.

      “You two move apart,” she said, “and keep your arm pointing along the line.”

      I walked farther west while Yuri went east, and we both moved our arms in the appropriate direction.

      “I don’t get what we’re doing,” I said.

      “You’re triangulating,” Arno answered. “And our target cannot be that far away, because you two are moving your arms too much for that. I bet he is in the Tower.”

      “What tower?” I asked.

      “The Tower. The one hidden in the cliffs.”

      I stared at the dark rock, but with just the vague bit of moonlight overhead, I couldn’t make anything out. And it was too far for darkvision to give me an edge. 

      “Where is it?” I asked.

      “Somewhere there,” Arno said, his arm pointing to the cliffs in a way that was not at all helpful.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. It’s somewhat hidden—”

      “Somewhat?”

      “—but if you know where to look in the day, you can see the glint coming off the windows.”

      “So we’re climbing the cliffs now?”

      “We can just take the stairs,” Arno said, walking past me with a spring in his step. He seemed overjoyed to be helpful.

      Yuri shook his head at me as he walked by.

      I just shrugged.

      Up where we were — or down where we were, depending on how you wanted to look at it — there weren’t any protesters. There were, however, guards out in force. They looked askance at us, but no one really cared about three weirdos walking around in the middle of the night. As long as we didn’t mess with their assigned homes, they didn’t care. Which made me curious — why were so many guards available? How had the families in the mansions known to hire guards for this particular evening? Stuff to figure out as soon as I was done killing vampires, I supposed.

      The Tower may have been hidden, but the stairway up to it was relatively easy to find and follow. Strange choice. A small wrought-iron gate blocked the front of it, and two guards stood on either side. Both were men, both were handsome, and both had on some armor. It wasn’t the newest or the fanciest, and it actually made them stand out, because it seemed a bit like they’d taken the armor off a museum stand. But it still looked capable. Bronze scalemail and a conical sort of helmet. 

      As we approached, the guards took a more attentive stance.

      “You mind letting us through?” I asked.

      “Yes,” the leftmost guard replied.

      “Any way to your mind? Maybe a little donation to the Random Guard Retirement Fund?”

      “You attempt to bribe us?”

      “Yes. That is exactly what I’m doing.”

      “We care nothing for gold,” the right one said.

      “Well, that puts us in a bit of a pickle then, doesn’t it?” 

      The right one looked to the left one, who looked back at the right one.

      “Bear,” I said, “are these vamp—”

      Righty lunged out impossibly fast, pulling his sword and swinging it in one smooth motion.

      Acting purely on instinct, I got my arm up to block. The sword slammed into my forearm, stopping against my bone with a dull thump.

      Righty’s eyes went wide, right up until my left fist went into his face, crunching his nose and sending him falling back on his ass. He left his sword in my arm.

      Leftie was moving towards Arno, who was backpedaling.

      I ripped my axe out and threw it left-handed at Leftie’s legs. While I didn’t get the axe to cut through his leg armor, or chausses or whatever, I did trip him up. He crashed to the ground.

      Righty, also on the ground, was scrambling to his feet, so I pulled a similar move on him. I ripped my sword from its scabbard and brought it right across, a perfect decapitation strike.

      Except that when my sword hit his neck, it stopped with a sharp claaang.

      Righty smiled, and I shouted: “Fucking gorget!”

      He got to his feet, pulled his dagger out, and jumped at me, stabbing down.

      I don’t know why so many people jump when they’re fighting. It’s really a bad idea, because it ruins your freedom of movement. I got my arm up, the one covered in blood, and caught Rightie’s whole body and pivoted my torso, adding my throw to his momentum to force him back to the ground. This meant I had my back to my other opponent, but I trusted in Yuri to be there and take some of Leftie’s attention while I ruined Righty’s night.

      Righty hit the ground hard. I got the first real indication of his vampirism, because a normal person would have had the wind knocked out of them from such a maneuver. This guy immediately started to get up. 

      But remember that gorget? (Thanks Zoey) It’s basically a ring of metal that goes around your neck. Great for preventing things like beheadings and unsightly hickies. And, it turns out, it is also a decent handle.

      I grabbed the gorget and pulled him up to his feet, then kept going in a circle, and slammed him into the wall, face first. Then, I pulled him back and slammed him into the other wall. Because I was holding onto the back of the gorget, he couldn’t turn around and attack me.

      He struggled, sure, but even with his bonus vampire strength, he didn’t have the oopmh to overpower me. He was really just my puppet at that point.
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        * * *

      

      Vampire Puppet

      Item Type: Improvised - Uncommon

      Item Class: One-handed Melee, Two-handed Melee

      Material: Undead Flesh

      Damage: 50-80 (Bludgeoning), 2-8 (Psychic)

      Durability: 430/500

      Weight: 185 lbs

      Requirements: Str 18

      Description: A vampire’s body, held firmly by the neck..
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        * * *

      

      I used him to bludgeon his buddy off Yuri. I even managed to get him going up in the air and then down onto the ground, head first. His helmet took the brunt of the first blow, but then it fell off, so I had to get creative, and I bashed his head into the wall until such time as he stopped moving.

      Finally, I let go.

      The body had long since stopped holding itself up, so it just sort of slumped over.

      I undid the gorget, threw it over my shoulder, and sliced his head off. 

      “Whew,” I said, brushing off a little sweat from my forehead while looking around.

      The other three members of my team were waiting next to the open gate, arms crossed. They’d already finished the Leftie.

      “Stupid vampires take a lot of work,” I said. 

      “Are you quite finished?” Bear asked, and pointed to Yuri’s outstretched sack of biological materials.

      I put the stuff in the bag, tried not to think about how gross the extra-dimensional space inside the sack must be, and took my position at the front of the group. Time to go up the stairs.

      Bonus, though — because I helped in the slaughter of Leftie, I got partial credit for his death!
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Vampire (lvl 21 Vampire).

      You’ve earned 500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Vampire (lvl 23 Vampire).

      You’ve earned 650 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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      The stairwell was carved out of the rock, and had the sharp look of stones that hadn’t be trod upon for hundreds of years. It was wide and well done, though, so I felt like we were going somewhere that was more of an aesthetic tower fortress than an actual tower fortress. The night was starting to cool down, both in temperature and in rowdiness. Fewer shouts rang out across the city, and the fires had turned to smoldering.

      I was very much hoping, that we were about to assault the Master. I was starting to have vague worries that we’d be tracking and hunting vampires in perpetuity. I had no way of knowing how many vampires the Master had made, and I was really hoping we’d kill the top asshole and the rest of the vampires would either just die or, you know, go back to being human. That was my guess as to how things would work. It’s not like I had, like, a really long history of being wrong.

      Up and up we went, the staircase winding a little here and there. Arno got winded pretty early on, and we had to start taking breaks about every thirty stairs or so. About three hundred steps later, I could make out a small courtyard around a large tower that was built into the side of the mountain.

      It was colder where we were, which could have simply been that we were out of range of the weather change, or that we were high enough up that it was just colder. Or maybe the weather spell had worn off. Hard to tell, and not super important.

      The courtyard was further evidence that the fortress concept for the place was only a design choice. The ground was covered in flat grey tiles that looked a bit glossy, and there was a beautiful gazebo made out of white marble. The tower was somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty feet tall. It had large windows looking out over to the city, something we could also do if we walked out into the gazebo. I had a feeling it was absolutely gorgeous for sunsets. And probably sunrises, just not quite as nice because the mountains would get in the way of the sun.

      I walked in first, moving slowly, expecting another group of guards holding the doors to the tower. 

