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      I was the first to make it up the rampart, and stood next to a young Dwarf who was very pale. Looking out across the open field, I could see why. I started to feel a little queasy myself.

      In the trees, as far as I could see from east to west, were the ursus. But unlike Borin and his folk, these bears looked mean. They had glowing eyes. Some had glowing claws. They held huge weapons, some on fire, others letting off smoke. And there were thousands of them.

      They just stood there, glaring at us, and our walls.

      Nikolai appeared at my side.

      “Gods,” he said softly.

      “Might want to tell Wian to rethink the going outside the gates thing,” I said. “I think he might upset the teddy bear picnic.”

      “Are they going to attack?” the dwarf guard next to me asked.

      “I’d imagine at some point they will,” I said. “But that’s why we have walls, you know?”

      It didn’t seem to placate the dwarf. He just stared out at the bears — I think taking in the vast difference in sizes. The ursus were massive creatures. And as you can imagine, the dwarves were not. They were about as wide, but the ursus had the advantage in height, weight, claws, and, almost surprisingly, hairiness.

      “I will speak to Wian,” Nikolai said. “You will have to figure out what to say to Lord Caticorix to keep him outside the walls without insulting him.”

      “How about just a few insults?” I asked.

      “While I fear a conflict with Valamir is inevitable given our current residents, I would prefer to deal with one enemy,” Nikolai pointed at the bears, “instead of being sandwiched between two.”

      “I do like sandwiches though,” I said.

      Nikolai glared at me, then stalked back down the rampart, off to find Wian.

      “What do I do?” the dwarf guard asked.

      “Stand here and look menacing,” I said. “Maybe get a step ladder or something.”

      He nodded, then did a double take. “Wait a minute, is that a short joke?”

      I smiled at him. “Just a little one.”

      He chortled, a short sharp bark of a laugh. I think he tried to shoot a comeback my way, but I was already moving. I had to go deal with a bootlicking asshole, and somehow keep him happy without letting him force his way inside Coggeshall.

      The open area of the town was basically empty — most everyone was either on the walls or inside either the mountain or one of our buildings. With hostile armies on either side of the town, why would you hang around outside?

      I stopped in front of the large gate and looked up at the big door. It’d be too easy for them to overwhelm me and get inside if I opened it up, and we weren’t ready for them. Not that I wanted them to come inside anyway. I wanted them to go away, to leave us alone. But I had the distinct feeling that wouldn’t be happening. They had too much on the line.

      But that left me few options in terms of how to go about talking to the man I needed to talk with. I made a note to ask Harmut to put a small door somewhere in the larger gate so we could mosey out and have conversations with visitors when the need arose. For now, the best option looked like jumping down the wall and chatting that way. This needed to be a face to face conversation. Politicking and all.

      So I moseyed up the stairs, and stopped to look over the wall. Some of the knights had gone, but there were still plenty there. Caticorix must’ve realized the show of force was no longer necessary, and so had his men stand down somewhere. Or maybe they were off looking for an alternate means into Coggeshall. Which they wouldn’t find. Unless, you know, they wanted to go up and over the mountains. But good luck.

      Caticorix looked up at me.

      “Duke Coggeshall,” he said. “How pleasant for me that you have returned. I hope everything is quite all right with your, uh, city.”

      “City?” I asked. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, bub. But, yeah, a minor issue arose. Nothing overly severe.”

      “Might you allow us the courtesy of coming into your little domain then?”

      “I can’t do that right now, Dave.”

      “Dave?”

      “It’s a thing. Look, I can’t let you in.”

      “I must insist.”

      “Bit of an impasse. Let me come down to you—”

      “Just open the gate, my lord.”

      “Yeah, I can’t, okay? Literally cannot. The gate is broken — you know how it is with new construction. What you get when you go with the lowest bidder. Government work. That sort of thing.”

      “Then how do you expect to get down here?”

      I leapt out and landed lightly on my feet.

      He looked down on me from his horse, and nodded. “Effective. Though you are trapped on this side now.”

      “I think I can make it back over,” I said. “But I figured we should probably have one of those conversations where we cut the bullshit and talk to each other.”

      He stared at me, ostensibly trying to measure me up. Given what I knew of the man, and what I intuited about him, he probably smelled a trap. He was definitely the type to eschew honor in order to get ahead, so naturally, he’d assume I’d do the same. Finally, he turned his horse around, and rode to a nearby knight. They exchanged some words quietly, and then Caticorix handed off his reins to the other rider before slipping off his horse. The other knights pulled farther back, providing Caticorix and me a modicum of privacy.

      Off his horse, I had a serious height advantage, but somehow the man still managed to look down his nose at me.

      “Your grace,” Caticorix said, “what is it you wish to discuss?”

      “I just want to get a few cards on the table. I know why you are here, and—”

      “And to what end is that, your grace?”

      “You want to come inside and look for the people you’re chasing.”

      “Is that my intention?”

      “That’s definitely my take on it. Why, you got different reasons for being here?”

      “Perhaps I am simply an emissary from the Imperium looking to establish communications with our newest duke. A lowly lord tasked with unfortunate Imperial bureaucracy.”

      “We both know that’s not true. So just come out with it.”

      “You play a dangerous game, my lord. If we cannot hide our true motives, we are left with the truth, and that is likely beneficial for neither of us.”

      “Saves us time,” I said, “and, frankly, I’ve got too much to do to dick around with you.”

      That got him to stop looking down his nose at me, at the very least. Now he raised an eyebrow and did a poor job hiding his surprise.

      “Dick around?”

      “Yeah, you know, where you say you’re here on official Imperial business, and then I say that’s nice, but the gate’s broken, and you say you can help fix it, and I deny you because it’s against the union rules I’ve already signed in, and you say that you have a way to help, and I say I’ve got an awful rash, maybe we can have date night next week, and, at the end of the night, even though we’ve had a really nice dinner, you’re hoping to come upstairs for a nightcap, wink wink, I can’t let you in,” I said.

      “I am not sure I followed even a fraction of your nonsense.”

      “Makes two of us.”

      “How surprising. However, I am afraid I must get inside and complete my own mission. And if you lack the time to dick around, perhaps letting me in immediately would be the best course of action.”

      “See, therein lies the problem. I can’t let you in, and you don’t seem to be willing to leave.”

      “An impasse then, my lord.”

      “Precisely.”

      “This is a new city, yes?”

      “You know it is.”

      “I wonder how well you are stocked for the winter.”

      “Plenty full,” I lied.

      “It would be a shame if your sole access to the Empire was blocked, and you had no means to bring food or drink into your domain.”

      “That would put something of a damper on my import-export business, sure. But I’ve more than enough food for my people for the winter.”

      “Now, Duke of Coggeshall, I thought we weren’t lying. We both know you lack the means to keep your people alive for another few months here in the mountains. Especially once winter arrives.”

      “How do you know anything about what happens on the other side of these walls?” I asked.

      He just smiled at me.

      “I’m sure a little bird told you, right?” I asked.

      “Perhaps something along those lines.”

      “The way you speak to me, and the fact that you’ve got someone spying on me, means you don’t know me very well. Maybe you should ask your man on the inside how I treat those who betray me.”

      “Oh, my dear young duke, you are such a delight. Normally, these courtly games are full of intrigue and interplay, requiring so much mental exertion on my part. But then there is you. A breath of fresh air. I barely need think around you. Your attempt at threatening me is laughable. Really, it is. But I suppose it is enough of a sign that I might as well toss aside the curtains and really speak with you.”

      “Finally! Down to the brass tacks.”

      “You are harboring some people inside your city, people the Empire is very interested in. I am here to bring those people back to the Empire.”

      “This is the Empire, buddy. I’m not some different land.”

      “Back to the capital city.”

      “I’m not saying they’re here, but if—”

      “They are here. My — how did you put it? Little bird? I know they are inside. There are nine people you need to deliver to me, and should it be done quickly and quietly, perhaps I might convince my lord to let you remain alive. Though, naturally, your current recalcitrance will require quite the slap on the wrist, so I doubt I can make any sort of guarantee you will remain a landed noble of the Empire.”

      “So you know they’re here, huh?”

      “You would likely be shocked at the depth of my knowledge. Of all the secrets you think you can keep from me and mine. For example, I know that one of them has been your companion for quite some time. I know the two of you somehow escaped an inescapable jail, despite the jail’s insistence they allowed you out of your own free will.”

      “Dude, there was a vague chance in one of the hells I might consider turning over some of the others you’re looking for, but Nikolai is a friend. He’s not going anywhere.”

      “Sadly, dear duke, that is where you are wrong. It is only a question of when he goes. And how, I suppose. I hardly need him to be alive. And knowing Nikolai as I do, I very much doubt he considers you the friend you consider him.”

      “So the threats come out.”

      “These are not threats, your grace. These are merely facts. Your people chose to follow you, and that was their biggest mistake—”

      “Maybe your biggest mistake is standing out here with me.”

      He smiled. “Please, feel free to attempt killing me here and now. It will hardly benefit you.”

      I was so damn tempted to, but I knew there was something else going on, some other element. He had to know the violence I was capable of, and if he wasn’t afraid, he had a reason.

      Slowly, I reached out and tried to touch Caticorix.

      My hand went right through his skin.

      “Well shit,” I said.

      “Indeed, your grace,” Caticorix said, a sardonic smile on his face. “Thus it remains, it is only a question of when and how I achieve my goals. You will fail. Should you like the best possible outcome for you and your people, acquiesce. I will return tomorrow morning, and I expect the nine to be with you. And your gate fixed.”

      He disappeared before I could say anything.

      The knights, however, were quite real. They started riding away down the tunnel, the hoof beats echoing off the walls.
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      I had to wave at the guards until they finally noticed me and then I did a full mime routine just to indicate I wanted them to open the gates to let me back in. It was definitely one of the more impressive moments of being a noble. I walked back into my walled town, a flutter of activity in my head, trying my damndest to figure out what the fuck I was going to do. Then I ran into Nikolai.

      Literally. I walked right into him, bowling the poor guy over.

      I pulled him up and brushed him off.

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      “Something on your mind?” He asked, clearly perturbed.

      “Yeah, that Caticorix guy is a magic user. Or has a magic item with him. That wasn’t actually him.”

      “An illusion?”

      “Seems like it,” I replied. “He was somehow, like, not there. It was just a—”

      “Just an illusion of him. A common tactic when negotiating with an individual of unknown capabilities. Especially someone prone to violence. It might mean he is paranoid, or it might mean he knows you are, well, how to put it—.”

      “I’m not prone to violence—”

      “It is your primary means of engagement with the world, Montana.”

      “I wouldn’t say primary,” I said softly.

      He just gave me that dumbass look.

      “He wants nine people,” I said. “Tomorrow morning.”

      “Any nine?”

      “Specific, but I mean, I suppose I could buy us more time if I just gathered nine randoms and sacrificed them to Caticorix.”

      “Probably not the best idea.”

      “The new Coggeshall motto. He didn’t say which nine, so—”

      “Between Wian and I, I am sure we could discern whom he referenced, should it come to that.”

      “No way.”

      “There could be serious repercussions if you refuse this man.”

      “Fuck him,” I said.

      Nikolai smiled. “I knew I followed you for a reason.”

      “Because you’d be dead without me.”

      “Perhaps two reasons, then.”

      “Are we also counting when you were forced to swear you’d be my mentor?” He shrugged and I continued on: “Caticorix has someone in here, reporting to him. He knows we’re light on food, and he seems happy to block the tunnel to keep us from getting any more supplies.”

      “A safe way to siege us, but it could very well be costly in terms of time, if not bodies.”

      “He mentioned knowing you,” I said. “And that if I thought we were friends, it wasn’t a mutual feeling.”

      “I might have known him when I was in the Thingmen. I did quite a bit of business with the peers of the realm, though I cannot say I remember Caticorix in any capacity. And if you believe him about me—”

      “I don’t. Just making sure you know what I know. Where is Wian?” I asked. “He must know something about Caticorix.”

      “Likely he does. But he is busy convincing the princess that there are no paths left to run. That they are stuck in here and reliant upon you.”

      “She’s ready to bolt?”

      “Beyond ready. I fear our princess does not have a vast well of courage.”

      “Bit sheltered?”

      “Somewhat sheltered, but sadly, she is more experienced as a refugee of sorts. She has been on the run for some time.”

      “Do we have a plan?” I asked.

      “Sadly, I cannot answer that,” Nikolai said. “I have no plans as of yet. We are waiting.”

      “I could sneak through our escape tunnel, go kill some of them.”

      “And give Valamir all the ammunition to turn the entire Empire against you? You cannot afford to be the aggressor in this.”

      “Even though he’s the one sieging my home? That seems pretty fucking aggressive to me.”

      “Ah, but no one knows this is occurring. If you go and start killing, that information will get out to the Empire immediately.”

      “The one time I want 24-hour news networks, and nothing.”

      “What is that?”

      “Never mind.”

      “The more immediately pressing issue may be the ursus outside our northern walls. They have no such worries about politics. Did Borin mention why they have followed him here?”

      “More like they chased him here. The whole reason his people were dead on their feet was because the assholes outside our gate were relentless in their pursuit.”

      “Does he know why?”

      “Seems like there’s something corrupting the tribes. At least, that’s what Borin said. The bad ones were snatching and eating babies. Using them in rituals or something. Whatever the case, it’s nothing good, and Borin bolted with the babies who survived and the ursus who had yet to turn to the dark side.”

      “The dark side?”

      “You’re right, problematic phrasing. Let me put it a different way: the ones out there are the corrupted ursus who eat babies. The ones in here are the last of the uncorrupted ones.”

      “Are you sure of that?”

      “Yes. Mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “I mean, I didn’t check each one of them for signs of corruption before I brought them in, but none of them had fucking glowing eyes or smoke coming off their claws. Pretty sure those were solid signs they’re okay.”

      “You know nothing of how this corruption spreads! It could be infesting our community as we speak.”

      “I mean, sure, it’s possible, but it doesn’t seem likely,” I said, meeting Nikolai’s stare without flinching. “You’re welcome to go check them out.”