      Nothing. No one. And no lights on in the tower.

      But the red line was still there, and it pointed to the tower, specifically the top.

      I didn’t relish the idea of fighting inside the tower, mainly because it was going to be cramped inside, and I fully expected to run out of luck at some point in the night. I’d probably end up facing the rest of the vampires all at once. Group fights in confined spaces are the worst.

      Just then, a body fell from the top of the tower. It smashed on the ground, dead before impact. 

      I was about to walk over to it, but the red line started moving.

      A dark shape seemed to float off the top of the tower, and then gently descend down to the ground. Its arms spreading out into something like wings or a cloak — I couldn’t make it out from the distance. As it got closer, I realized was just a very large cloak. 

      It was an impressive entrance. The man landed standing up straight, and then threw his hood back and lifted his chin up. He had a shock of white hair that rose up almost in a bouffant. A hook of a nose dominated his face, and his eyes were incredibly dark, such that I couldn’t discern iris from pupil.

      “So,” the figure said through a slight accent, walking into the moonlight, “you are my hunter.”

      “At your service,” I said.

      “I should have thought it would be you.”

      “The Master, I presume?”

      “I have held many names,” the Master replied.

      “Okay, but what are you called here?”

      “You may call me The Master if you so choose. Have you come to submit?”

      “Nah, that’s not really my style.”

      “I daresay style is not your style.”

      “Ouch! Not sure it’s necessary to insult me.”

      “Oh? Are we not mortal enemies?”

      “We could be polite, you know, while we try to kill each other.”

      “I admit you have done well against my offspring. You have likely delayed my plans by days. Perhaps months.”

      “What plans are those?”

      “I have no wish to waste time speaking to you any longer,” he said. “I do appreciate, however, the new tastes you’ve delivered unto me.”

      He sniffed the air,

      “One human,” he said, then sniffed again. “Could it be, something sweet, of the Feedoheem. A fairy?”

      “A—”

      “No, no. Say nothing, I want to be surprised as I drink her essence. And a Léonen, another first. And you,” he stepped closer as he took a long sniff. “Something old — I can’t quite place it. It is almost worth the damage you have wrought for this delectable selection. So, come now, cattle. Fight and die.”

      He hissed, fangs out.

      Just then, people swarmed us out of the shadows.
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      For those first few moments of the fight, I operated purely on adrenaline and instinct. Hands were grabbing for me, teeth were trying to bite me, and I couldn’t tell what the fuck was happening. I hadn’t been so ambushed at any point in Vuldranni, especially since I had tremorsense. And yet, these fuckers didn’t set anything off. It was a total surprise.

      I got an elbow into something that crunched, my hand pushed through something soft, and I gripped hard, feeling something tear. My arm was punctured — by teeth, needles, or blades, I couldn’t tell.

      Against a single vampire, I had the strength advantage. But against the group, I was overwhelmed. I thought about enacting my battle frenzy ability, but left unchecked, that could wind up with me killing the entire population of Osterstadt. Definitely a dangerous ability to use within city limits.

      Instead, I just backpedaled as fast as I could until I slammed my back against the wall.

      Someone grunted as I crushed them into the stone. Again. And again.

      I thought about my one spell— manabomb — it might be enough to take out the vampires, but it’d also take out me and potentially my allies. Not exactly the outcome I wanted.

      My left arm pulled out straight, like someone was trying to yank it from my socket. The same happened to my right arm, and then my legs were lifted off the ground. Four vampires were holding me in the air, and I couldn’t do anything about it.

      A man stood next to me, a big sword in his hand and a giant, sleazy smile on his face.

      I used every bit of strength I had to pull myself into a ball just as the man swung, yanking my leg holders in front of me to block the man’s swing.

      He managed to blunt his blow, but when the sword hit, it was enough of a surprise that my leg holders released.

      I twisted my arm enough that I felt my shoulder start to give. But I got a grip on my arm assailants, and brought them both together in a grand butterfly press. They slammed into each other, their heads making a hollow conk on impact.

      For a heartbeat, I was free. I looked around, trying to get something of a plan.

      There wasn’t going to be a plan. 

      I stopped counting at twenty opponents, all in various states of violence. One down, but already healing. Yuri was holding his own, sort of, using his glaive to keep the vampires at bay within the gazebo. I couldn’t see Arno, and I feared the worst.

      But that was all the time I had. More vampires were coming.

      I shot a jab out to the left, and tried to get my sword out with the right, but the press of vampires gave me no room to draw. I did get my elbow into a vampire’s face, then I head-butted a woman while she showed off her fangs. 

      She screamed, and I heard the sharp crack of teeth breaking on my impenetrable skull.

      I stomped on someone’s foot, and then there they were, trying once again to pull my arms and get my legs. No way that was going to happen again, so I got my finger into an eye socket. I pulled for all I was worth, and heard a snap and tear. Now I had the lower portion of some vampire’s skull in my right hand.

      There was a feral guttural shriek. Everything stopped, just for a second, so we could all be a little surprised at my grotesque maneuver.

      Even me.

      But I recovered first, and got my sword out and through two necks before the rest of the vampires jumped back, out of my cutting range.

      Finally, momentary detente. The vampires surrounded me in a half circle, and I still had my back to the mountain wall. Yuri was in another circle. Still no sign of Arno or Bear.

      A brilliant flash of light rocketed through the vampires, and they screeched in response.

      I darted forward — barely able to see, but able to feel — and lashed out with my blade, slicing and dicing anything I could get in range of. I felt my sword hit home multiple times. I blinked a few times, and my night vision returned.

      More vampires were down, although I did need to kick a head away from a corpse as it was attempting to reattach itself. 

      Yuri had also cut down several vamps, more than me. But he hadn’t stopped to catch his sight back. Maybe he had more forewarning than I did.

      I swung again, cutting down the vampires while they held their eyes and tried to mount some sort of defense. It almost felt unfair to be killing them like we were. But, then again, they were vampires and we were way outnumbered.

      Then Yuri slipped in the blood and guts spread across the gazebo, crashing to the ground.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. I knew it was stupid, but as I saw the vampires swarming him, I had to save my buddy.

      I cut the vampire closest to me, slicing through his torso enough that he stumbled back and out of my way, and then jumped in the air, sword held high.

      Proper foreshadowing would dictate that some vampire should have grabbed me from the air and slammed me into the ground repeatedly until I was paste.

      But lucky for me, these vampires weren’t professional fighters. They were professional rich kids, suddenly blessed with a whole host of powers they didn’t quite know how to use yet. So instead of anyone grabbing me, they were all trying to get to Yuri. I landed a blow that fully cut a vampire in half, top of the head straight through the groin.

      Then I was in the gazebo. I started stabbing at anything with the sword in my right hand, and grabbing and throwing anyone with my left hand. I was a flurry of activity, because no one was paying attention to me in their fury to feast. Stab-grab-throw. Stab-grab-throw. Rinse in blood, repeat.

      After maybe ten seconds of frenetic activity, I stood over Yuri, covered in vampire blood, and keeping the few remaining vampires at bay. 

      Now that they weren’t outnumbering us 30 to 3, or, you know, ten to one if you’re into that whole simplifying fraction thing, they didn’t seem anywhere near as eager to fight.

      I kept my eyes on the vampires, and  lowered down to grabbed Yuri’s forearm and lift him up to his feet.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “As far as they know,” he replied, picking up his weapon.

      “He’ll be fine,” I heard from above me.

      I snuck a glance up to see Arno and Bear huddled in the rafters of the gazebo.