      “I say this not to be cruel, but to make sure this is something you are aware of. If we are going into battle against a corrupt people, we must be sure our own are not corrupted in the process. I was not expecting to be going up against such a foe this early on. It could have dire consequences for our new holding.”

      “Are these, like, zombies?”

      “You know of zombies? I thought magic did not exist in your world.”

      “It doesn’t, but we’ve got a lot of imagination.”

      “They are not any undead I have experienced or know of, but...” He trailed off.

      “What?”

      “I can only offer a conjecture, a guess—”

      “I know what a guess is, asshole.”

      “Yes, your grace. Were I to guess, I would assume they allied themselves with some sort of power, likely an evil power given the manner in which they look and their actions. When it gets to this stage, at least as far as I have read in the past, there must be a charismatic leader who presents this change as a good thing. Or, if not something good, then something necessary. An increase in strength for a minor evil, perhaps even something that is hidden at first. When the truth comes to light, when the real cost of what they have given up becomes apparent, they have gone too far to back out. It can certainly become appealing to our people, especially if there are those who are unhappy.”

      “Right. That’s bad. Okay. All right. Important safety tip. Thanks, Nikolai.”

      “What was the tip?” He started to ask, but I was already moving. Any time you have to explain a reference, you’ve already lost.

      I headed towards the ursus longhouse, feeling like I needed to know a little bit more about our potential opponents. It was an act of intelligence on my part, something I realized I should have done sooner when a yell sounded out from the Northern wall.

      “Lord Coggeshall!” came the cry.

      I looked over and saw a man running for me.

      “What is it?” I asked as the man slid to a stop in front of me, slamming his fist to his chest in salute. From the look of it, he was one of the Thingmen. Calm demeanor, ready to rumble if needed, but trying out this whole being-a-normal-guard thing.

      “My lord, there is someone who wishes to speak to the ruler of our town.”

      “From the ursus?”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “I don’t suppose he seems keen to wait.”

      “No, my lord. He says that if there is not someone willing to speak to him in the next five minutes, he will destroy the town and slaughter all the inhabitants.”

      “Seems a bit impatient. Tell him I’m on my way.”

      “My lord, all due respect, he is planning on killing anyone who speaks to him that is not you.”

      “I see. Sounds like just the friendliest guy.”

      “He does seem huggable,” the Thingman said with a smile.

      “Lead on.”
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      A quick peek over the wall, and I could see a large ursus standing midway into the cleared land between the woods and the wall. He was big. Far larger than Borin, which meant he was substantially bigger than me as well. No one else around, so there was that.

      I decided to use the gate. I walked calmly through as if I hadn’t a care in the world, wishing I’d had time to get some armor on. Instead, I had on new pants that hadn’t been blessed by a goddess, and a shirt that didn’t fit. My usual attire.

      Unlike me, my teddy bear buddy was armored up, with heavy looking plates of iron or steel on most of his body, black tufts of fur sticking out here and there. The iron didn’t seem to be expertly worked — there were definite gaps in between the bits — but there was an impressive thickness to it. Nothing short of a ballista bolt would have a hope of denting the stuff. He stood about twelve feet high, and impossibly broad. His shoulders were massive. I mean, everything about the dude was massive. A huge axe hung across his back. He stood where he was with his arms crossed, a clear indication he expected me to walk to him.

      Which, you know, I did.

      While walking, I had a moment to look at the others spread out in the forest behind him, and I realized my initial count of the evil ursus was way off. They had seemed to be everywhere, but that had to be an illusion of sorts, something that fell apart when I was paying attention. Not like there was, you know, ten of them hanging out in the trees, there was well over a hundred. But it wasn’t the thousands and thousands I’d initially feared. Maybe it had something to do with a fear ability they had, something I was immune to. I wasn’t exactly sure.

      I stopped about ten feet away from the leader bear, so I didn’t have to hurt my neck to look up at him. His eyes were glowing, a subtle effect now that he was out of the darkness around the trees. Faint wisps of smoke still curled up from his claws.

      “A good day to you,” I said.

      “You have taken some of my people,” he replied, voice deep and gruff. “I will have them back.”

      “Hey, man—”

      “And you have invaded my lands. I will have those back as well.”

      “Here’s the thing—”

      “There are no things. You have until sundown to return my people and leave my land. Any who remain after dark will be slaughtered and fed to my soldiers.”

      “Doesn’t exactly feel like you left any room for negotiation.”

      “There is none.”

      “What if I have a counter proposal?”

      “I care nothing for your proposals. Leave or be eaten. Those are your choices.”

      “Can I get your name?”

      “No.”

      He turned and walked away.

      “At sunset, we all come for dinner,” he shouted over his shoulder.

      I stayed where I was, taking the time to watch him walk away. Not because I liked the way his butt looked — you know, not bad but not exactly my type either — but because I wanted an idea of the physicality these creatures could bring to bear. They lacked the long legs humans had, and instead had ridiculously long torsos. They’d have great balance, but, as a trade-off, I couldn’t see them running particularly fast.

      We need more archers, I thought.

      The leader returned to his line and turned around to face me again. I gave a jaunty little wave, and started walking back to the town.

      There was a faint whistling sound, and then a spear slammed into the turf right near my feet.

      Looking over my shoulder, I saw the leader glaring at me, another spear in his huge fist.

      I picked up the spear. It was heavy.
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        * * *

      

      Ursus Spear of Competition

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: One-handed Melee, Two-handed Melee

      Material: Leadwood

      Damage: 45-90 (Piercing)

      Durability: 48/88

      Weight: 48 lbs

      Requirements: Str 18

      Description: An ungainly and heavy spear used by the ursus primarily for contests of skill between and among tribes.
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        * * *

      

      I carried the spear with me until I got right to the edge of the ditch. That’s where I turned, hefted the spear, took a second to aim, and threw it back.

      The spear sailed through the air and slammed into the ground right in front of the leader. The spear vibrated for a moment. The ursus exchanged surprised looks, and the leader roared back at me.

      I gave him another wave, then walked back through the gate without another look, genuinely worried a spear was going to come flying into my back. It did not.

      Back inside, I made a beeline towards the ursus longhouse. But the honor guard was still outside, and they stopped me before I could get to it.

      “No one is awake yet,” Ragnar said.

      I hesitated. And perhaps that was my mistake. I nodded, and walked away, looking for Nikolai and Wian. We had to talk.
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      The two men were inside Nikolai’s office, sitting on either side of the desk with a rudimentary map spread out. Both sets of eyes locked on me as I stepped inside.

      “My lord,” Wian said, getting to his feet and bowing his head.

      “Knock that off,” I said. “At least in private. We don’t have time for that shit.”

      “The Corrupted Ones,” Nikolai said, “what is your assessment of them?”

      “Big,” I replied. “And ready for war. They gave us an ultimatum — they’re coming in at sundown, and if we aren’t gone, they’re going to eat us.”

      “Am I right in assuming you are not going to agree with said demands?””

      “It’s a bit against my game plan here,” I replied.

      Wian nodded and Nikolai smiled.

      “Then it is going to come to battle,” Nikolai said. “Wian and I have been considering what our options are.”

      “There’s good news,” I replied. “They’ve got some sort of illusory thing going on, makes it seem like there’s a lot more of them in the trees than there actually are. Unless it’s the opposite and there’s an illusion that I saw when I went to talk—”

      “The former,” Nikolai interrupted to say. “It is a known skill the ursus have. Provided adequate cover, it is very difficult to get an accurate count of their forces. An innate skill. I should have mentioned that from the start. Is there bad news, then?”

      “I’m a bit worried that their height is going to make our walls kinda useless.”

      “The ditches will make it difficult for them to climb over the walls.”

      “What kind of archers do we have?”

      “Few, but skilled.”

      “Is there anything we can do to get more? The ursus have short legs and a long march across open ground. Enough archers, and we could really put a hurt on them.”

      “If I remember my own fighting against the ursus,” Wian started, “archers have difficulty penetrating their armor. But you are right assessing their speed. If they drop onto all fours, they can get going. Otherwise, they tend to depend on their armor to keep them safe.”

      “Can we use that against them somehow?” I asked.

      “In what way — force them to cross the river?” Nikolai replied.

      “That’s not the worst idea,” I said.

      “It was a joke.”

      “And yet. Let me go talk to Lee. If I can get Fritz to do some quick digging for us, I bet we can make it harder for them to get to us.”

      I thought they were going to try and pry the plan out from me, but they just went back to talking about troop placement on the walls, ignoring me. Either Nikolai was finally starting to believe in me, or thought it better for me to just be out of the way.

      Back outside the hall, it remained mostly empty. People were still hiding. And, most annoying, the weather was definitely turning. Remarkably cold winds were blowing from the west, while heavy black clouds hung low over the mountains. The sun wasn’t long for the day.

      Lee was over by the industrial area, standing on the wall and looking out at his water wheel.

      “You have a minute?” I asked.

      He nodded, and turned his attention on me, though I caught him side-eyeing the wheel.

      “Need something?” He answered.

      “I want to flood the ditch.”

      “Make it a moat?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s doable, just not exactly intelligent.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “It’s not constructed to hold water. With a stone wall sitting on top of soil, compacted as it is, there’s going to be a lot of weight pushing down. The water is going to eat away at the dirt under the wall, and sooner rather than later, that wall is going to start failing.”

      “How much work would it take to get it constructed so we could have a moat?”

      “A lot. Despite the stone going down to the base of the ditch, as it does right now, you need it go lower. And you need stone at the base of the ditch, or moat, and, ideally, you want stone on the outside as well. You want to have the boundaries of the moat established so water doesn’t wear anything away. And then there are long-term problems you’ll have to overcome. How do you make sure the water circulates? How do you make sure you don’t make the most perfect insect breeding grounds? How do you—”

      “Okay, but let’s reign it in a bit and focus on how we can survive those big ass bears with glowing eyes and smoking claws.”

      “I’m not sure I see how a moat would help there.”

      “Because they’re all wearing unbelievably heavy armor.”

      “How tall are they?”

      “The leader is like twelve feet. Ish.”

      “Okay, so you see the problem?”

      I looked over the wall and down at the ditch running around the outside. I got the problem immediately. The ditch, at present, was reasonably deep, but it fell far short of ten feet. Some places were as little as six feet deep. It was fine as far as a ditch went, but we’d need to do some serious digging to get it deep enough to force the ursus to swim.

      “Shit,” I said.

      He nodded. “I’m wondering how long it’s going to be before they destroy the wheel.”

      “Tonight,” I replied. “They’re coming tonight. I don’t think they’ll breach the gates, but they’ll definitely break anything they can. I just don’t see a feasible way to defend the wheel.”

      “I know.”

      “I wish I had the means to put a wall across the river. Take all the space from the river to the mountain on the east side, just, you know—”

      “It didn’t make sense,” Lee said. “I understand.”

      “Yeah. Not yet at least.”

      “Next civic expansion.”

      “Sure. Exactly what I was thinking.”

      “I think it’s going to snow today.”

      I took a peek around, trying to gauge if anyone was looking at me, listening to me, who might overhear me talking to Lee.

      “How fucked are we on food?” I asked.

      “Well, with the extra hundred-plus mouths you added, and the five hundred mouths Nikolai added, we’d be pretty fucked even if we weren’t besieged on two fronts.”

      “Are we Donner Party fucked?”

      “Not yet. But the snow isn’t here yet.”

      “Is there anything the prinkies could do? Or magic?”

      “You’re asking the wrong guy for that. I’m the technology guy. I don’t know anything about magic. At least not yet.”

      “Have you been working on it?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it.” He took a deep breath, and looked out over the river again. “I know it’s real in this world, but it doesn’t feel right. Or real. I almost feel like I’m betraying who I was as an engineer and a pilot if I do magic, you know?”

      “I hear you,” I said. “But it’s not, I mean, it’s not the way I feel.”

      He shrugged. “I’ll probably come around. Just an old fart in a new body. There’s going to be some things that hold me tighter to the old world than a youngin’ like you.”

      “Find a spot in the mountain,” I said. “Somewhere safe. Please. I’d really rather not worry about you during this shitstorm.”

      Lee laughed, and shook his head. “Don’t have to worry about me. Harmut’s already making a suite for me. It’s a bit high, but he and I are working on some counterweight elevator systems.”

      That made me smile. “I can’t wait to see that,” I said.

      He nodded, and took a last look out at the wheel. “I know it's silly, but I’m going to miss that thing.”

      “You’ll build it bigger and better,” I replied, giving him a hearty slap on the shoulder.

      “You know it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the afternoon was spent getting things in order, making sure that all of our non-combatants had a place to go. Which, in this case, was inside the mountain. Essie had worked herself to exhaustion emptying out a series of large open rooms. They’d be storage later, but for the time being, they were excellent war shelters. Safe spots to weather storms. Or demonic bears.. The princess had her own little room filled with her attendants and four Thingmen. There was a minor kerfuffle when I insisted Borin and his people go inside the mountain. The ursus didn’t want to leave their longhouse, and the humans didn’t really want the ursus in the mountain with them. Then Harmut started yelling at everyone, and things were settled. For the moment.

      The Legion took up posts in front of the main gate and inside the mountain, while the Thingmen held the walls. I stood on top of the northern gate, and watched the field. Nikolai stood on one side of me, Tarryn on the other. Ragnar and Skeld flanked them. The hirð standing together as a group.

      This time facing the corrupted ursus, I had armor. I wore an amalgam of heavy plate, a big shield for my left arm and the giant Sword of Weight for my right. Ready to jump over the wall and deal out death if needed.

      As the sun closed in on the horizon, a delicate snow fell. Were it not for the evil-looking bear-warriors standing in the tree line, it might’ve been beautiful.

      “At least it’s not a long siege,” Wian said, walking up to the group. “I hate long sieges.”

      “It will be,” Nikolai said.

      “What if I just kill them all?” I asked.

      “You cannot,” Nikolai said. “Even without whatever evil powers they have been granted, the ursus were always formidable warriors. The Empire only beat them because tribalism kept the ursus from banding together. Now, look at them. They certainly act like they are working together. And that alone would worry me. But whatever powers they possess on top that will likely change the game.”