      I lunged at the five remaining, spearing one of them through the chest. The vampire dropped to the ground, paralyzed.

      There was a sizzle and a pop, then a scream. One of the vampires was on fire, which quickly spread to the others as, clearly, the new vampires didn’t realize their flammability. One vampire tried to put out the other, only to be consumed in flames themselves.

      What had started seeming like an impossible fight finished with a bit of a whimper.

      I went back into the gazebo, and saw that Yuri was not looking good. He was covered in wounds, all of which were open and oozing. Arno, similarly, was quite wounded, hanging on to the rafter with the last of his strength. Bear, meanwhile, looked like microwaved shit. Just pale and shaking, clearly having used her magical powers to the absolute limit.

      “You guys okay?” I asked.

      “I will live,” Yuri said. “I think.”

      “I can heal him enough,” Bear started, then had to pause because she ran out of breath, “that he won’t die. Stabilize.”

      Arno fell out of the rafters. I tried to catch him but missed, and he hit the ground. Okay, I didn’t try that hard to catch him, but it was only, like an eight-ish foot drop. He tried to get to his feet, but I shook my head.

      “I’ll finish the Master Asshole on my own,” I said. “You guys make sure no other vampires got away.”

      There was no response from the rest of my team, but I was hoping they were nodding and feeling grateful I was willing to shoulder this burden myself. I sighed, wishing I could have stayed outside and sent someone into the tower to deal with The Master. I wasn’t, you know, scared. I was just a little…apprehensive.

      I walked over to the front door of the tower, grabbed the handle, and tried it. 

      Unlocked.

      Time to go inside.
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      It was a bit of a shock walking from the cold, dark stone exterior into what was apparently a mini-palace. I was in a large round room that had an elegant staircase sweeping up the left side. A deep red carpet ran down the middle of the stairs. A fireplace was opposite the door, with a fire burning inside. There were large comfortable-looking leather chairs opposite each other, and several shelves filled with books. Not to judge the owners’ decorating, but I found it a little weird I’d entered into what I had to assume was their library. There was a heady smell of incense in the room, something spicy and piquant, but hiding something defiantly sickly and sweet.

      A woman rose from one of the chairs. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d seen her. She glared at me, so I assumed we hadn’t had great interactions in the past.

      “I told my lover you would make it past those useless pawns outside,” she said. “But he felt it was worth letting you dispose of some of the worthless ones before coming in to meet me. Again.”

      She slunk towards me, and I’ll admit that I took a moment to admire her curves. She had a fantastic body, highlighted by her sleek red dress. Her skin was, as all vampire’s, deathly pale, her lips a dark red, and her fangs were growing. That snapped me out of my leering real quick.

      Well, sort of. There were like, tingling, invisible tendrils caressing my body and especially my brain. And given the complete lack of weapons, armor, or anything this woman had, she must have been trying to charm or beguile me.

      “You, however,” she continued in her sultry, purring tone, “are a pinnacle of man. It is such a shame there was no way to bring you into the fold. You could have ruled with us.”

      The woman moved closer and closer. The fact that still I couldn’t identify her was really bugging me. Her name was on the tip of my tongue, and, for the life of me, I just could not get my brain to give me the information I wanted.

      “Alas,” she said from about a foot away, “you will merely be a snack.”

      She smiled, and licked her lips. 

      “Humans,” she said softly. “They really are like cattle.”

      My sword whistled as I pulled it across the air, and her eyes went wide in surprise right before I cut through her neck.

      Her eyes were still surprised when her head bounced and rolled across the floor. It came to a stop in front of the fire just as her knees gave out and her body dropped to the floor.

      

      GG! You’ve killed Lady Von Boeks (lvl 41 Vampire).

      You’ve earned 2100 xp! What a mighty hero you are.

      

      “Motherfucker,” I said, “The one who liked to bathe in children’s blood. Crazy.”

      I heard a sigh from above.

      “There is something so droll about having lived so long that I always know what will happen,” the Master said, leaning against the balustrade above. “And does anyone listen to me? A creature who has seen a thousand lifetimes come and go, just trying to offer advice, and does anyone listen?”

      “I’m going to guess no,” I said. 

      He lifted his eyebrows and frowned a little as he nodded. 

      “Got any advice for me?”

      “I don’t advice my dinner,” he said. “It’s poor manners.”

      “You mind if I ask how long you’ve been alive?”

      “You may ask.”

      “Uh, how long have you been alive?”

      “A thousand years.”

      “Holy shit.”

      He gave a perfunctory nod of his head, something that might be construed as a bow. “And yet, what does a millennium get me? A castle of idiots and a fool of a lover who is now dead for the second time.”

      “I mean, that’s kind of cool, if you ask me.”

      “I did not. No one cares about you.”

      “Someone does. I don’t know where she is, or what’s she’s doing, but she cares.”

      “Perhaps I should seek this Her out and kill her. Let you feel some of the pain going through my heart right now.”

      “Do you even have a heart?”

      “It is a metaphor, you clod.”

      “Shitty metaphor.”

      “There is little other means to describe love to you lower creatures,” he said, and stepped down a stair.

      “Last I followed, Von Boeks was in prison.”

      “She was,” the Master said with a slight smile. “It was that action of yours that made me decide that it was time to be active again. To finally take this sad little city as my own.”

      “You liked her enough to do all this? Just to get her out of prison?”

      “Though it seems you cannot quite understand the concept, yes. I did love her. Very much. And here you come along and kill her.”

      “I mean, I kind of feel like I should have killed her the first time. Then I would have killed her twice, and that’d be—”

      “Yes, goad me into anger, young one. Then I shall make you suffer instead of supper.”

      “Clever,” I said, and snapped my fingers and pointed at him. Somehow, that stupid quip seemed to needle him deeper than anything else I’d said or done.

      He growled, and I could see a change rippling through his body. He took on a much darker and more frightening form. His fingers extended out to claws, and muscle piled on out of nowhere, layering him in thick cords. His face elongated into something of a snout, and his mouth sprouted enough fangs that they were just a wall of really long teeth. His skin and hair didn’t change so much as just stretch out, so he kind of looked a bit like he was balding. His feet lengthened, and he took on a more hunched appearance. It was impressive, and if I had the capacity to feel fear, I’m sure I would have been terrified.

      As it was, I just shrugged.

      “Rick Baker did it better,” I said.

      He roared, and launched himself off the staircase.
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      The bestial vampire flew through the air. I tried the whole throw-him-while-he’s-flying trick again, but it didn’t work. He crashed into me, and pushed me onto the floor. I managed to get him to roll off me, and hopped to my feet.

      I scooped my sword off the ground and got a swing in, but he grabbed it in his taloned hand, and twisted. The iron blade just snapped. Which, fuck, it was a magical weapon he’d broken like it was no thing like a chicken wing. That was the moment I knew I’d fucked up coming in alone.

      He made a gross sort of noise from his mouth. Maybe it was laughter?

      I juked to the left, then sent a jab out with my right. 

      He smacked my arm away and lunged at me, his huge mouth open wide.

      I had to dive out of the way. Even then, I barely made it. 

      The vampbeast landed and pivoted, launching himself again into the air.

      I rolled, then rolled again, and the vampbeast landed right where my head had been. Hopping to my feet, I pulled my axe from my belt as the vampbeast came at me. I chopped down in the middle of his long head, making his jaws shut with a snap right before he was going to bite down on me.

      He growled, and grabbed at me with his clawed hands.

      I chopped left and right, making quick work of a few finger-claws. 

      The vampbeast jumped back twice and shook out his hands. Almost immediately,  new claws sprouted.

      “Fuck,” I said quietly. I backpedaled as I tried to think of a plan. I was definitely outclassed here.

      I couldn’t think of anything, so I threw the axe.

      The vampbeast just swatted it to the side, disdainfully. He made his disgusting laughing sound again before launching at me.

      I made like I was going to dive out of the way, but then held my hand out to catch the axe back. I had just enough time to snatch it from the air and bring it down in a brutal hit, right to the back of the creature’s head.

      It sunk into the vampbeast, and he roared in disapproval, hitting me with an arm. I flew across the room, hitting one of the leather chairs and tumbling to the carpeted ground near the fire.

      Fire.

      Heedless of burning myself, I reached into the fire and grabbed a log. But my hand went right through. It was an illusion.

      More laughter from the creature.

      I had to come up with something quick. I was losing. Not terribly, but certainly. I had no idea how to pull out some miraculous win here. Eventually, I’d wind up a vampbeast feast.

      I held out my hand, and the axe ripped free of the vampbeast’s head. It shot across the room to me, where I snagged it from the air and did a little spin with it.

      The Master now seemed to understand that I had a way to hurt him. He moved around the room carefully.

      I picked up the chair and threw it at him.

      With both sets of claws, he destroyed it, sending fluff, leather, and splinters into the air.

      I charged right behind it, but he was prepared for the charge, opening his mouth wide to get a good bite at me. I dropped to my knees, and slid on the ground as the vampbeast’s great jaws slammed shut right above me.

      Backhanding, I chopped at the beast, getting another good cut through his flesh.

      I popped to my feet, and took a few sidesteps to the left. That gave me the perfect view of all the cuts I’d given the Master, healing up.

      “Fuck!” I shouted in frustration.

      He whirled around and lunged at me.

      I tried to fake him out, but he got his jaw in just the right spot and clamped down on me. His teeth scraped against my chainmail, puncturing me in what felt like a hundred places. I screamed as the pain hit.

      He had to turn his head sideways to get at me with his big ol’ mouth, and I realized that put his eye right at the perfect position for a Three Stooges homage. I jammed my finger into his eye, hooked it against his bone, and yanked.

      He opened his mouth, roaring in protest as I ripped his eye, plus some bonus stuff, out of his head. He pushed me off of him, and I stumbled to the floor, leaking blood from plenty of holes in my torso. 

      I got to my feet, and he took a step away from me. One step forward, and he countered, keeping the space between us.

      No matter what I did, he wasn’t letting me get close to him.

      And while I watched, his eye regrew from the inside.  He did the gross laughing thing again.

      He was still blinking, so I decided to take a chance on finding an ally. I did a soft kick of the lady’s head over to her body, hoping that a feral vampire would be happy to attack anything, not just the lone non-vampire in the room.

      With a shake of the head, he was repaired. He launched himself across the room. 

      I dove to the ground, rolled out of the way, and ran up the stairs.

      He was right on my heels, bounding up the stairs on all fours. I could make out his tempo, and I knew he was going to launch at me. As soon as he did, I jumped the stair rail, and dropped to the ground. Then I ran to the other side of the room and reset myself, readying for his next attack.

      The Master wasn’t far behind. He leapt off the stairway and seemed to soar all the way across the tower, slamming into me and destroying any sense I had that I was going to defend myself against him.

      His jaws wide, he was about to bite the shit out of me again. With no recourse, I jammed the throwing axe in between his upper and lower jaw so he couldn’t close them.

      He opened his mouth wider. I took a chance and pushed the axe farther back.

      He wasn’t happy about this, so he wrapped his claws around my shoulder and tore my chainmail off, rings popping and flying off each and every way. I tried to push him off me, but he had more strength than I did. He had to work a little, but he managed to keep me still long enough to reach his other hand into his mouth and grab the axe. Then he swallowed it.

      I was growing tired of the gross laughing. Then, I heard a different sound in the room.

      An intake of breathe, and a sort of relaxing sigh.

      His great twisted head turned around to seek out the noise. That was enough distraction for me to push his hold to the side and scramble away.

      Lady Von Boeks slowly rose to a standing position in the middle of the room. It really looked like she was missing a good portion of her intellect. It was like she was looking around the room for the first time, taking a measure of delight in discovering the various things she saw.

      The Master fluidly went from vampbeast to vamphuman, and reached a hand out to her.

      “My love,” he said, his voice soft, melodious. 

      He took a tentative step towards her while she stared at him.

      There was something birdlike and primitive about the way she stared at him. Like she wasn’t sure what he was about to do, but she was intrigued. There was no recognition in her eyes.

      “I know you must be confused,” he said softly, reaching out for her. “But I will explain everything.”

      I had a second to myself to plan something. Bonus: the gameworld decided I was out of combat, and all my wounds began closing back up. Though they were taking a fuck of a long time to do so, for my tastes.

      “There is a meal right here,” the Master said. “Easy for you to drink, to gain yourself back. Let me help you.”

      The ruined chair was nearby, and I noticed its wooden leg was sharp, pointing. It looked a hell of a lot like a stake.

      “Are you ready?” the Master asked, still reaching for her.

      I knelt down, scooped up the piece of wood, and I watched The Master crossing the last bit of distance to his lady lover.

      She was not buying it, tilting her head and licking her lips.

      The Master reached his hand out, caressed her cheek, and then ripped her head off and threw it to the side with just the hint of a sob. I was taken aback by the sudden display of violence, but I wasn’t going to miss him being distracted.

      I lunged forward, and I used my new ability Surge of Strength to put double my normal strength into the quite literal backstab.

      The wood pseudo-stake pierced his flesh, and there was an oomph sound from the Master. He stood stiff and straight for a second, and then started to fall over.

      I grabbed him, and held him up straight, worried that he’d hit the floor and, somehow, wiggle the stake out.

      Carefully, I laid him down on the floor, face down.

      “This does not kill me,” came the slightly muffled voice. “And my blood will dissolve this wood faster than you can possibly imagine. You are dead. You just don’t know it yet.”

      I reached my hand out for my axe, and... nothing.

      “Shit,” I remembered he’d eaten my axe. Which, how the fuck had that happened? It was a magical weapon. Was that, I mean, I didn’t even realize that was a possibility. And now I had a busted sword and, uh, that was it at the moment. My eyes flicked over to the fire, and I wanted to swear at the fire just being a fucking illusion. If I could just make a fire by magic, or...

      I darted over, and grabbed the sword. I ripped the carpet back to expose the stone below. A quick dash of the sword against the stone, and I got a few sparks.

      A smile spread out across my face.

      “It’s time for you to go, buddy,” I said.

      “What—”

      I ran over to the bookshelves, snagged an old leather-bound book off the shelf, and threw it to the floor. Flipping it open, I didn’t even bother to see what it was. I just started hitting the pages with sparks.

      “What are you doing?” the Master called out. I could see a hint of movement in him.

      Faster and faster, I struck the sword on the stone. Sparks were flying onto the paper and smoke started to curl up in a few spots.

      I dropped the sword, and, oddly gently considering the circumstances, I blew on the tiny spots of glowing coals. Over and over again, I kept the air moving across, until finally, fwoop. A tiny flame. It spread across the open page. I set the book gently on the floor, and grabbed another, and I ripped a handful of pages from it.

      “Those are priceless! How dare you destroy my books—” the master started to berate me, but then I think he got the whiff of smoke.

      I couldn’t wait any longer. I took the flaming pages over, and tucked them around the vampire.

      His gorgeous silk trousers, torn via his transformation, lit in a heartbeat, and his dry vampire flesh followed seconds later, erupting in what seemed like an explosion of fire. I had to leap back to get out of the way. 