      “I guess, if they overrun us, still a short siege,” I said.

      Wian laughed.

      A roar came out across the field. It wasn’t loud at first, but it grew. Bear after bear joined in, and the noise became overwhelming. Then one of the creatures started banging a weapon against a shield. Which again spread to all the other ursus. Those without shields banged against their heavy plate armor. It was an impressive cacophony.

      Looking across my soldiers on the wall, I expected to see some nerves amongst them. But instead, I just saw steely reserve and a few men cracking jokes. I forgot that those standing with me weren’t raw recruits or farmers called on to defend their homes. These were veteran soldiers. Professional soldiers who had likely seen combat against a host of things I couldn’t imagine even in my worst nightmares.

      The corrupted ursus began a march across the open field. Slow. Steady. Notably, they split their forces, some remaining back in the trees.
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        * * *

      

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

      Defend Your Home

      You must defend your home from the oncoming enemies. Less than 10% of your followers may perish for full success. If more than 50% of your followers die, you fail this quest. This quest cannot be refused.

      Reward for success: Your continued survival. Morale bonuses. XP

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unable to be refused.
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        * * *

      

      Well, that was nice, getting quests from the holding. I pulled a spear out of the bag of holding and passed the bag over to Ragnar.

      “Keep me supplied,” I said.

      Ragnar nodded. I could see Wian paying attention out of the corner of my eye. I leaned way back, took two big steps forward, and launched the spear as hard as I could.

      It sailed through the air, wobbling ever so much before slamming into a corrupted ursus two to the left of the leader. The bear got knocked off its feet, and a bit of a cheer went up from some of the soldiers on the wall, a cry that quickly died on their lips as the bear got back to its feet and continued on, the spear forgotten to the side.

      “Well shit,” I said.

      Still, I held my hand out, and took another spear from Ragnar.

      Another launch.

      Another spear flew through the air, but this time, the ursus got a shield up in time to take the blow. It forced the bear to ditch the shield, but still no injuries.

      Some of the soldiers launched arrows as the bears passed the half-way mark. About 250 yards out. The arrows were mostly annoyances, dropping amongst the bears, bouncing off the thick plates of metal. One or two found gaps in the armor, but even then, they didn’t do much. The ursus’ heavy fur absorbed the hits with little damage going through. It was demoralizing.

      “Conserve your ammunition!” Wian called out to his archers.

      Another thing to think about in terms of our supplies. I’d need to replace the spears I lost.

      I wondered about the ursus remaining in the tree lines. Why were they holding back? Maybe they were the support group, dealing with logistics or whatnot, or they were just being held in reserve. Or they were the illusory ones.

      The ursus stopped remarkably close to the wall, and the leader called something out. I couldn’t understand the language yet, something I should have had Borin teach me, but oops.

      The corrupted ones unslung their weapons, and within a heartbeat, death flew towards the Coggeshall walls. Spears filled the air, then hit around the top of the walls. I had my shield up, and several spears slammed into it. Three came through in an explosion of splinters.

      Cries of pain went up all over the walls, followed quickly by shouts for healers.

      I brought my shield down just in time to see the corrupted ursus charging the last few feet to the wall. Except most had shifted so they were coming for the gate. A gate I had broken earlier that very day.

      “Shit,” I said, really hoping Harmut had worked his butt off and gotten the thing replaced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The front line of corrupted bearfolk hit the gate with a resounding thud, and loud cracks and creaks echoed out from the complaining door. Seemed like the gate had been fixed. One point for Harmut.

      I leaned over the wall. It was less than ten feet from me to the ursus below. As soon as they saw my face, they started stabbing up with their spears. I dodged as fast as I could until someone pulled me back and out of their reach.

      Bodies slammed repeatedly at the gate, while other ursus jabbed and threw spears at anyone who looked over the wall.

      “The gate will not hold,” Nikolai said.

      I looked up and down the wall. it wasn’t really that bad any other place. The ursus didn’t seem to be willing to walk into the ditch and force their way up the walls. Not when there was a perfectly good gate to go through.

      The pounding continued. I could hear the gate failing.

      I grabbed my shield and hefted my sword.

      “Time to spill some blood,” I said.

      “Do I have permission to use magic, my lord?” Tarryn asked.

      “Unleash hell,” I replied.

      “My lord,” Wian said, “I appreciate your desire to defend your realm, but perhaps the duke should not be receiving the charge.”

      “Pretty sure that’s precisely where I should be,” I countered, tromping down the stairs.

      I shouldered my way through the soldiers waiting. One of the men stepped out of line and threw up. No one paid him any mind.

      The slams on the door came harder and faster. The bears must’ve sensed that the gate was about to give. The door splintered, a hinge failed, and the right door angled off to the side. The first of the ursus pushed himself through. His eyes glowed bright green, a foul sort of cloud coming out of his giant maw, his teeth an almost vibrant yellow.

      I already had my blade moving, bringing it down in a solid overhand chop. It bit deep into the bear’s helmet, shearing through the iron but sticking in the skull.

      And it didn’t seem to faze the bear that much at all.

      He screamed in defiance, trying to get the rest of his bulk through the opening even as his comrades continued to smash at the other door.

      I tried to pull my sword free while dodging the creature’s frantic attempts to get his teeth around my face. There were spears coming all around me, stabbing into the beast through all the little openings in his armor. Blood came from a bevy of wounds, and though he struggled mightily, he lost strength as blood poured out, finally sagging in the door.

      I got my foot up against the wall, and pulled, my sword popping free with a sickening noise.

      Then I reset.

      “My lord,” came a voice behind me, “if it would not offend you, get behind us so we might form a shield wall.”

      I looked over my shoulder at a large man with a host of scars. He seemed like he was doing his damndest not to chew me out.

      “Apologies,” I said, and slipped around the side of the men.

      Immediately, the unmistakable sound of shields being slammed against the ground rang out. The shield wall was in place, ready to receive the charge. I stood at the back of the group for a moment, watching and waiting. My presence was superfluous for the moment, so I went back up the stairs.

      Nikolai and Wian stood ready, shields and swords out, but in a more relaxed manner. There were more assaults up and down the wall now. The corrupt ursus seemed to have grown tired of waiting, and so they tried to climb up the walls out of the ditch here and there. No one had gained the wall yet, but it seemed like it was only a matter of time.

      Ragnar and Skeld stood on either side of Tarryn, shields up, ready to ward off a spear if it came Tarryn’s way. Tarryn, meanwhile, was looking around the battlefield. Intent. It seemed like the man was looking in a completely different spectrum, like he was seeing things I couldn’t. And even though I wanted to talk to him, to find out what he was doing or what he was about to do, I figured it was a bad idea to interrupt a concentrating wizard.

      “You think it’s going well?” I asked Nikolai.

      “I think we are holding our ground,” he replied. “But whatever this is, it is not the best of what the corrupt ones have.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Why would the leaders of this outfit send their best to capture Borin and the children? No, these must be the dregs of their group. The least-seasoned of their soldiers. You can tell by the manner in which they operate. They have little in the way of leadership. They attack the middle and leave the sides open. There is no strategy here, merely brute strength. But when they run, they will know that our walls are not held by farmers, and that information is potent.”

      “You think they’ll run?”

      “Either they run or we get eaten. I can only prepare for one of those outcomes.”

      “I mean, I can get some salt and pepper, make you all tasty for them.”

      He gave me a rare wry smile.

      We heard a big crash below us, followed by a lot of roaring.

      The gate had finally failed completely. All the remaining ursus rushed at it, trying to get in. I knew it was only a matter of time before the shield wall would no longer hold up against the massive strength of an army of giant bears.

      Tarryn was waving his hands around, chanting something softly. In a quick motion, he pulled a handful of dust from a pouch on his belt, then threw it into the air and shouted something I didn’t quite catch.

      There was a woosh, and an orange column of fire shot up in the air, disappearing into the dark sky above.

      “Might want to stand back,” Tarryn said, moving back from the edge of the wall before dropping down to his knees, clearly exhausted.

      I looked behind me, into the town, and saw those in the shield wall being pushed back into the town under the weight of the ursus onslaught.

      A shrill whistle sounded for a slice of a second before a massive orange ball fell from the heavens. It slammed into the ground right in front of the gate with enough force that Nikolai was thrown backward. I grabbed him, catching his slight body in one hand while leaning forward into the blast. Other soldiers on the walls got blown off, and I had to imagine the effects on the ground were stunning.

      A stillness hung in the air, compounded somewhat by the intense ringing in my ears. A huge plume of smoke rose up, curling into the sky, just shy of a mushroom cloud.

      I seemed to recover before anyone else, and so had time to lean over the wall to take in the destruction.

      It was gnarly. There was a very deep, rather large crater in the spot where we’d once had a road leading into Coggeshall. Now, the defensive ditch went into a hole. Anything remotely flammable was burning, including the fur of plenty of dead ursus, as well as the wooden remnants of the gate.

      Groans of pain and cries for help started up. I got the notification:
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        * * *

      

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

      

      Which let me hear the gruesome details of how horrible some of the creatures were feeling at that moment.

      I ran down to ground level. The Thingmen who’d formed the shield wall were still picking themselves up, having been blown flat by the blast. The ursus lucky enough to be inside the walls when the meteor, or whatever, hit, stumbled around, dark blood coming out of their ears. Their fur on fire.

      I snatched a dropped spear from the ground, and started in on the stabbing, putting down as many of the vile bears who’d taken up arms against Coggeshall as I could. I didn’t much care that they were incapacitated at the moment; mercy wasn’t on the table. My soldiers had split into two groups at the yelling of a sergeant, and while I killed, they got the doors back up, more or less, with large logs braced against them to make something of a defensible structure.

      Which was great. Except they’d left me outside.

      Outside where both the sights and sounds were terrible, burnt hair everywhere. I killed everything still alive up to the edge of the crater. It was difficult to get close to the pit — an intense heat radiated out. Stones near the edge glowed red, while the remnants of ursus armor glowed white hot.

      I looked out across the field of battle. The remaining ursus had withdrawn to the tree line. There were plenty of injured left behind, with absolutely no attempt to help them. Standing there, listening to their calls for their comrades ignored, I knew leaving them to call out all night would just drive me crazy. I had to do something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I slid into the ditch and walked along for a few yards. Then someone called down to me from above.

      “Your grace,” came the voice, “what are you doing?”

      A young Thingman was leaning over the battlements, her hair tucked under a helmet, a spear in her hand.

      “Intelligence gathering,” I replied.

      “My lord, you should have a protection detail—”

      I waved her off, and climbed out of the ditch on the other side, thinking that we needed to consider putting punji sticks around the ditch. Or maybe even dig some extra holes throughout the cleared field and put sharpened stakes in there. Anything to make the ditches harder to cross. And less fun to be in.

      The soft snowfall sizzled against the hot crater, and did a pretty decent job of keeping the spread of the fire contained. I walked up to the first incapacitated ursus and slid my spear into the back of his skull. His incoherent groans stopped immediately, and I got another kill notice.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Corrupt Ursus (lvl 18 Bruiser).

      You’ve earned 500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The world even recognized them as corrupt. Although, there was always the chance that the name of the creature was somehow predicated on what I’d been calling said creature. I had no idea where the boundaries between the game world and my own brain were. If I started calling rabbits smeerps, would I get notifications for killing smeerps instead of rabbits? I knew I could ask Nikolai about this, but he hated digging into those specifics with me. He thought it was a waste of time. The world was. You either accepted it and did your thing, or you sunk all your time into thinking about how it worked and did nothing.

      So, in honor of Nikolai, I killed a few more of the really injured ursus, and took notice that each of their notifications came up as corrupt.

      Finally, I found one who wasn’t fatally injured, and knelt next to it. The ursus looked at me with fear in its eyes. Eyes that were notably no longer glowing.

      “Evening,” I said.

      The eyes went wider when I spoke. I think it saw the gore at the end of my spear and perhaps realized its comrades were not coming for it.

      “So, I’m the Duke of Coggeshall. You attacked my town, and kinda got the shit blown out of you. By the smell of things around here, I’d say that’s literal. I can bring you back to my town, patch you up, save you, that sort of thing. But that requires you being of some use to me.”

      Nothing from the ursus.

      “Just so you know, I mean, you probably do, but I figured I should tell you,” I continued, “your glowing eyes are gone. And your claws aren’t smoking. So I have the feeling that whatever deal you made for bonus powers has either ended or been canceled. So you might want to start rethinking loyalties.”

      I stood up, and speared a few of the fellows around the ursus to make a point.

      “I would rather die than help you,” the bear said. “You are but a sharp pebble in the path of my people.”

      “Maybe.”

      “The army we have dwarfs anything you can imagine.”

      “I don’t know about that —  I’ve got quite a few dwarves.”

      “You will not be glib when our army shows up at your door.”

      “What’s this here?” I asked, gesturing at the dead around him.

      “A raiding party sent after a traitor.”

      “Seems like your raiding party is going home.”

      “We were not prepared for battle,” the bear said. “Only to scout and raid. You will be destroyed.”

      “Dude, we fucked you up—”

      “Your magic will not stand against ours. You are weak, your walls will crumble, you fools will be food for our livestock.”

      “At least we’ll be useful,” I replied. And immediately I wished I’d had a better comeback. At least we’ll be useful? What the fuck does that even mean? “I know we’re both supposed to be intense and, you know, throwing threats back and forth, but can you pretend I didn’t say that?”

      “You will die squealing,” the bear said. “I swear it.”

      “See, that’s what I should have said. Much better.”

      I jammed the spear into the bear’s head, pushing it deep into the ground. And I left it there. I stood up and looked out across to the ursus in the tree line.

      Most were gone already. A few remained standing there, looking out.

      “You come back,” I shouted, then pointed to the impaled ursus next to me, “this will seem like mercy.”

      I turned my back on the ursus, and walked back to Coggeshall.
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        * * *

      

      You have completed a quest given to you by the holding of Coggeshall:

      Defend Your Home

      You defended your home from the oncoming enemies, and less than 10% of your followers perished.

      Reward for success: Your continued survival. Morale bonus for two months unless a battle is lost. 4000 XP

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to go to bed.

      Or my approximation of bed, which was a patch of ground under a tree somewhere. I knew I needed to get a real sleeping situation going, a room of sorts, but there always seemed something else that needed constructing more than a room for me. At least, that was how I saw it. I didn’t want to push my proverbial weight around just so I could sleep when others had to crash in the cold.

      Instead of rest, though,  I called the council together, which now included Wian, and asked that we hold a debriefing of the battle. I wanted to know what we’d done right, what we’d done wrong, and what we could do to make sure we lost fewer people next time. Wian, Nikolai, Tarryn, Lee, Nathalie, Harmut, and me. Ragnar and Skeld were there as well, but more in their capacity as hirðmen or ceremonial guards. They stood in front of either door.

      We started with an overview of the battle: 25 soldiers killed. 48 injured in some capacity. The north gates had been broken, basically destroyed, and there was a large still-smoldering hole in what was going to be the northern road.

      That finished, I launched into the conversation I’d had with the corrupted ursus, Nikolai shook his head, and looked pissed.

      “You know they are not actually gone,” Wian said.

      “Totally looked like they left,” I replied.

      “At a minimum, they will certainly have left a token force behind, a group to watch over us. We will need to send a ranger out tonight to get a better look at what surprises remain out there.”

      “That was certainly a clusterfuck,” Nikolai said.

      “Hey,” I replied, “we won.”

      “The sole shining spot on the otherwise murky turd of that battle.”

      “Murky turd?” I asked.

      Everyone ignored me.

      “The shield wall would have held,” Wian said.

      “It was being pushed back into the town,” I said. “If it hadn’t been for Tarryn—”

      “We would have collapsed on both sides of the invaders, and reformed the shield wall. We need not remain in place as a normal wall. A shield wall is as much an offensive weapon as a defensive weapon.”

      “And now our enemies know the extent of our magical capabilities,” Nikolai said. “Unless, of course, Tarryn has bigger spells in his back pocket.”

      “Not as of yet,” Tarryn said softly.

      “Ah, so you used your baddest spell here? Really thought you would impress them?”

      “I thought I needed to stop their charge where it was.”

      “As it was, you were at least successful in that regard,” Nikolai said. “However, they know our capabilities, and, thus, when they return, they will come prepared.”

      “You believe they will return?” Nathalie asked.

      “I think we need to speak to Borin to get an idea of what else might be coming,” Nikolai said. “While the individual ursus Montana spoke to said this was merely a raiding force, and that they were pulling out, both of those could very well be lies. Dealings with these tribes in the past has taught us they have a variety of tactics built on deception. Certainly there is a measure of truth in that this did not seem to be any sort of organized fighting force. It was a group of people following the strongest among them.”

      “That is how many species operates,” Nathalie interjected. “What makes you think the ursus is different?”

      “Experience,” Wian said. “Reports from the conflicts that occurred. They did not match this in the slightest. There, the ursus fought with tactics. They did not blindly rush in. There was no attempt, here, to observe us, to know what we were capable of. I doubt they even knew there was a WarMancer here.”

      “And now they do,” Nikolai said.

      “Okay, so,” I started, “we need to come up with new surprises by the time they get back. Borin should know how far away the main base of these assholes is, so we’ll have a timeline to work in.”

      “And perhaps you can get the other siege to lift as easily,” Nikolai snapped.

      “I doubt it, but I do have some ideas. I know I’m supposed to be a bit of an idiot, but I was watching, and I think we’ve got a few, well, structural errors in place vis-a-vis our defenses.”

      “I’m not sure you could have said that in a more confusing way,” Lee said. “What are you talking about?”

      “We need a moat. Thanks to Tarryn blasting a big hole in the ground, we’re going to need to build a drawbridge across it anyway. I think we get Essie and Mercy to work on making a moat happen. Maybe there’s some way we can route some of the river around the city, have it flow through the mountain and rejoin the river in the canyon.”

      “That is an absolutely massive undertaking,” Nikolai said.

      “But feasible,” Lee said. “The only real problem arises from trying to get the river as part of our city.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, “it would be more challenging because we’d have to get more water to make a barrier on the other side, so we’d lose a bit of pushing power from the river—”

      “Which would limit the number of wheels we can power. And that will wind up hurting us in the long-term,” Lee finished.

      “As long as we’re talking about the wheel,” I started, “was it damaged in the fighting?”

      “It seemed to escape notice,” Lee replied, “but there’s nothing to say they won’t break it some time during the night. It’s certainly vulnerable.”

      “If it’s so vulnerable, maybe we can just ditch it for the time being. Then we don’t need to worry about losing hydropower when we build out moat.”

      “I still think moat building is a terrible idea,” Lee repeated. “Especially in the long-term.”

      “Okay, but we need to survive these ursus assholes in order to get to the point where we can worry about the long-term.”

      “Moats are not the answer we are looking for,” Nikolai said. “Not in this case. Moats will severely limit our ability to grow as a town.”

      “Again, what I was saying before: we need to get to the point where we can grow—”

      “The moat is not the answer,” Nikolai said, a bit harsher this time.

      “Bigger walls,” Lee said. “And towers with siege weapons.”

      “Towers with trebuchets?” I asked.

      “Ballistas,” Lee replied. “Maybe catapults. Trebuchets are overkill and not quite as useful at such short ranges.”

      “Ballistas are too slow,” Wian said. “The loading process against the enemies we could be facing, I do not believe it is a valid weapon for—”

      Nikolai held his hands up, then said: “This is certainly something the Empire has struggled with. Their armor is simply too strong for virtually any of our ranged weapons. How we will be able to overcome a problem the entire Empire still struggles with… We will need to do some thinking.”

      “Okay then what’s the immediate plan?” I asked, wishing Nikolai had more chairs in his office so I could Riker over one and get in Nikolai’s face on the matter. “Thinking is all well and good—”

      “I realize thinking is often outside your area of expertise, but for the moment, thinking is what we need to do,” Nikolai snapped back. “Our immediate plan is to send the highest level ranger we have into the surrounding area to get an idea of what the ursus have left behind so we don’t send a foraging party out tomorrow merely to deliver a gruesome lunch to our enemies.”

      “Noted,” I said. “I still think we need to look into building our capabilities in terms of ranged warfare.”

      “It does little against the ursus—”

      “The ursus aren’t the only foes we face, Nikolai,” I said. “There’s also Valamir’s buddies, plus the goblins. And who knows what else out there is going to come here after us? We still haven’t made a good exploration fo the valley.”

      “Now is not the time for—”

      “There’s never a good time, I get that, but I don’t want to lose sight of our goals to build a long-term living situation here. You’ve made some good points about the moat, so if we’re focused on walls, which I think you’re right about, then we need to be shooting arrows and shit from the walls instead of having a bonus shield wall behind our built wall.”

      Lots of looks passed between Nikolai and Wian, but I noticed that Lee was nodding. He was on my side. It just didn’t make a whole lot of sense to build big walls and then try and fight toe to toe. Why bother with the walls then?

      A tense silence took hold of the room for a moment.

      “I need to eat and clean up,” I said. “Where’s Emeline? She’s supposed to be part of these council meetings, right?”

      No one answered.

      “Okay,” I said. “Glad we got that cleared up.”

      I walked to the door and put my hand on the knob before looking over my shoulder.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      No one spoke up, but plenty of looks passed between everyone else there.

      “You guys are creeping me out,” I said. “But here’s what I want: I want all construction outside the mountain to stop. We’re going to need what land we have available inside the walls for the animals to use, graze on and whatever they do. Harmut, get working on rooms inside the mountain. Bring all that rock outside to be used on making the walls taller and thicker. Lee, talk to Zoey, and get her to make a portcullis. Or two. Probably two. I want a tunnel from the North gate into Coggeshall. Portcullis on either side. Next time someone wants to break down our door, we trap ‘em in the tunnel. Also, get some murder holes in there. No one could see down to the ursus when they were walloping on the door — I don’t want to have to deal with that again. Nikolai, Wian, guards on the walls. Have a group ready to form a full shield wall. A Quick Reaction Force. Maybe keep them in the barn tonight, so they stay warm. But I don’t want to have to round up troops from inside the barracks if either siege decides to fight again tonight.”

      Lots of blinks.

      “I don’t want to be a dick and say that’s an order,” I said, being a bit of a dick, “but we don’t have a whole lot of time, and no one else is doing a damn thing. So, because I’m not allowed to go attack either of the groups of assholes attacking us, it seems like the only action I can take is finding our missing council member, or at least attempt to. Now, one of you assholes do at least one of the things I just said. Okay?”

      I opened the door, strode out, and slammed it as hard as I could. For a second, it looked like everything was going to be fine, but then the door slowly fell away from me before hitting the ground with a loud crash, sending clouds of dust out either side.

      Everyone in Nikolai’s office stared at me.

      “Can we get some better fucking doors around here?” I asked. “I thought we had a five-star carpenter or some shit.”

      Then I left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I went to the cantina first, but the only people left inside were the cleaners. It was pretty late for dinner, and stupid early for breakfast. So I was forced to go into the kitchen itself in hopes of scrounging something to nosh on.

      A man hummed to himself as he put huge bowls of dough into what looked like a closet, but the waft of cold air coming out of it told me that, somehow, we had a fridge. Or a freezer, maybe? It wasn’t exactly clear.

      I didn’t recognize the man, not right off at least, and I wasn’t exactly in the mood for conversation. So I started to leave.

      But the dude turned around and saw me standing there.

      Immediately, he lowered his head. “Might I help you, my lord?”

      “Uh, no,” I said, “I was just, uh, looking around.”

      “I can give you a tour if you wish.”

      “No, I'm actually looking for someone.”

      “A cook?”

      “No, Emeline? She’s in charge of, uh, morale?”

      “Yes, my lord. I know of her.”

      “Do you know where she might be?”

      “No my lord.”

      “Okay. Uh, well—”

      “If I should see her, shall I tell her you wish to speak with her?”

      “Please.”

      “Is there anything else I might do for you?” He asked, almost hopeful.

      “I mean, I wouldn’t mind something to eat,” I said.

      “You have come to the right place, my lord. What sort of food might tickle your fancy this night?”

      “Nothing that causes you trouble. Just, you know—”

      “You are the lord of the realm. There is no trouble here. Sit. Please.” He pulled a stool over to an empty workstation.

      So I sat. “Just, you know, anything filling.”

      The man nodded, thinking. Then he moseyed over to a large cauldron steaming over a banked fire. He dipped a large bowl into the stuff, and came out with a bowl full of a thick brown stew with large chunks of meat and hunks of, well, more meat. He set it in front of me, then disappeared into the cold room. A second later, he came back with a large round loaf of bread. He set it in front of me with a large smile.

      I looked at the stew and gave it a sniff. It smelled pretty damn good. A complex note to it, as if there were a cascade of ingredients. I tore a hunk of the bread off. It had a fantastic crust, but was quite dense. I scooped some of the stew up with the bread, and ate it.

      Delicious.

      “This is delicious,” I said.

      “Thank you, your grace,” he said.

      “Quick question, if you don’t mind.”

      “I am at your service, your grace.”

      “Is that a freezer?” I asked, pointing at the room where he’d gotten the bread.

      “Preservation chamber,” he replied. “Common magic for large kitchens, your grace. Keeps food fresh almost indefinitely.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      He nodded at me and went back to cleaning up.

      I dug in, and ate as quickly as I could. I knew I didn’t exactly have time for luxuries like eating. I wanted to do something, to take action. The exhaustion after the battle had faded, and now I wanted to be proactive. And given all the problems Coggeshall currently faced, there was only one I could actually be proactive with: Emeline. Caticorix was an enigma; I needed to know more about the man to understand what risk he posed. I hadn’t seen his army. I had no idea how many soldiers he commanded, nor of what kind. Light cavalry? Heavy infantry? We had sturdy walls and a long tunnel. We could sneak people around to the outside and attack from behind. Or just look at what forces were arrayed against us. But Nikolai wasn’t willing to let anyone use the secret tunnel. I was reasonably sure I was the only person who could survive the trip downriver, and I knew there was zero chance I’d be allowed out as a scout. Which probably made sense. As much as it pained me to admit it, I was rather important to Coggeshall.

      “Excellent food,” I said, cleaning the bowl off with the bread, realizing that I’d been sitting there stewing over my stew for too long. “Thank you.”

      He nodded, and I turned to go, moving as quickly as I could.

      The snow continued to fall, coming down faster now. Wind blew from the west, swirling the snow around in eddies as it got close to the mountain face. I heard a howl here and there, but I couldn’t tell if it was coming from the wind or some animal I didn’t want to meet. I looked to the west, trying to see if Amber the kitsune-girl was still in her treehouse, but there were too many trees in the way.

      I went to the longhouses, instead, peeking in the first one.

      Lots of faces turned to see who was coming in. When they saw it was me, they all titled their heads down, as if afraid to meet my eyes.

      Notably, I saw no sassy thief-girl from Osterstadt.

      Longhouse number two, same as the first. Just smelled a bit worse.

      Outside, I shivered slightly in the snow, making me wonder about wearing armor in winter. It sucked. The metal just sent the cold all about my body. Sure, I could’ve worn more underneath the armor, but, at that time, the clothing I had available was either in tatters or in tatters and ill-fitting. Not exactly the best of choices.

      There was one more longhouse, but that one only had ursus in it. I wasn’t quite ready to interrupt them on the off-chance Emeline had decided to find her own teddy bear.

      Instead, I walked down towards Eliza’s tent. A glowing beacon in the winter night. The Northwoods’ mounts had been moved to the barn, since it was the only sheltered area we had for animals. I’d learned that the Northwoods were not ones to take the care of their animals lightly.

      And quickly found out they felt the same about security. As I reached out to, I guess, knock on the tent, I felt a blade at my throat.

      “Might I help you, Lord Coggeshall?” Asked a rough voice.