      The vampfire conflagration spread onto the carpet. There were flames everywhere. An unholy horrific howling scream came from the vampfire as flames changed from yellow and orange to something more iridescent. The smoke smelled putrid.

      A second conflagration flared up as the Lady vamp caught fire.

      I knew there was probably a fortune in the tower. The books alone looked pretty valuable, so I started grabbing them and trying to stack them near the door, where there wasn’t much in the way of carpet or flammables. Maybe I’d get a library out of this deal. 

      The flames went higher and higher, even though I couldn’t see the corpse of the Master any longer. He was fire now. The brilliant colors vanished in a horribly loud pop. The smoke went back to normal, and the fire started to die down.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed The Master (lvl 98 Vampire).

      You’ve earned 15000 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a  QUEST!

      Eradicate the Vampire Menace from Osterstadt

      Destroy the growing nest of vampires within the city of Osterstadt.

      Reward for success: 7000 XP, Vampire Slayer Indicium
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        * * *

      

      BE AWARE: You have received the indicium Vampire Slayer. 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. Some might look upon this indicium with joy, others with rage. A side has been chosen.
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        * * *

      

      I leaned against the wall, dropping to my feet, watching the last of the carpet burn out before it reached the bookshelves. The illusory fire had disappeared, as had the rest of the illusory light in the place. The tower sunk into darkness. A quiet, almost peaceful darkness.

      “Who’s the Master now, asshole,” I said to the empty space.

      I would have been really freaked out if someone answered. I was happy nothing did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I put the fire out, stamping on the carpet and avoiding the rather suspiciously large pile of ash in the middle of the room. Then, I took the time to pull each and every book off the shelves, and then I pulled the shelves down just in case there was something hidden behind them. There was: the wall. Not exactly the most interesting thing to be hidden.

      I peeked outside and gave a wave to my recuperating friends in the gazebo, and then ushered them inside the tower. It was getting legitimately cold outside, and I had a feeling that snow was on the way. I didn’t think my injured buddies would appreciate being left out in the cold and dark when they could just be in the dark.

      Once inside, I went over the fight.

      “Would have been nice to have some of his blood,” Bear said. “Trace his maker.”

      “He told me he was a thousand years old,” I replied. 

      “Would have been nice to have his corpse,” Arno said.

      “You know what? Next time I’m incredibly outclassed by a thousand-year-old vampbeast,” I said, “I’ll stop fighting him and try to consider what you might need in your studies, and get that before killing him.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “Sarcasm is wasted on you.”

      “Byproduct of extreme pain,” he said, sitting on the floor and leaning against the wall. Bear slid off him, and just laid down on the floor, staring up the ceiling.

      “Bah,” I said. “Yuri, do you have any magic bags that can hold, uh, loot?”

      He did a quick check of his pouches, and then picked one. “This will hold some.”

      “The books?” I asked.

      “I can try.”

      He went over to the pile of books, and knelt by them. I noticed that he was moving very slow. Very obviously injured.

      “Let’s just take a minute here,” I said, “recuperate until it’s light out. Then we make a break for the gates and get home.”

      “Is this an official invitation to join your dukedom?” Yuri asked.

      “Oh, he’s admitting to that now?” Arno asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “I am Duke Coggeshall. You are both welcome to join my holding if you so choose. Now I’m going upstairs.”

      I felt the twinge of sleepiness, and I tried to think when my last nap had been. When I’d been visited by the gods flying back from Coggeshall? That seemed an eternity ago. Still, more work to be done before I could get to a bed. But hopefully, the work was just looting. Which was always fun. 

      The spiral stairs led to a landing and a door, but continued on up. This door was locked, and it looked remarkably stout. I figured there’d be something awesome inside. Treasure. That’s the sort of thing I’d put behind a door like that. But there was still up, so before I wasted a lot of time trying to get through the door, I decided I would see what else there was.

      Up and up, the stairs just seemed to keep going. The second floor, whatever it was, seemed to be quite large. Finally, though, I got to another landing, and a nicer door. I opened it, and found the Master’s boudoir, as it was. It was about as gross as you’d think the love shack of two vampires would be. And it appeared the maid had not been there in a hot minute. There was a bathtub by a window overlooking the city, and given the red hue to the tub, Lady Von Boeks must have returned to her habit of bathing in the blood of children. There was a very large bed with silk sheets. And then there were two coffins, currently open. A row of chests lined one section of the round wall, followed by three large wardrobes.

      I started by pulling the sheets off the bed. Then I flipped the mattress, and then the bed frame. All of that to reveal a single ring. I picked it up, and slipped it into my pocket. I was annoyed.

      As I opened each chest, I thanked the vampires for keeping them unlocked. Then promptly cursed the vampires when I found merely clothes inside. Mostly accessories. Boots, hats, belts. A large travel bag that was not at all magical. I could see all sides of it, and when I tried to force a large candlestick in it, the candlestick just stuck out. It did not disappear inside. I was annoyed.

      The wardrobes did not contain secret passages to other dimensions. They just had a rather luxurious selection of gowns and dresses. A few coats, some suits. No weapons, no jewels. Nothing. I was annoyed.

      The coffins were nice inside — I mean, as far as coffins go. But there was nothing in them besides the silk lining. I checked. I also threw them out the window. They crashed against the stone outside. I was marginally pleased. 

      Back to the stairs again, which took me to the roof. Amazing view. Snow fell gently, and the clouds were so low I felt like I might be able to hit them with a well-thrown snowball. The city had quieted down immensely. Maybe it was finally sleeping.

      But I was irritated. I wanted loot. More than that, I wanted easy loot. I wanted—

      I realized I needed to check myself. And my notifications. I’d obviously gotten something from that fight.

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 29! You gain the ability Books of Blood. When you ingest blood of a creature, you are able to discern more about them, including revealing weaknesses or immunities. Dare to believe you can survive, and achieve greatness. Or don’t.

      

      Yeah! Level 29. Moving on up!

      I didn’t exactly know what to improve, but considering Mister Paul took every opportunity to tell me I needed to be growing, I figured I should talk to someone about a plan. And probably actually take their advice. Probably.

      I went all the way back downstairs and found two of my three companions were sleeping.

      Bear was still awake, but she hadn’t moved.

      “You doing all right?” I asked.

      “Just very low on magic,” she said softly. Maybe to keep from disturbing our buddies, maybe because that’s all she had to give.

      “Any way you can take some of mine?”

      “You would give it to me?”

      “I mean, we’re a team. Of course.”

      “I cannot take much, for you have different magic than me. And it might hurt both of us to do this.”

      “Would it be better not to?”

      “If you were human, this would be an easier question. A human can give magic freely to nearly anyone. But you, as a Fallen, I’m not sure what will happen.”

      “Can we, I mean, how do you recharge?”

      “Time and the sun. Yuri’s tracking spell is limited to a once-a-day thing, so each time we used it, I had to recharge him a day, so that took... a lot.”

      “I don’t know a damn thing about magic, but yeah, I’d guess so. Do you have any juice left?”

      “What is it you need, oh duke of mine?”

      “There’s a locked door, and I want to see what’s behind it.”

      “Did you seek a set of keys?”

      “From?”

      “You realize two people lived within this tower and would likely hold the means to unlock their own doors, right?”

      “I mean, they’re pretty much just char right now.”

      “Does a vampire burn hot enough to melt metal keys?”

      “I don’t know—”

      “Then maybe it is time to take a look, your grace.”

      She closed her eyes, and even though I don’t think she was going to sleep, she made her exit from our conversation quite clear.