      I looked over to see one of Eliza’s chaperones standing with a dagger in her hand. She had leather armor on, stuff that was close to the color of the tent. I suppose that was how I’d managed to overlook her.

      “I was just coming to speak to Eliza,” I said.

      “Lady Northwoods is not expecting or accepting visitors at present,” the chaperone said.

      “Which I totally understand,” I replied. “But I’m looking for one of my, uh, councillors—”

      “I can assure you he is not in this tent.”

      “Right, it’s a girl, so, maybe she might be in this tent.”

      “She is not. No one is in this tent save Lady Northwoods and her ladies.”

      “Well, uh, maybe you can ask Eliza, you know, when you see her—”

      “I will not be speaking to Lady Northwoods for some time, Lord Coggeshall. If you have something you wish to speak with her about, perhaps you might commit it to writing, and present it to her on the morrow.”

      “Sounds like a rather stupid plan, but fine. Whatever. Go back to looking like a tent.”

      She was not amused.

      Frankly, neither was I. The whole conversation was stupid.

      I stomped away. Then, about twenty yards distant, shot an angry look back. The chaperone was nowhere to be seen. She made a good tent.

      Venturing into the mountain was like going into a different world. As soon as I walked through the heavy stone doors, it was warm and bright. There were people moving about, doing things. They smiled at me, though deferentially. I found myself moving out of the way because everyone else seemed like they had an actual place to be. It was mostly dwarves though, at least as far as I could tell. There was the occasional battenti, and a smiling Connall the Woch, but no Emeline.

      I went up to the treasury, and took a peek inside. It was dark and quiet, just gold hanging out with itself. I walked into the rows of stuff, and ran my hands across all the crap inside. Mostly the sacks of gold. It didn’t seem quite as much as it had when I’d dumped it all out of my bag. Immediately, I had to quash the thought that Emeline had taken a bunch of coinage before doing a runner. Then, at the back, I saw a new opening. Just a doorway really. And, inside, there were chests on chests on chests, and piles of bags.

      “That’s the stuff I’ve yet to count,” came a familiar voice from behind me.

      I turned to see Lee smiling at me.

      “It’s not exactly counting,” Lee said. “More like weighing. So, you know, when you look at the amounts in your— it’s really like a spreadsheet of sorts, isn’t it?”

      “The treasury inventory.”

      “Gaming term?”

      “Something like that. Thing is, I thought you did this inventory.”

      He smiled and nodded. “I did some of the inventory.”

      “Not all of it?”

      “No. I did a bunch of it. But take a peek at the Coggeshall inventory.”

      I shrugged, and pulled up the list.

      “Reading it?” Lee asked.

      I nodded.

      He took a coin from a sack in the closet, and set it on one of the shelves, then made a note in a little book.

      There was now an additional coin in my inventory.

      “Okay, that’s pretty cool,” I said. “Is there a lot to go?”

      He pointed into the closet at the sacks and chests and whatnot. “Short version? Yeah. I tried to get most of the magic items identified and catalogued, and I started in on the coinage, but trying to get a full count of all the treasure you’ve got here is a mountain of work. I’ve been trying to get the money identified so I can record starting weight for each coin here. Still takes time because each country has their own variant of gold and silver and—”

      I held up a hand to stop him. “Dude, this is not a pressing thing. From what I see, gold is not going to be our problem.”

      “Not yet,” Lee said, “but you’d be surprised at how quickly this will run out when we’re floating a thousand people.”

      “What option do we have?”

      “This winter? None. It’s just the boat we’re all in.”

      “Why are you up here? Did you talk to Zoey?”

      “I did. We discussed the portcullises. She’s on board with making them, might take a bit of time though.”

      “Because?”

      “Because they don’t have the ability to weld things here like we did back on Earth. Large-scale fabrication requires lots of work or magic. And I’m not sure what magic we have available.”

      “Did you talk to Essie or—”

      “Zoey is taking care of that conversation. She’s on it, Montana.”

      “What about the rest of the council?”

      “Wian went off to get the Quick Reaction Force stationed in the barn while Nikolai is getting guard placements reset on the walls. Harmut is anxious to get going as well. He wants to move on what you were planning, building up the wall and pushing deeper into the mountain, but it’s pretty late, and his builders are mostly sleeping. There is a night shift, but they work on projects that are usually pretty far removed from any of the residential spaces at present.”

      “You have a room in here, right?”

      “I do.”

      “Is it weird?”

      “Not at all. It’s great. Warm, comfortable. We’re certainly lacking in furniture right now, so I’m sleeping on a pile of blankets, and my desk is a slab of mostly-sanded wood on two barrels, but it’s a lot nicer being inside the mountain than in the longhouse. Or camping.”

      “This winter is going to be painful.”

      “That it could. Harmut was talking about setting up a greenhouse of sorts. Something inside we can use for growing during the winter months. Or all year round. You might want to touch base with him on that.”

      “That could be a lifesaver.”

      “If we can get it up and running in time. Which, another thing you probably should look into, some of the farmers making their deliveries to us got stuck here thanks to the siege. You might want—”

      “Shit, seriously?”

      “Yes. There are three of them. Brought in quite a bit of feed for the animals and delivered a number of animals as well. Something Darius put together on his way out here.”

      “And now they’re stuck here.”

      “Unless you’ve got some way to get them out.”

      “We could use the secret tunnel.”

      “That seems to be a bad idea. Ideally that tunnel should only be used in the most desperate of circumstances, and should not be public knowledge.”

      “It’s not public knowledge—”

      “It will be if you let some random farmers go through. I doubt you can get their wagons through anyway.”

      “We could buy their wagons—”

      “Still doesn’t solve the problem of the tunnel being public knowledge.”

      “Are they super pissed?”

      “Not super, though I haven’t exactly had long conversations with them. They seem to be satisfied for this evening, at the least. Happy to be fed, happy to get a bed, that sort of thing.”

      “Something I can tackle tomorrow?”

      “Ideally. I think it should be something you handle personally. Having the duke come speak to them about their problem will likely go quite the distance to placating them.”

      “Placation is our main goal here?”

      “Certainly better than pissing off the people who might be feeding your community this winter—”

      “I mean, should we try and convince them to stay here, join Coggeshall?”

      Lee frowned, looking up at the ceiling and the magical lamp embedded within. He leaned against the wall. This, in terms of Lee, meant deep thoughts raged.

      “They certainly seem like good people,” he finally said. “And they definitely have a skillset we are in desperate need of. I think it’s fair to say that I wouldn’t turn them away should they come calling. But, that’s different than me saying I’d  go out of my way to convince them to join our little family. Although…”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “One of them is an old man whom I had a very interesting conversation with. He was curious about the land around here, about the animals and plants that inhabit this valley. He seemed to know more about nature in this world than he was letting on. I wouldn’t be surprised if he has a deeper understanding of Vuldranni in that regard. Perhaps he could do some good for us if he were to remain.”

      “Explain in fewer words.”

      “I think he knows plants and animals well. I’m betting he can tell us what to grow here, and what animals will do well on the plants here.”

      “So he’s a farmer.”

      “There’s more to him than just that — that’s what I was trying to say. He’s got something else going on with him.”

      “Name?”

      “Timurlan. I didn’t get his last name, but he’s the one with white hair.”

      “Okay. Have you seen Emeline?”

      “No. Not for a few days.”

      “Days?”

      “I last saw her, maybe, four days ago? She’s been very quiet ever since Titus came through. Keeping to herself. I think she took a room in the mountain — you might want to talk to Helmgard about it.”

      “Fuck, man, I’m having trouble keeping track of all these people. Sometimes I wish we were still the caravan. Who’s Helmgard?”

      “Dwarf, took the job of keeping track of rooms in the mountain. Knows who’s where and who has what.”

      “Awesome. Where can I find her?”

      “If you go down to the residential area, you’ll see an office of sorts there. She’ll be behind the desk if she’s awake.”

      “She’s got an office?”

      “She does. And before you say anything about needing more sleeping quarters first, trust me, we need it. In the mountain, it’s a bit like living in a dorm, because we’re all in such close quarters, it makes sense to have someone who is there to look at housing matters. Deal with problems that arise before they turn into feuds. I asked about it when I looked into getting my own place. Apparently it’s something that’s very common in dwarven holds.”

      “I feel like there’s a lot happening here I don’t know.”

      “There’s a lot happening here,” Lee replied. “I think it would be difficult for anyone to keep track of everything going on. Especially with the recent incursions of those trying to kill us.”

      “Do you think I’m doing a good job?”

      “I think you’re doing better.”

      “Not exactly what I asked.”

      “That’s the best answer I can give you.”

      “Thank you for your honesty?”

      “Would you prefer I just compliment you so you don’t feel bad or give you the criticism you need to continue improving?”

      I nodded at him. “Yeah, that’s a better way to look at things. Thanks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      It took me a few minutes to find a dwarf who wasn’t too busy to point me towards Helmgard’s office. And naturally, once I got there, it was empty. There was a little sign saying when she’d be back: tomorrow morning. Which wasn’t super helpful.

      I tapped my fingers on the desk for a moment, running through a few things in my mind. I wanted to find Emeline, make sure she was fine. I could also go outside and wait for an attack to happen. Or, you know, post up on the wall and shout expletives at the Ursus until they got mad enough to attack. But that wasn’t really a productive use of my time. I wanted to talk to Harmut, make sure we were on the same page in regards to building projects, as well as make sure he had all the prinkies he needed. Which reminded me that I needed to summon more.

      A quick check of my mana told me that only a single prinky was out and about, the one with the Imperial Historian. Her new pet. And that reminded me that I probably needed to have a talk with the princess. And I needed to speak with the poor farmers who were trapped in Coggeshall. I had a lot of talking to do. I didn’t want to do all that talking. Not that I’m against socializing, but this wasn’t exactly social. It was politics and decision-making that could potentially impact hundreds of lives. Not my cup of tea.

      I also needed to sleep. It’d been a long set of days, and I hadn’t bothered to take much in the way of rest. Even though I didn’t technically follow the rules of stamina any longer, I still needed sleep.

      I went through the mountain tunnels until I found an unfinished room that was somewhat clean. I whipped out my bedroll and tucked myself into an almost comfortable corner.

      It was weird sleeping inside. I’d been outside for so long, or at least in a hotel where I could open the window and look out at the sky. Now, though, I was deep underground, and it was disconcerting. I wanted to hear animals doing their thing in the night. I wanted the breeze to sweep across my face. I wanted to look out at the stars and try to figure out where my old home might have been. Instead, it was pitch black. And silent. Not quite stuffy, but a far cry from the wide open space of outside. I started to wonder if I should sleep somewhere I could be found, in case of emergencies. What if another ursus attack happened and the Quick Reaction Force was taken out? No one would know I was sleeping in some empty room in the safety of the mountain. Hell, I could sleep through the destruction of my people.

      So I got up, grumbling, and walked outside. The night guards were standing on the wall, and the hot hole in the ground still provided a bit of a glow. Which surprised me until I realized that the guards had been tossing wood into the pit to keep the fire going. I found a bit of an overhang and wrapped myself up in my bedroll, leaned against the cold rock, and wished I had a cell phone. Or even a pager. Something to give me the ability to be contacted without being in sight of other people. Then I closed my eyes, felt the frigid wind across my face, and decided that I’d been an idiot. Being in the rock of the mountain was way superior to this shit.

      And I fell asleep.

      And immediately woke up in an entirely different place.

      Instead of leaning against a wall, my back was against bark. Above wasn’t sky, but tree. Dark green needles up as far as I could see. I saw a small slice of land in front of me before everything turned into water. Calm water, a deep azure, with tiny waves lapping at the grass along the edge. It was incredibly peaceful all of a sudden. I felt fundamentally safe in a way I hadn’t for a long long time.

      A ripple formed out in the water as something moved closer to the island. I sat up a bit straighter. This all seemed awfully familiar.

      An elegant woman in a beautiful green gown strode forth from the water, her long brown hair completely dry. Her dark brown eyes locked on mine, and a gorgeous smile spread across her pretty face. Her golden skin without a single wrinkle or flaw.

      “Eona,” I said softly, bowing my head to her ever so much.

      “Montana,” she replied with a laugh. “It has been quite a time between visits.”

      “Regrettably,” I said.

      Another smile, the kind that allowed me to think maybe she was flirting with me.

      “You have been very busy,” she said, looking me over.

      This time, I was clothed. Rather heavily, what with it being a cold night, and a day I’d been fighting. I still had on my heavy armor.

      “Yeah,” I replied, “that’s true. Still trying to find a spot to just fish and relax.”

      “I believe you have found a spot to fish at least,” she said.

      “You know the fishing in this area?”

      “I know many things about this area. Many of my followers have passed through here in times past.”

      “This isn’t, like, a holy ground is it?”

      “All ground, in some sense is holy. But this is not overly so. That I know of at least.”

      “Whew,” I sighed. “Kind of my nightmare to build a house on top of an old graveyard.”

      “That would be bad.” Her smile faded, and her face took on a serious look. “But there is a definite evil presence in your valley—”

      “The corrupted ursus.”

      “Yes. It is because of them that I am here to speak to you.”

      “You want me to wipe them out?”

      “I wish it were not the case. But before we speak on that,” she said, her smile returning, “I must, once again, reward you for saving some of my children.”

      “I guess I did that, didn’t I?” I said, though I had no idea who she was talking about.

      She nodded.

      “I am here to offer you another blessing,” she said.

      “Why thank you,” I said. I was tempted to deny her, to say that I didn’t need anything since I would’ve saved anyone in that situation, but I remembered Cleeve telling me the importance of allowing others to bestow their gifts when you did something for them. And since I was trying to be better at this whole game-world thing, I just accepted that sometimes I’d be rewarded for actions I’d have engaged in without the promise of anything.
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        * * *

      

      RECOGNIZE: The Goddess Eona offers you an Indicium. Choose:

      1) The Blessing of the Flight — You receive +20 skill levels in Stealth, +15 skill levels in evasion, +10 skill levels in light armor, +10% movement speed, +3 Agi

      2) The Blessing of the Fight— You receive +20 skill levels in Spear, +15 skill levels in Axes, +10 skill levels in Sword, +10% better balance, +3 Con

      3) The 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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        * * *

      

      “This is a hard choice,” I said.