      There were two distinct piles of ash, one larger than the other. I went to the big ash pile first, knelt down in front of it, and gritted my teeth. I reached into the pile. It felt slick. Oily, like it was sticking to my arms, and my arms and hands felt wet. Weird and gross. But at the bottom, along the stone, I brushed against something hard.

      I grabbed it, and pulled it out. The ash came away from my arm without leaving anything behind, and it was really odd because I was expecting my arm to be wet. I had my axe back.

      “Hey!” I said, and I held the axe up to show what I’d found. 

      Bear gave me a very tiny thumbs up.

      I slid it into my belt, shaking my head at the ingrates behind me. 

      Then, it was back into the pile.

      It was slow gross work, because anything smaller than the axe was both hard to find and to grab. Eventually I came away with three keys, six rings, two metal chains I couldn’t identify because they were black, an amulet, and a fork. The fork was certainly unexpected. 

      The other pile of ashes only hid a ring.

      All of the rings and whatnot went into a pouch for later identification. It didn’t seem worth it to make Bear cast more spells right now so I could figure out what basic ring of protection I’d stumbled on.

      I took the keys to the door on the second floor landing, and tried them one at a time. Naturally, the third key was the one that fit.

      Immediately, I was hit by a veritable symphony of screams, cries, and other awful noises.

      I stopped in my tracks, and stared into the room.

      Cages hung from all over the ceiling. The room was practically filled with cages, and the cages were filled with women. Young women. I blinked a few times. They were all naked, as well. 

      I suppose it made sense. What would a vampire value enough to keep behind a locked door? Food. I could see why they were young — more blood, healthier blood — but I didn’t really understand the whole naked thing.

      “Uh,” I said, “hello. I’m not a vampire. Just, sort of--“

      The screaming didn’t stop.

      “Hey,” I said, a little louder. “I am not a vampire, so--“

      More screaming. Some crying. A voided bladder, from the sound of it.

      “SHUT IT!” I shouted. “I AM NOT A FUCKING VAMPIRE!!”

      Quiet.

      Blessed quiet.

      “Okay,” I said. “The vampire is dead. I am the one who killed him. There are no more vampires around here. Okay? You guys are all saved and—”

      The crying started up. Which was, you know, obviously crying from relief, but more or less just as annoying.

      “I’m going to try and get you all out of the cages and see what I can do for you in terms of clothes and, you know, the like.” I looked over at the various mechanisms in place to keep the cages in the air. Fucking vampires. This was really fucking complicated. There were all sorts of hoists, pulleys, and tie-off points.

      “Just, uh, give me a minute.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      It took longer than a minute. 

      In fact, it took the rest of the night to get all of the women out. They were quite thankful, though, which meant no one got impatient. As the women were released, they started helping each other which sometimes that meant it went faster, sometimes they got in the way. So I just started sending each woman not in a cage upstairs to raid the lady’s belongings and get properly dressed so they could maybe last through a walk in the winter weather outside.

      Once downstairs, when all the women were freed, dressed, and counted, we had thirty-one. And they were all gorgeous. Whomever was responsible for stocking the Master’s pantry had exquisite taste in women. They stood there in relative silence, waiting for me to talk. I stood above them, on the staircase, trying to figure out what an appropriate speech might be.

      “Uh,” I started, ever eloquent, “I’m, uh, not sure where you are all from or what, uh, you are doing here. Or were doing here, because I guess I know what you were doing here, and I do apologize for that, even though I had no part in that. I guess I wish I had known, because I would have tried to save you sooner is what I probably should have said. But, you are, in fact, safe now, at least from the vampire, or these vampires because the city is free of them, I think. But if you don’t want to stay in Osterstadt, I totally understand, because things seem pretty nuts out there right now and you can all come and live with me if you want. Which did not come out right. I mean, I don’t mean you have to come live with me personally — just that I have a place where you can live, if you want.”

      Bear pinched my ear.

      “You suck at this,” she said.

      “Speeches have never been my strong suit.”

      “Tell them you are Duke Coggeshall and they are welcome to join your holding if they wish.”

      I repeated what she said, and they seemed to understand that. I noticed some translation happening between some of the women, which made me wonder how many of them were even from the Empire. And how had they gotten here if they weren’t from the Empire?

      Questions to be answered later.

      “For the time being,” I said, “I am going to leave, uh, here, with my comrades, and we are going to, uh, get out of Osterstadt.”

      I nodded, and started walking down the stairs.

      “Don’t you think you should have a plan for how we’re getting out of Osterstadt?” Bear whispered in my ear. She wasn’t invisible, but the ladies didn’t seem to care about her.

      “I was thinking I’d kill any guards who try and stop us,” I said.

      Yuri shook his head.

      “You got a better idea?” I asked.

      “Might be worth making a visit to the Legion’s barracks,” Yuri said. “Go as a big group with them. Take some shields and weapons. That might make the gate guards less willing to fight.”

      “Oh you and your willingness to find a non-violent solution,” I said.

      “Excuse me,” a woman said from rather close behind.

      I turned around and looked at her.

      She was young and pretty, though somewhat unremarkable as compared to the rest of the girls in the group.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      “I think we would all wish to come with you,” she said. “If you are willing to keep us safe. We have nothing to offer you, though, save our--“

      I put my hand up, and said: “There’s nothing needed. If you want to come, I will do my best to keep you safe. All of you. All I ask is that when we get to Coggeshall, you do whatever work you can to make the place better.”

      “And swear loyalty to him,” Bear added, pointing to me.

      Bear was looking better after a bit of rest. She even seemed to have gotten some of her sass back.

      “Yeah,” I said, “that’s usually part of the deal.”

      “I am prepared to swear now,” one of the ladies said.

      Then another, and another. I put both hands up and gave a shout.

      “I love the eagerness,” I said. “But the swearing ceremony takes place in the holding, and so we will wait until then, okay?”

      There was a palpable sense of disappointment around the room, but I didn’t want to get into a whole thing about swearing and loyalties and whatnot. Besides, I figured with what these women had just been through, they might need a little time to work through their shit before making such a big decision.

      “Let’s roll out,” I said.
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      They say that plans last until first contact with the enemy. Ours lasted until we got to the base of the stairs. There, in the first rays of dawn, as I stepped out between the gate, a small army of men and women stood with arms and armor.

      “If you’re here for the vampires in the tower,” I said, “you’re a bit late.”

      “We are here for you,” called out a rather rotund man sitting in an open-air wagon. 

      I recognized him right away. Theun Bottes, he merchant from The Explorer’s Club who had inadvertently funded the start of our holding. He was wrapped up in an impressive array of furs, looking rather irritated to be outside. And not eating.

      “Bottes,” I called out, “so nice to see you. Why the welcoming committee?”

      I moved forward a few steps, but waved to the group behind me to stay in the somewhat safe confines of the stone stairway. If it did come to fighting, we’d take away the numbers advantage if only two or three fighters could come at us once.

      As I moved forward, the soldiers there to get me reached for and readied their weapons.

      “It would seem you are an Imperial noble, yes?” Bottes asked.

      “That is the current rumor,” I replied.

      “And the Imperials were behind our vampire infestation, yes?”

      “I think we all know that’s not true. The imperials, and especially me and my people, were behind cleaning up the infestation.”

      “I cannot say that I know either is true, to be honest. I can say that the list of individuals dead by your hand is quite long and distinguished.”

      “Funny, that’s what your mom said about my Johnson.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Your mom — you know what, forget the joke.”