      “A girl cannot make it easy,” she replied.

      “Are you allowed to give advice?”

      She seemed to consider that for a minute, then shook her head.

      “I believe it would be against the rules,” she said, “as it might be seen as me using my powers to provide you with information you might not have otherwise. If I were to say, for example, push you towards the third blessing because you would be facing enemies over a distance soon, then that could be portrayed—”

      “Negatively. I understand.”

      I chose 3) without another thought, hoping that I was accurately picking up what she was putting down.

      She smiled. “Now, if I am to put my mark upon you again, I need to see what else has sullied you in the mean time.”

      As she walked towards me, all of my clothing and armor was tossed aside with a simple wave of her hand. I stood before her naked.

      “The pants I gave you,” she said, stunned. “Is there—”

      “They were sadly destroyed when, uh, some asshole ripped off my leg. And, you know, the pants I was wearing at the time.”

      “And yet you still have two legs.”

      It took all the restraint I had to not make a joke about three legs.

      “Yes ma’am. Two working legs.”

      “You have quite the set of powers.”

      “And legs.”

      She smiled, and whirled her hand around. A new set of pants covered my naughty bits.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Eona pushed slightly against my chest, causing a pulse of energy. My Indicium popped up all over my body.

      She took a step back and looked over my torso. There were quite a few different elements all vying for attention. The other gods who’d marked me had done nothing in terms of aesthetic integration.

      “Busy,” she said. “I almost thought it was a joke that Typhon marked you, and yet—”

      She ran her finger across Typhon’s black paw-print. I felt my skin shiver exactly where her finger traced.

      Then, she examined all the other marks, peering closely at them. Finally, she closed her eyes, and laid her hand over my heart.

      With a thump of power, I felt a great warmth.
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        * * *

      

      BE AWARE: You have received Eona’s The 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, Some might look upon this blessing with joy, others with anger. A side has been chosen.
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        * * *

      

      I looked down at my stomach, and I saw an arrow nestled up against the spear I’d already gotten, both pointing at my heart.

      “Montana of Coggeshall,” she said, stepping back and assuming a more formal approach, “I have need of you as a hero. I need you to either eradicate the corrupt ursus or save them. Whatever you might accomplish, there must not be a single one remaining.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest by the goddess Eona:

      The Cleansing of the Valley

      Eradicate the corrupt ursus, either through death or curing.

      Reward for success: Unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): The end of the known world

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “That’s a rather challenging task,” I said. “Mildly genocidal.”

      “Do not think these are natural creatures. They are abominations, and they are able to spread their darkness to others. Leaving them alive is opening the entire world to horrible destruction. These were my children — do not think I take their fate lightly. I would certainly prefer to wave my hands and pull the vile darkness from them, but that is not possible. Rather than have them spread their disease across the lands, I task you with saving this world from them.”

      “Is it really a world-ending problem?”

      “Not as of yet. Should you fail, I have no doubt it would grow to a true threat to the world. Left unchecked, this corruption will spread faster and faster.”

      “Okay, let’s just say I’m willing to kill all these Corrupt ursus. How would I know, like really know, that I got them all?”

      “I would not send you on a quest such as this unprepared, Montana of Coggeshall.” She plucked a stone from the air, and handed it to me. “This will glow in the direction of the nearest corruption. When you have cleansed the last of the ursus, the glowing will cease.”

      It was a simple disc of stone, very natural looking, almost as if it came from a river and would be excellent for skipping. It fit perfectly in my hand, and I was very tempted to actually skip it.

      Eona raised an eyebrow. Instead, I tucked the stone into my waistband.

      “Does this mean you will accept the quest?” she asked.

      “Of course,” I said, accepting the quest and swallowing the host of reservations I had. Or knew that Nikolai would have.

      She smiled. Then she plucked a bow out of the air, and presented it to me.

      “So you knew you were going to give me the gift of a bow. Why not—” I tried to ask, but she merely held up a hand.

      “There are rules I cannot tell you about,” she said. “This will help you in your quest.”

      The bow was nice, I mean, as far as bows go. It was very smooth, with an ivory color to it. Tall, maybe six feet in length, and — I mean, I didn’t know much about bows. I’d always preferred guns back on Earth. And, so far at least, I had chosen a more close-up approach to dealing with the nasty motherfuckers on Vuldranni.

      “Do I need to take the bow?” I asked. “I haven’t worked with archery at all. I’m probably pretty shit at it compared to other things. Like, maybe we should just rewind this and I’ll take the axe stuff, and you can give me an axe—”

      “If I am giving you a bow, perhaps there is a reason for it,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Eona’s Bone Bow of Cleansing

      Item Type: Mythic

      Item Class: Two-handed Ranged

      Material: Celestial Bone

      Damage: 200-600 (Piercing), Double Damage to Corrupted Enemies

      Durability: n/a

      Weight: 4.8 lbs

      Requirements: Str 80

      Description: A longbow formed from a bone of Eona herself, the Bone Bow of Cleansing causes any arrow fired to  be considered a bane arrow for any creature who has been corrupted. Should a corrupted creature touch the bow, it will cause fire damage until the the creature releases the bow.
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        * * *

      

      “This bow requires a strength of 80?” I asked.

      “Are you not strong?” she asked in response, running her hand over the muscles in my arm.

      “Is it going to, I mean, what kind of arrows should I use with this?” I asked. It was an odd question to pop out of my mouth, and yet, it made sense. I figured it was the fletching skill acting up.

      She touched the bow. There was a slight flash of light, and Eona smiled at me.

      I took a peek at the bow’s stats again.
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        * * *

      

      Eona’s Bone Bow of Cleansing

      Item Type: Mythic

      Item Class: Two-handed Ranged

      Material: Celestial Bone

      Damage: 400-1000 (Piercing), Double Damage to Corrupted Enemies

      Durability: n/a

      Weight: 4.8 lbs

      Requirements: Str 90

      Description: A longbow formed from a bone of Eona herself, the Bone Bow of Cleansing causes any arrow fired to be considered a bane arrow for any creature who has been corrupted. Should a corrupted creature touch the bow, it will cause fire damage until the the creature releases the bow. Arrows fired from the Bone Bow of Cleansing will not break until it has hit a target.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay,” I said, “thank you, but you also upped the strength requirement by ten.”

      “I had to balance the additional bonus with an additional penalty,” she said as if I should have known.

      “You know this is a really powerful item,” I said.

      “I only give it to you for this quest, you must return it to me once you have succeeded.”

      “And if I fail?”

      “Then a piece of me will be gone forever, and I will likely be too weak to defend against those who wish to take my place in the pantheon.”

      “So not only is the fate of the world resting on my shoulders, but yours as well. Why don't you just keep the bow? I can—”

      “Despite your prodigious strength, you are not a match for the entirety of the corruption, Montana of Coggeshall. Were it one, or even ten, I would not give of myself in this way.”

      “Your quest mentioned healing the corrupt. Is there, I mean, do you know of a way to heal them?”

      “No. But my ignorance of a cure does not mean cleansing the corruption is impossible. I am also sending you one of my priests. He should be nearing Coggeshall as we speak. I ask of you to keep an eye out for him. He shows promise, but is young. Inexperienced.”

      “Uh, we’re under siege at the moment. Do you have a way of getting him in?”

      “He is resourceful. He will make it.” There was a bit of a pause before she added, “I think.”

      “A Cleric. Got it. Can you—”

      “I must cut our visit short — there are others who await their turn to speak to you—”

      “What—”

      “Succeed where others have failed, Montana. And beware, for the corruption is already among those behind your walls.”

      “What? Hey—”

      She was gone. I was left struggling in my bedrolls against the walls of Coggeshall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a certain level of confusion trying to transition between realities, and it took me a moment to recenter myself. My armor was in a pile next to me. I had a new pair of EonaPants on, with similar stat bonuses for swimming. The Bow of Cleansing leaned against the wall, glimmering softly. I grabbed it, and put my hand on the string. I gave it a test pull. It was heavy, even for me. I knew better than to let the string go, another Boy Scout lesson paying off. Or maybe it was the bonus levels in archery I got from Eona’s blessing… Either way, I knew that a heavy bow like Eona’s could tear itself to pieces if there wasn’t an arrow to take the energy. It was definitely a cool piece of kit, and something that was vastly overpowered, at least in my estimation. I shuddered. Some serious shit was about to go down.

      For now, it was still quiet around Coggeshall. I saw guards standing above the gate, fires lit, snow falling softly. It was almost beatific. I pulled my blanket/bedroll around myself tighter, then leaned my head against the wall, ready for my next nocturnal visitation, wondering how Eona had known some other entities were waiting to talk to me.

      Which, naturally, happened as soon as I drifted to sleep.

      I stood, in just my EonaPants, naturally, in an ethereal space. A fire burned brightly in front of me, green flames towering to the sky. Translucent forms barely recognizable as male and female elves came around the fire and stood before me.

      A woman, her face alternating between bone and skin so fast it was difficult to keep my eyes on hers, stepped forward so she was almost touching me. She seemed to raise up until she was eye-level with me, but it could just as easily have been me who shrank.

      “Montana,” she said, “you have been brought into the House of Coggeshall by our last scion. You are now the remaining scion of Coggeshall. Do you deny it?”

      “No,” I said, genuinely confused about what sort of answer she expected in return. “That sounds pretty on par with what I thought happened.”

      “You were not born of this world, and yet our scion thought to make you his heir. Do you deny it?”

      “Nope.”

      “Your actions have brought honor to our house. You have fought to protect the innocent. You have fought to make a new home for House Coggeshall. Your actions have brought you here. Await your judgement.”

      I put up my hands, and gave the best smile I could muster, very much wanting to say that I felt they could have done the judging without me if I wasn’t going to have a part in the process.

      The figures coalesced into the fire, and, I guess, had a chat. I don’t really know — I couldn’t hear if they were talking, and I really couldn’t discern anything else that might’ve been going on. I tried to look around the rest of the space, but it was just darkness. After a moment or two, the figures swirled out, some disappearing, before the main woman popped into view again right in front of me.

      “Montana of Coggeshall, you have defended the new Coggeshall lands at great peril to yourself. You have defended the weak, punished the wicked. You are an honorable member of the House of Coggeshall, and the House of Coggeshall welcomes you as its son and scion.”

      There was a bright flash of light, and though it only lasted for the barest of heartbeats, I could see what it illuminated: thousands of figures, men and women, all looking at me. And though I had no reason to know, I knew it was the entirety of House Coggeshall arrayed in front of me to welcome me into the fold. Alternating waves of joy and an aching sadness washed over me, happy to be part of such a big family and torn apart by the realization that ultimately, I was still alone.

      In front of me, the figure gestured up and the green fire flared up, illuminating the House Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement. At the top was a banner with the slogan of House Coggeshall: The Rock of the Empire. I liked it, sounded pretty damn good. Below the banner was a small crown. It was a simple steel thing, something between a crown and a helm, really. There was a double-headed bird below that, which I somehow knew was a Northern Roc, and below the bird was a chain with different sized links made of different metals that ultimately wrapped all the way around the achievement. As I squinted, I realized each link had a name on it, and, once again, I innately knew that these links represented Emperors of Glaton, and the chain reached all the way back to the original Emperor. This was called a torse. There was a big helm beneath the torse, silver with a golden visor, and on either side of the helm hung brightly colored banners, red and silver. Below the helm was a golden crown with golden leaves pointing upward. Then came the shield, upon which were four equal sections, two red and two grey. The same bandersnatch was on the center of the shield, looking as fierce as ever. On either side of the shield were the Imperial eagles, talons and wings put so it looked like they were holding the shield. Finally, below the whole thing was a fancy sort of scrollwork with the family motto: For the People. For the Realm. All in all, the thing was badass.

      I had a moment to look over the Achievement, and then it slammed into me. It felt like my entire chest was on fire. I spun through the air, except it wasn’t air. It was just space. Or, maybe, it was just the inside of my head. Then I hit the ground, and everything hurt.
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        * * *

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat up slowly — my body hurt, so I didn’t want to push it. The snow had stopped, but given how much was covering my body, the storm had gone on quite a while. I brushed myself off, stood up, and took a deep breath. I did the thing I was slightly regretting having to do, I pulled up my character sheet, and I took a look at the whole kit and caboodle.
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        * * *

      

      Montana - Lvl 24 Burgmann

      Traits

      Race: Royal Fallen

      Height: 6’5”

      Weight: 410 lbs

      Eye Color: Hazel

      Hair Color: Blonde

      Renown: 375 - Your name is known to some, but they know not why.
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        * * *

      

      Statistics

      HP: 429

      STAM: n/a

      MP: 636

      Armor: +0 (none)

      Active Effects: Frightful Presence
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 36

      Dexterity: 39

      Constitution: 68

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 20

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 34
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        * * *

      

      Unassigned points: 0
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        * * *

      

      Skills

      Riding - improvised (Lvl 1)

      Falling (Lvl 3)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 5)

      Harvesting (Lvl 5)

      Swords (Lvl 22)

      Spears (Lvl 41)

      Unarmed Combat (Lvl 11)

      Axes (Lvl 22)

      Large Weapon Throwing (Lvl 28)

      Warhammers (Lvl 25)

      Light Armor (Lvl 5)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 8)

      Stealth (Lvl 5)

      Improvised Weaponry (Lvl 5)

      Swimming (Lvl 16)

      Fishing (Lvl 5)

      Carving (Lvl 6)

      Crafting (Lvl 5)

      Wooden Weapon-Making (Lvl 1)

      Intimidation (Lvl 11)

      Detect Traps (Lvl 45)

      Lumberjack (Lvl 21)

      Tracking (Lvl 24)

      Shields (Lvl 38)

      Archery (Lvl 20)

      Fletching (Lvl 10)
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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 - Once per day, you may sway the feelings of a loyal Imperial citizen in your favor.

      House Scion - You may admit or banish members of your house.
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        * * *

      

      Boons

      Powerful Build (Mister Paul)

      Regeneration (Mister Paul)

      Gift of Gab (Mister Paul)

      Monstrous Companion (Typhon)
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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, Indomitable, Detect Traps +45 levels, Swift Tracker, Veritasium, and Endure Destruction.

      Slayer - 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.

      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 The 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

      Duke of Coggeshall

      Duchal heir of Old Lattimoore

      Count of Duhamel

      Count of Helgand

      Count of Dunnismeer
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        * * *

      

      Relationships

      Rumib Pass (destroyed) - Liked

      Osterstadt - Distrusted
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        * * *

      

      Languages

      Goblin

      Imperial Common

      Mahrduhmese

      Dark Goblin

      Ursusian
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        * * *

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Heal Other (lvl 3)

      Humus (lvl 1)

      Identify Object (Lvl 3)

      Tame - Greater (Lvl 1)

      

      Then I started into a stretching routine, doing my best to get all the stiffness out of my muscles. A little jumping up and down, moving left and right, touching my toes, and I felt ready to go.

      Which meant it was time to put my clothes back on. I pulled on my shirt, my gambeson, my chainmaille, and so on and so on. Getting dressed in Vuldranni was a completely different experience than Earth. There were layers upon layers. I didn’t want to think about what it might be like when actual winter came along and I had to wear things like cloaks and coats and scarves, or whatever else I needed in order to stay alive through the blizzards these mountains produced.

      But before I could get the last layer on, the real serious armor, I heard horse hooves coming from the tunnel. Thundering horse hooves. I bolted for the gate.

      The guards stood alert, lined up on the wall with their bows and spears at the ready. I ran right by them, hurdled the crenellations, and flew over the wall. I landed with a roll. The magic lights in the tunnel gave the whole place an eerie glow, and I could see a mess of horsemen coming my way. Lots of lances, not quite so much armor, lots of laughing. They were out on a hunt.

      What they were hunting, I couldn’t see. Something small moving fast, making impressive cuts left and right. But whatever it was, it was losing steam, and the horsemen were gaining.

      There was a kerfuffle as a few of the horsemen got tangled up, blocking enough of the tunnel that their quarry managed to a real lead. A tiny figure with a bright furry head and a small black cloak covering its tiny body rushed towards me, and by extension, the end of the tunnel and Coggeshall beyond.

      I thought there was a chance the thing was going to make it. But then one of the horseman, a guy with some choice armor in bright colors, broke free of his mates and really got his destrier moving. I swear there were sparks coming off the horse’s feet. At the speed he was going, the little furry dude was straight-up out of luck.

      Unless I chose to intervene.

      Which would probably be a bad thing, politically speaking. I would be getting in the way of one of the knights beholden to the asshole beholden to Valamir. That’d probably give them leave to throw down on my little city, even more so than they already were. Was that worth it? Was it worth putting myself and my people at risk to save a little furry fellow from a pompous knight working for the bad man?

      Fuck yeah.

      I took a heartbeat to strategize, calculating the time between the approaching lance and the running furry thing. I pulled a big Legionary shield from my unfillable knapsack, slid my arm into it, and raced forward. I leapt, bringing the shield up high before slamming it down on the ground, right behind the little furry guy. I hit my crouch just as the lance crashed into my shield.

      It hurt. A lot. The shock of the hit radiated through my body, but I held my ground. The lance shattered as it struck the shield, wood and metal bits flying everywhere. Also flying? The knight. Well, not flying so much as stopping suddenly, hanging in the air for a moment, and then dropping to the ground.

      The horse thundered right on by, skirting me and the shield on its way to the gate. The little furry dude was like a miniature Lutra. His little black eyes met mine, and went wide. Then he passed out. So I slung him over my shoulder and stood up.

      The horse wandered around up by the gate, a little unsteady, a lot unsure, considering his rider was moaning and rolling around on the ground. The rest of the knights looked at me, but didn’t seem willing to come any closer. I walked over to the broken knight, seeing blood seeping out from his nose. He wasn’t fully armored — it looked like he’d just grabbed his horse and lance and taken chase. Maybe that was why the rest of his buddies weren’t keen on engaging me.

      I grabbed the knight by his collar and dragged him a little closer to make sure he wasn’t faking the extent of his injuries. Then I threw him over my other shoulder. I backed along the tunnel towards the gate, hoping my soldiers would see what was happening and open the door without me having to bang on it.

      The rest of the Imperial Knights stayed in place on their horses. They seemed confused about the whole thing, no one exactly sure what to do, and no one willing to take charge. Or actually charge. I mean, they were knights — charging is what they did. But I guess seeing one of their own taken down with just a measly shield had robbed them of their confidence.

      With a bit of a creak, which irked me because they were band-new, dammit, the heavy stone doors swung open behind me. I snuck a look over my shoulder and saw two guards coming through, weapons out.

      “Are you in need assistance, my lord?” One of them asked.

      “One of you,” I replied, continuing my backward walk into Coggeshall, “grab the horse. The other, run for a healer.”

      I could have healed the little guy myself, at least to a certain extent, and yet, I had a moment where I tried to be a leader. In that moment, I realized there were healers who’d be much better at saving the little furry guy, and even the stupid knight, than I was. And, if it came to it, I would be more useful carving through the other knights currently glaring at me.

      As soon as I saw the Coggeshall grass, I knelt down, and gently put the white furry dude on the ground. I may have been a little less gentle with the knight.

      Seeing that I’d taken their buddy all the way into the town and that that gates were starting to close seemed to spur something in the other knights. They certainly spurred their horses, at least. And just like that, a small cavalry charge headed our way.

      But the gates thudded to a close and we dropped the crossbar in place with plenty of time to spare, so I had little worries. Wooden lances weren’t exactly concerning versus stone. Still, the thundering of the horse hooves against the stone had an instinctive effect, and even I found the noise unnerving.

      A woman in robes ran up with the guard, wiping her eyes. Her hair was an impressive mess.

      “My lord, are you hurt?” She asked.

      “No,” I replied, then pointed to the two down on the ground, “them.”
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      While the healer did her magic, quite literally, I finished getting dressed. Then I headed to the cantina in hopes of a really early-morning breakfast, dutifully ignoring the shouting coming from the other side of the wall. The knights wanted their buddy back, and were threatening all sorts of impolite actions on my person, my peoples’ persons, and my mother’s person. Which, frankly, I’d like to see them try.

      Breakfast was a limited affair, due to my rising time. Gruel. Porridge. Oatmeal. Call it what you will, it was hot slop from a pot. At least it was different hot slop from a pot than I’d had the previous night. Somewhere between beige and grey in color, and tasting like, well, I guess it did have a vague taste, but not something I’d recommend for anything other than a desperately empty stomach.

      As I forced down the last spoonful, a guard escorted the little white furry dude in his little black robes into the cantina and brought him to my table. He scurried up onto the bench opposite me and stood there, still looking up to meet my eyes.

      “I am told you are responsible for saving me,” the white thing said. “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” I said. “Glad I could help.”

      “Yes, well, if you might assist me with another matter, I am on a mission here—”

      “I was going to ask why you were willing to brave the siege.”

      “Because I am on a quest from my god. I had no choice but to come here and speak to the duke. Might you direct me to him?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “I am short on time, sir knight. Where might I—”

      “I’m not a knight,” I replied.

      “Oh, I apologize. I am, I suppose I am new to the Empire, just—”

      “Where are you from?”

      “I dare not tarry,” the creature said. “I must speak with the duke.”

      “You speak with him now,” came the chortling reply of the Thingman guard standing behind the white creature.

      The white creature looked from the guard to me, to the guard, and finally back to me.

      “I am so sorry—” he started.

      “Nothing to worry about,” I said. “Happens all the time.”

      “Least duke-looking duke in the whole Empire,” the Thingman said, sitting down at the other end of the table, next to some of his mates who were also about to go on duty, “right here in Coggeshall.”

      I gave the man a slight nod, and he and his mates laughed. But it was a good natured ribbing —they seemed to be more proud of my lack of decorum than embarrassed by it.

      “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, how might I help you?” I asked.

      The little white creature made a little bow. “Your grace, I have been tasked to assist you in removing the stain of corruption from this world.”

      “Oh! You’re the priest Eona promised?” I asked.

      “She has revealed herself to you?”

      I smiled. “Perhaps not in the way I was hoping she might, but we’ve had a few chats.”

      “Chats, my lord?”

      “Yeah, conversations? She— look, it’s a long story, and I don’t exactly, I mean, I’m not overflowing with time here, either. But last night, she visited me, thanked me for helping some of her followers out, and then assigned me a quest to rid my valley, and maybe the whole damn world, of some specific corruption. She didn’t say what the corruption was, but she pointed to the general direction of it.” I pulled the rock from my pocket and set it on the table. “And she gave me a rock that glows in the direction of the nearest corrupted one.”

      Sure enough, an edge of the round rock glowed a clean white. I spun the rock, and the glow stayed pointing the same direction no matter how fast the rock went or in what direction I turned the rock. The little white guy peered at the rock. Very reverently, he put his hand out and touched it. The moment its hand, or paw, hit the surface of the rock, I could see a sense of relaxation wash over the white furry thing.

      “Not to be rude,” I said, “which, you know, means— ah fuck it. What are you and what’s your name?”

      The relaxation was gone in an instant. The creature seemed to think it’d suffered some major breach of protocol.

      “I am so sorry, my lord,” it said, “I have been remiss. I am Meikeljan Van Hoef, and I am an eleventh-level Monk.”

      “A monk, huh? Don’t suppose that means you’re a badass hand-to-hand fighter?”

      “No, it means I live with my brothers in an abbey as we worship the goddess Eona. We provide assistance to her and her followers as needed or directed.”

      “Are you a Lutra?” I asked.

      “Do I look like one?” He replied, a little touchy.

      “I mean, yes?”

      He leaned back as far as he could go until he managed to just barely look down his tiny snout at me.

      “Duke Coggeshall,” he said, putting an enormous dose of attitude into those words. Impressive, coming from such a little guy. “Perhaps you have had little exposure to those of us who aren’t smooth skins, but—”

      “Two of my best friends are Lutra,” I said, cringing as it said it. “I mean it’s true, I haven’t had that much exposure. But I do count two Lutra as members of my hirð, and there’s quite a large contingent of ursus who live here in Coggeshall. I just don’t know what you are.”

      “I am of the Infreno.”

      “Inferno?”

      “In-Fre-no.”

      “Okay. Meikeljan of the Infreno, a monk devoted to Eona.”

      “That is correct.”

      “Do you know what you’re doing here?”

      “In specifics?”

      “Or otherwise. I mean, what do you think is going on?”

      “It would seem you are under siege, at the very least, my lord.”

      “From both sides, actually.”

      “Are you not a member of the Empire?”

      “We are.”

      “Then I find myself confused.”

      “You and me both, buddy.”

      “Those were Imperial knights who chased me down, correct?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Then—”

      I held up my hands. “Dude, it’s a long story, and there’s a lot to do. TLDR: there’s a bunch of political trouble brewing in the Empire. I’m new to the power structure, so some assholes are trying to push me around. I don’t take kindly to that. So they’re sitting out front, restricting access to my dukedom. Big note, they hadn’t been violent until now. Which means I’m probably going to have to have a chat with them, which is fine because I was supposed to meet with them this morning, and blah blah blah, doesn’t really matter to you. I just have so much shit to do and so little time to do it. You ever feel like you need an assistant?”

      “No. Never.”

      “Well, I guess being a monk is at a slightly more relaxed pace?”

      “There are fewer demands on my person, perhaps.”

      “You guys make beer there?”

      “Some of the brothers brew mead. We also make wine.”

      “Sounds nice. Can anyone join?”

      “Anyone may make the attempt, but ultimately, it is up to the goddess to decide if you are worthy of service.”

      “I think I could make a case.”

      “But my lord, you would need to give up all your—”

      “I’m just looking at my options,” I said, putting a placating hand on the little guy’s shoulder. Which was rather difficult because he barely had shoulders. “Bare minimum, I have to complete Eona’s quest here before I go joining her order or something. Also, I think you should join in my party so you can be with me on this quest. That way I don’t have to explain everything to you, all that nonsense. Just makes it smoother.”

      I sent a party invitation his way.

      Meikeljan looked a little weirded out, then said, “I have never been in a party before.”

      “From what I can tell, you just, you know, sorta go about your business. Just, well, focusing on finishing the shared quest. And get some food. Find me when you’ve eaten. Hopefully some more people will be awake, and we’ll kickstart this whole purge business.”

      I swept the glowing rock off the table and marched out of the cantina.
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      Now that I’d gotten some sleep and some food, my main priority was finding Nikolai so I might get his input on what I needed to do with Caticorix vis-a-vis the nine people I was supposed to deliver to him. Obviously, I couldn’t turn over nine people. I couldn’t turn over the nine Caticorix actually wanted, and I wouldn’t turn over a random nine. My secondary objective of the day? figuring out the damn purge. Third was Emeline, which made me feel bad because she was someone who’d been with me pretty long, and I had sworn to keep her safe, and all that shit, so the fact that she wasn’t on the front burner sucked. Fourth in line, in terms of goals at least, was finding the farmers and speaking to them. So after I’d determined Nikolai wasn’t in his office and while I was heading my way to look over the wall at the ursus and see if any of them were in bow distance, it didn’t surprise me that I found the farmers first. Or, rather, they found me. I was almost at the wall when Lee brought two men and a woman over to me.

      “These are the farmers,” he said, and then he promptly walked away.

      “Farmers,” I said, “I’m the Duke of Coggeshall. I am deeply sorry for the delay you’re facing as a result of this ridiculous siege.”

      The younger of the men looked at the woman, who was scowling.

      “You are the duke?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, trying really hard to not be tired of that particular question. “The duke is me, I am the duke.”

      “I expected something more.”

      “I suppose I could gain weight. The thing is, there’s not a ton I can do to get you to your homes and families faster. I can certainly compensate you for your time, but I know that doesn’t fix everything, you know?”