      “Ah, yes. You are under arrest, Montana of Coggeshall. You have murdered many of the sons and daughters of our brightest families, robbing this city of our future. And you have given us the power we need to separate from this Empire of Tyranny.”

      “Murder? They were vampires.”

      “That is your word alone.”

      “Check the corpses.”

      “I have seen the corpses in your wake. They are young men and women—”

      A shout came from behind me, from the stairs.

      “He saved us!” one of the women called out.

      “Who are all these wenches?” Bottes asked.

      “Friends of mine,” I said. “Citizens of Coggeshall.”

      “Then they shall share—”

      “Yo, Bottes,” I shouted, interrupting his aggrandizing, “I think you’ve got some clue as to what I can do if I get violent. Hence all these soulless cowards around here trying not to wet themselves when I come too close.”

      To make my point, I walked farther out into the circle. Everyone moved back. Several heads turned to look at either their leader or at Bottes, to see if someone was going to order a charge. No one did.

      “So I’ll make you a little deal—” I started.

      “You are in no position to make deals, you sniveling worm,” Bottes said. “You—”

      “If you think I can’t make your insides become outsides before I get killed, you are dreaming.”

      His face went pale.

      “So, that’s my leverage,” I said. “I may not be able to kill everyone you’ve brought to fight against me —I think that’s probably even odds. But I can, for sure, kill you first. Now, my offer. I’ll go quiet. I’ll go with you and let your kangaroo court happen. But you let everyone else that’s with me leave the city. Right now. They get escorted to a gate and walked through with no harassment in the slightest.”

      “And you will surrender yourself to me?” Bottes asked.

      “I surrender myself to you now, if you let them all out of the city as hale and hearty as they are now.”

      Bottes looked over his shoulder, and seemed to be conversing with someone his bulk was hiding. He got an answer, and turned back around.

      “Deal,” he said. “Half of you, escort that group from the stairs. They are to leave the city unmolested. Now, arrest the so-called duke, and take him to the wall for his public execution.”

      Execution? I thought. Might have handled this one wrong...

      A man approached me, young, dark hair, dark eyes, plump lips, shaking hands. He had a pair of iron manacles. 

      I smiled at him, turned around, and offered up my hands behind my back.

      The iron was cold on my skin, and the manacles were exceedingly tight, barely fitting. Especially because I was flexing my arms as much as I could. He grabbed me by my elbow, and escorted me down the street to a waiting wagon that was all black with tiny barred windows. The back was opened into a ramp, and I was marched up and in.

      A single man sat inside.

      “Ah, Montana of Coggeshall,” he said, “how eager I have been to get a chance to drain you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The door closed behind me. I was alone in the wagon with the creepy drainer guy. He was exceedingly thin, and wore black robes with a weird hat and a plague doctor’s mask hanging off his chest. He had a strangely pert nose, and dark eyes with high cheeks that accentuated how gaunt he was.

      “So,” I said, “you know me. Who are you?”

      “Are names even important?” he asked. 

      His voice was high, and he spoke in a little sing-song way. I was immediately annoyed at every aspect of him.

      “I mean, kind of,” I replied. “But, you know, if you prefer, I’ll just call you Asswipe Shitforbrains.”

      The smarmy smile disappeared from his face.

      “Crudeness does not become anyone.”

      “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure that name fits you pretty well, Mr. Shitforbrains. Oh wait, unless, are you still single? Master Shitforbrains. That’s it. Or are we friends enough that I can just call you Asswipe?”

      His lips went white as he clenched his teeth.

      “I had thought to be merciful with you,” he said. “Perhaps leaving you with sufficient abilities to make some sort of life after I have finished with you. But now, I think it best to drain you so you crawl from this wagon to your death.”

      “Thing is, Master Shitforbrains, I believe you know, and knew, I’m headed to an execution. You were always going to drain me—”

      “Shut up,” he said. “You are annoying.”

      “I’m annoying? You’re—”

      He snapped his plague doctor’s mask on. I felt a hum of energy flowing from him.

      I closed my eyes and prepared my one and only super-spell. If I was going to die, I might as well take this asshole with me.

      He reached out for me as I reached in for my rather ridiculously large pool of mana.

      But just as he touched me, and I prepared my spell, he screamed in rage, and ripped his plague mask off.

      The power he’d pulled in came out in a weird flash of light and pressure. The wagon rocked on its wheels then quickly came to a stop. The ramp dropped down, and there were spears and arrows pointing at us.

      Asswipe Shitforbrains stood up, pushed past me, and stomped through the guards to Bottes’ wagon.

      “You said he was human,” Asswipe said.

      “He is,” Bottes replied, confused.

      “No way. If he was human, I wouldn’t be out here yelling at you. I would be in there draining him.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Of course it matters! This is one of the most complicated spells conceived of in the universe. Everything matters with this spell!”

      “Well, unfortunately we need to take him to his execution—”

      “I implore you to desist. To delay. We can ill-afford to lose what we can gain via—”

      “Trust me, you do not want a man like this left alive for any longer than necessary. He must die today. I apologize that we were not able to use your full abilities, but—”

      “Mister Bottes—”

      “Mister Fossileez. This has already been decided by the council. It is out of my hands and yours.” He looked at Mister Fossileez — Shitforbrains fit him better — then nodded. “Onward!”

      The ramp was closed. I was alone in the wagon.

      Which is really never a great idea. Don’t leave a man like me alone. Certainly not when life is on the line. I’m not a huge fan of dying, so I was prepared to do anything I could to survive. Step the first: getting out of the cuffs, preferably in a way where it still seemed like I was in the cuffs, so I maintain an element of surprise.

      Relaxing my arms bought me a little wiggle room with the cuffs. And because I’d kept up with my stretching, a little movement in the wagon got it so my hands were back in front of me. Sure, I had to dislocate my shoulder and tear a muscle or two in the process, but considering I wasn’t in combat, that all healed right back up. The manacles weren’t complicated, so I felt reasonably confident that if I had studied lock-picking at all, I’d already be out of them. However, that was not on my list of skills, in either of my two lifetimes.

      What I did have, was a special set of skills I’d honed over a lifetime to be useful in this exact situation. I pulled.

      Hard.

      With all of my strength.

      Which was actually a little bit more than I needed, because I wasn’t really at a hundred percent when one of the links gave out and shot around the inside of the wagon. It smacked me right in the forehead, drawing blood.

      I rubbed at my new wound, which felt really odd, because it was closing while I was rubbing it. I had to crawl around the wagon to find the link, and then I had to do a little massaging so I could get it to hang in place to appear as I was still bound.

      Now I just had to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      When we got to the wall, it was snowing. I smiled, thinking it was the world weeping for the injustice being perpetrated. But honestly, I knew it was just a normal weather pattern for this part of the world.

      A guard frogmarched me up to the wall, up to where I had fought and bled for the city of Osterstadt, and where I was probably going to fight and bleed once more. But this time, for me.

      The Legion Barracks were still held by the Legion — I could see several soldiers at the upper windows looking at me, and the Glatonese flag whipped in the wind above the building.

      A ton of citizens stood around the wall, though the first row of people were all armed, and had the hard eyes of professional soldiers. Bottes, as well as a number of other wealthy-looking people clad in heavy, luxuriant furs, were gathered on a raised platform off to one side. In the relative middle of things was a shorter platform that had a large round of wood that looked like it had been well used in recent times. A basket of heads on one side of the platform and a stack of bodies in a wagon on the other confirmed this. 

      A large dude stood by the round. Like, bigger than me big. But where I was basically nothing but muscle, this guy looked a lot more like I had in the past life. Lots of muscle hidden under heavy layers of fat. Thinning hair, and even the hint of a beard under his executioner’s hood. He had a very large axe in one hand, and he leaned on it while smiling absentmindedly. The look of a man who loved his job.

      My armed entourage walked me up to the execution station. Then one of them kicked the backs of my knees so I was forced to kneel in front of the round of wood. They took a few steps back.

      Then, Bottes stood up and started a speech.

      “Hey,” I said. “Nice axe.”

      “Uh, thanks,” the executioner said.

      “You, uh, good at this?”

      “A bit,” he said. “New to it.”

      “You weren’t the executioner before?”

      “Dyed wool. Fabrics.”

      “You used to dye, and now you make others die. Kinda neat, in a gruesome way.”

      “I like that. Die and dye. Very, uh, yeah. Can I use that?”

      “Sure. Be my guest.”

      “Huh. Neat.”

      “Montana,” I said.

      “Is that your name?”

      “It is. You?”

      “Joe.”

      “Joe the Dyer?”

      “Joe the Executioner now. Maybe Joe the Blade. Joe the axe. Working on it.”

      “Is this a move up in society?”

      “Higher pay and less work,” he said. “So, a bit?”

      “Good for you,” I said.

      “Thanks for being, you know, personable. Most people are crying or—”

      “Will you two shut up?” Bottes hissed at us from his podium.

      “Sorry,” the executioner said.

      “I’m not sorry,” I snapped. “You gonna kill me twice now?”

      “If only we could,” Bottes replied. “Just kill him. I’ll speak after.”

      “Okay,” Joe the Executioner said. He lifted up his huge axe.

      As soon as I heard the whistle of the head through the air, I pulled my arms apart, and pushed myself back.

      The blade thunked into the round, almost going halfway through the wood.

      I hopped up to my feet, kicked poor Joe in the teeth, and ripped the axe out of his hands. The two nearest guards were pulling their swords from their scabbards, but I got the axe around faster. And because I’m a nice guy, I used the not cutting side of the axe to bash them off the platform and onto their backs.

      “Hey Bottes!” I shouted out. “Ready for another deal?”

      “That’s the Hero of Osterstadt!” someone in the crowd shouted.

      “The Hero!” and similar cries echoed out from the mob.

      “Looks like I’ve got a little more leverage here,” I said to Bottes. 

      He was not smiling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I negotiated for another spate of safe passage. This time, I included myself. And all the Imperial citizens who wished to exit the city. Virtually any such person whose head wasn’t in the basket was inside the barracks already. Captain Czubakowski, still alive but quite wounded, was able to get his troops and all the other citizens moving within an hour. A rather tense hour, being that we were surrounded by men with weapons who kind of wanted us dead. The Osterstadt guards were making comments about us freezing to death in a matter of days once outside the gates. But the regular populace seemed to have a rather different opinion of me, and some of them were struggling to catch a view of me. I smiled and waved at anyone I saw.

      We made a trip down the large avenue, to the central gate, and we exited the city.

      I waited until everyone was out before I left myself. As the huge gate closed, I flipped the bird to Bottes.

      Funnily enough, my other people had ignored basically everything I’d said, choosing to wait by the tree for me to come out of Osterstadt. So when I showed up with two thousand Legion troops, and about a thousand other citizens of various stripes, there was also a large group of women, one lion man, a brownie, an Imperial Mancer, Eliza, Emeline, and Priscilla. And, most important of all, Fritz. Air Fritz, the best roc a guy could ask for.

      It took a little more work, and a lot of convincing, but we got air Fritz flying back and forth with a very large hanging platform, and the entire group of people started to get ferried between Osterstadt and Coggeshall. It was going to be a long series of days for Fritz, but it meant shaving off weeks of dangerous travel in the winter snows. It worked for me. I’d buy Fritz a nice fruit basket. 

      Once home, I had to break the news about Léon to Nathalie.

      She didn’t take it well, but who would? She swore vengeance of her brother on the city of Osterstadt. I thought that was a bit much, but, then again, what did I know? We held a ceremonial funeral with all the Imperial citizens. Since we didn’t have Léon’s body, we planted a tree in his name.

      Finally, it was time.

      Bed.

      It had called to me, I had been desperate for it, and I longed for a moment to relax.

      I took a hot shower, cleaned what seemed like an inch of dried grime and blood off my body, and walked out to dive into my bed.

      But there, in the middle of the clean white sheets, sat a small package. Blue wrapping paper with a silver bow.

      I picked the box up and took it over to my desk. I had to undo the ribbon to get the tag out.
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        * * *

      

      Montana of Coggeshall

      Perhaps it is for the holiday that you have done such a service for me as ridding Osterstadt of vampires. I abhor those vile creatures, those perversions of nature. They made things so very difficult for me and mine. I fear, as well, you did a good job with your disguise, of hiding your identity, for I did not even know you were in the city until that final morning. And what an exit you made, the Hero of Osterstadt, a duke of the Empire. Certainly not what this rebellious city council was imagining. What a time to be alive, eh? But I digress. As you did such a kindness for me, giving me an unparalleled holiday gift, I felt it only right I do the same for you.

      Happy Solstice, and enjoy your Fiend Night,

      The Master
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck,” I said. “I killed the wrong master.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ready for Book 10?

          

        

      

    

    
      ME TOO!

      

      But there’s a bit of a wait.

      

      Next up is more Bad Guys:

      War of the Posers

      

      But don’t you worry, Montana’s adventure is far from over:

      

      Eat, Slay, Love

      Coming out February 4, 2021!!

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      May 29, 2020

      

      Friends and lovely readers:

      

      I hope that this finds you all happy and healthy. It’s been a bit of a tumultuous ride, writing this book, just because the outside world has been so, well, bumpy. But I am so very lucky. Not only because I’ve got such great readers (you guys) who let me live out my dreams, but also because I have a whole other world to escape into any time I feel the need. Vuldranni is always there, and it’s quite big so there’s always something else for me to discover and play around with. I wish I could write faster, just to give y’all a place to escape more often. But, because I can’t quite yet, I’m going to try and get some other media out for y’all. Maps, pictures, there’s talk of a bestiary, and definitely paper copies of the books.

      

      The next books coming out will be the next three Bad Guys books, and I’m so excited to get back to hanging out with Clyde in the city.

      

      Now, I know some of you are only here for the game. And the game is fun, but it’s getting a bit wonky, so, here are the new rules: You have to be the first person to send me an email with the correct answer to the question: who is the Academy Award winner mentioned by name in the book? If you are the first, I’ll ask you to give me something to have Mister Paul give Montana in the next book.

      

      If you want to chat or connect with me further, or talk to other readers about my books, I’ve got a very active discord: Come stay awhile, and listen. :)

      

      Thank you, all of you, for letting me live my dream. Stay safe out there and play well together.

      

      Smooches.

      

      Eric

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Eric Ugland ran away from Seattle to join the circus. And then he came to his senses, and moved to Manhattan. Now he's a novelist in Oregon, trapped by trees and snow and bears. Mostly bears. SO MANY BEARS!

      

      The Good Guys is a continuing LitRPG series I’m writing in the world of iNcarn8. Join my reader group and be the first to know when new books come out.

      

      Reviews help other readers find books. Please post a review on Amazon, even if it’s only a line or two. I appreciate all feedback, whether it’s positive or negative.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

      

    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
mm ;- L ERIC
/U TN

/ |

7 ’ "’\\\»\ . \Y‘z‘
f . A\ N
-~ X
v ‘ y =
A £
. " \\\\

}EI—EADEN GS
FUNERAL