      The farmers looked at each other, and nodded slightly. Had I actually said the right thing in the situation for once?

      “Thank you, my lord,” the woman said.

      “There is one more thing,” I said, “and this is just an ask, just a thing I have to do because Coggeshall is new and growing. But would any of you be interested in staying here, to farm?”

      “No,” the woman said immediately. “I appreciate whatever offer you might think to extend, but I am not interested in braving whatever is on the other side of those walls after I have spent so long making my own farm safe within the Empire.”

      “What she said,” the younger man said. Then the two of them walked away. The older man remained, looking at me rather intently.

      “Timurlan,” I said. “Right?”

      That surprised him. He backed up a little.

      “You know of me?” He asked.

      “My buddy Lee talked to me about you,” I said.

      Timurlan nodded, and smiled a tiny smile. He had completely white hair, the start of scruff, also all white, and bushy white eyebrows. His skin was basically leather. Like someone had wrapped a human with a baseball mitt. Definitely the sort of man who’d spent every waking minute outdoors in every type of weather. And had never been introduced to moisturizer. He wore rough clothes, things that looked handmade and well-worn.

      “You and he have a similar cadence to your speech,” Timurlan said. “You must have come from the same place.”

      “Similar places,” I said, “but different enough.”

      “You wish for me to become a follower of yours, your grace?” He asked.

      “I mean, I think you’d be a good fit. As far as I can tell.”

      “And if I am not a good fit?”

      “Then you leave on your own recognizance or stay here and be miserable. Choice is yours.”

      He nodded, and scratched his stubble. “You were heading to the wall earlier, yes?” He asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Would you mind if I joined you? I would like to look at the land beyond.”

      “Sure. Just, you know, if any arrows or spears come our way—”

      “I know how to duck, my lord,” he interrupted with a full smile, one showing that he wasn’t in possession of all his teeth. But those that remained were a rather shocking white.

      We walked up the stairs and stood on the top of the wall. The guards there moved over enough to give us a bit of privacy.

      A hint of fog remained on the cleared ground before the forest. The trees beyond were dark and creepy. I wondered if this was an effect the ursus had managed to make happen. If they had an ability that allowed them to make the forests emit feelings. Or if they had a skill to make the forest look sinister as fuck.

      “You have enemies out there,” the old man said.

      “Yep,” I replied.

      “Many of them.”

      “I hope not that many.”

      “I fear it is more than you know.”

      “Well that’s just peachy. Is this knowledge of enemies something you can teach me?”

      “There is something I feel from the forests, a reading I can do from the lands. But I fear it is an ability I have earned, not something I am able to pass on easily.”

      “Oh. Well, thanks for the heads up.”

      “Are you at war with the ursus, or a type of ursus?”

      “You could say that.”

      “What is the tribe? Perhaps I might speak with them.”

      “Have you spoken with them before?”

      “If you venture into these mountains, you will come upon the ursus or they will come upon you.”

      “Good relations?”

      “I would not call any of them my friends, but we have never come to blows.”

      “Yeah, these guys are, uh, different.”

      “That is the feeling I get. But how?”

      “They’re corrupted.”

      “Ah, that would explain things.”

      “Wait, that makes sense to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you explain it to me?”

      “Obviously, I cannot tell you the specifics of the corruption that has befallen these creatures, the means of corruption are nearly limitless. Demons, devils, outsiders — there are many beings who make promises of power that lead to corruption. Some more vile and insidious than others, but all are terrible in the end.”

      “So this could be, like, possession? Like a demon possessed these ursus?”

      “Perhaps. Or it could be that they made a deal with a devil, one that is not truly thought out, the details of the contract not followed and so on. Or one of the ursus reached out to the outsiders, a creature from the Beyond, and that creature manages to get its tendrils into this plane of existence. It spreads because it is so, well, other. Then there are creatures native to this plane who possess their own great evil and who spread corruption. The Wechuge, the Wendigo, the Vampyr, all well-known to have the ability to cause their vileness to spread.”

      “Okay, I don’t know half of what you said.”

      “If that is true, dear duke, you are in dire need of a teacher.”

      “Yeah, I thought I had one. A mentor. But he got sucked into, well, working. Administrative shit.”

      “Is now when you plan to ask me to be your teacher?”

      “I don’t know, man. I don’t really know what you’ve got to offer. No offense, just—”

      He held his hands up and smiled. “I understand your reticence. Let us, instead, return to our initial conversation. You need farmers.”

      “I do. Well, we do. Coggeshall needs its own sources of food. Beyond hunting and fishing. I want sustainability and reliability.”

      “An admirable desire, if challenging to implement. Especially—”

      “Yeah, winter. Winter is a shitshow, got it.”

      “It is quite harsh. But not the end of growth, for those who truly know what they are doing.”

      “Do you know what you are doing?”

      “Some accuse me thusly.”

      “You mind if I ask you your level and class? I mean, choice?”

      “Class? That is an interesting manner of thinking on it. Class. Hrm… Provided you share your choice and level with me, I have no problem sharing mine with you.”

      “You show me yours, I show you mine, eh? I’m a level 24 Burgmann.”

      “I have not heard of that particular choice before. Very interesting. I am currently a level 52 LifeWeaver.”

      “Level 52? Holy shit. And LifeWeaver? You got me there. Mine is based around protecting people. I get bonuses for keeping others safe.”

      “Already saw what I was going to ask. You learn already, your grace. A LifeWeaver is an advanced form of druidry. One who spends time and energy bending nature and living things in particular ways.”

      “Like forcing crops to grow?”

      “That is one way. I do have some skills in speeding growth along, both in plant and animal forms.”

      “Any form of life?”

      “All I have come across, yes. But it is not limited to that. That is, well, limited in scope. I tend to focus more on bridging gaps.”

      “Like breeding?”

      “Yes. Trying to understand nature, bend it to my will. Or, as the case may be, to the will of the Empire.”

      “That seems dangerous.”

      “There are dangers inherent within such a path, yes.”

      “Why be a farmer then?”

      “It provides me with a means to continue my research, and a method to hide who I am.”

      “Why hide?”

      “Because there are plenty who find what I do disdainful. Or dangerous. Unnatural even.”

      “I mean, it’s a bit unnatural. Have you ever made rabbits with big fuck-off teeth that can kill people? “

      “I must admit, such a thought had never occurred to me. But, in a rather brusque way, perhaps that does best explain a generalized view of what I endeavor towards.”

      “So, back to the matter at hand — are you willing to be a farmer here?”

      “I have been honest with you because I would prefer to limit my farming and focus on my other pursuits.”

      “Tired of hiding?”

      “I am. There are certain experiments I have pushed as far as I am able given my current constraints, and I long to be somewhere my skills are valued. Where I will not be seen as—”

      “A mad scientist?”

      “Yes.”

      “I can’t necessarily give you that. People will think of you as they think of you. But I can tell you, if you help me keep everyone fed, they’ll love you even if they think you’re a bit touched in the head.”

      “I would require a lab.”

      “And I would require you do some farming and probably more teaching to farm. And maybe teaching me. At least to start.”

      “If the Imperial shackles of magic restriction are relaxed somewhat, feeding everyone here for the winter will not be a burden. And I am happy to teach methods to those willing to learn. But I wish to be free of the burden of farming in the foreseeable future.”

      “Totally doable. Once we get through the next winter — so, you know, the spring after this one — I won’t ask you to farm. Just oversee some farms.”

      “I will require going back to my farm on the other side of the mountain at some point, to retrieve some of my belongings.”

      “Is there a missus mad scientist over there?”

      “There is a mister mad scientist, and, should I choose to stay, he will be coming along as well.”

      “I hope you decide to stay.”

      “At the minimum, Duke Coggeshall, I will assist where I am able until this foolish siege business is completed.”

      “Thank you, Timurlan.”

      He nodded at me and walked away, almost lazily. I watched as he stopped several times once he got to ground level to inspect the ground. Though snow fell, it wasn’t finding much purchase yet, and Timurlan was keen to look at the grass as well. Picking it up, smelling it, tasting it. Sometimes he liked what he found, other times he spat with disgust. Weird dude.

      Welcome to the family, I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A guard ran across the grounds, skidding to a halt in front of me and saluting so hard I thought he was going to knock himself out. This was one of the former Legionnaires, clearly.

      “My lord,” he spat out, out of breath from running. “There is a call for you at the gate.”

      “A call?” I asked, wondering if the telephone had been invented while I’d been having breakfast.

      As it turns out, no. It was, rather, Caticorix. He was surrounded by knights on horseback, some of whom I recognized from the morning’s Meikeljan hunt. This time, though, they were quite full of bluster.

      “Caticorix,” I called down from the top of the wall. “Always a pleasure.”

      “Coggeshall,” he basically spat back. “I demand you come speak to me at once.”

      “I mean, I’d really rather not.”

      “I demand—” he was shouting, and it was still early, so I jumped the wall and thudded to my feet in front of the man and his stupid horse. Which looked very real. I wasn’t going to reach out and smack the horse or anything, but I really wanted to.

      “Here I am, lord Caticorix,” I said with my best smile on. “What’s up?”

      He sneered at me.

      “One, unless you have forgotten, we had a meeting scheduled for this morning wherein you were to bring me the nine fugitives I have been tasked to return to the Empire, as well as presenting yourself for—”

      “Yeah, that’s not happening,” I said.

      He sputtered for a second, then launched into his next tirade. “Two, I demand you release my man at once, and then pay restitution for the damages you have caused. In addition, I demand access to Coggeshall so I might arrest the traitors to the Empire.”

      “Buddy,” I said, leaning back against the wall, “we need to revisit everything you’re demanding here.”

      “The only thing that needs revisiting is you. You need to understand the situation you are in: you have already lost, Coggeshall. You lost when you took the wrong side in—”

      “One, game’s not over. You can’t lose while the game is still going on. Two, I don’t like losing. It tends to make me rather pissy. Probably why Coach Twinnings kicked me off the team in middle school. He couldn’t coach and I couldn’t keep my temper in check. Thing is—”

      “I grow weary of your prattle—”

      “I’m weary of your ugly face and tweedy voice, but you don’t see me interrupting you, do you? Fold your jowls over your sad excuses for lips and pipe down for a minute.”

      His eyes went wide and his face went a little red. “How dare—”

      “Caticorix, your men are on my land. They are harassing my guests. One of them attacked me last night. Me. A duke. On my own lands. Attacked. Now, we can sit here and pretend this was a mistake. You can run back to your master and tell him that I’m his friend. We can be buddies if you really want to make me happy. But you’re going to leave without any of the nine people you want, and I’m probably going to keep the asshole who tried to kill me. I might hang his entrails from the walls just to give it a little flair. You think that’d look good? Entrails on the left, head on a pike on the right? Maybe some flowers in front of the wall. Too much—”

      “You are a fool! You know not—”

      “I really wasn’t looking forward to this. I wanted to be nice. I really thought about coming out here this morning and actually trying out this whole game of politics. Court. Whatever. The thing is, you guys are being dicks. So I’m going to go back inside this gate here, and then I’m going to give you 30 seconds to leave. When I come back out, I’m attacking. You can try and fight me, but I’ve got a pretty good track record of being violent. And over-the-top. Most of my followers think I bathe in blood and kill by the dozen. They’re definitely half right, and maybe today’s the day I make them all right. I’d hate to disappoint my followers.”

      “You want this to turn violent, Montana of Coggeshall? I can arrange that for you.”

      “I just said I didn’t want this to turn violent. You assholes made it violent when you fucking attacked me last night, you rotting festering bag of dicks.”

      Caticorix scowled. “Multiple honorable sources tell a different story. Of you attacking an innocent young knight merely trying to escort a visitor to Coggeshall.”

      “These lying sacks of shit?” I asked, pointing to the knights I recognized. “They—”

      “You dare impugn the honor of these Imperial Knights?” Caticorix asked loudly, laced with poorly-feigned outrage. “They will surely demand satisfaction.”

      “Given how they look, that’s good. Because they’re certainly not going to be giving satisfaction to anyone.” Not the best comeback, since it really just made everyone look confused. Which, you know, made all of us. “Are we going to duel now?”

      One of the knights urged his horse forward.

      “I challenge you to a duel of honor!” He shouted. His buddies all clapped for him.

      “You don’t want to do this, bub,” I replied.

      The young knight pulled out his sword, and gave it a swing through the air. “I challenge you to a formal duel under Imperial Rules and the Eyes of the Gods.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been challenged to a DUEL by Sinclair Hardy (lvl 18 Knight). As you have been challenged, you are permitted to set the terms. What are the terms?
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        * * *

      

      I sighed, looking over at the young man. He looked to be an age where he needn’t be shaving. Baby-faced, with bright eyes. But rage burned behind those eyes. He was definitely ready to kill me, even if I had reservations. It made me wonder what Caticorix had told his soldiers. I knew that losing the duel wasn’t an option. I could refuse, though there would be some honor issues at stake. But I had a feeling there was something more there. There were always ramifications behind refusing, well, anything in this game-world. It might be that a noble always had to accept a duel. Which meant I had to win the duel or, as Nikolai once advised me, make the terms so onerous he will not accept. Of course, that hadn’t exactly gone swimmingly the time before. It was kind of the main reason Cleeve had died.

      Taking a peek over the terms, I saw that some of the fields had been pre-filled.

      “To the death?” I asked, rather incredulous. “You want me to put my dukedom and all my belongings on the line, and you’re putting up what, Pata. What is this ‘Pata’ thing that’s listed?”

      Sinclair, the knight, was affronted. He whipped a very strange-looking, yet very cool sword from his scabbard.

      “The blade of my family, magic greater than—”

      “Dude,” I said, interrupting the kid, “I’m overflowing with magical weapons. Unless it’s something, you know, wicked cool, I’m not interested.”

      “It is unlike anything you can possibly know.”

      “Does it glow when goblins are around?”

      The knights looked at each other, some nodding, realizing such a weapon would probably be pretty useful.

      “It does not. Pata glows when I will it. It also allows the wielder to breathe underwater, and the teeth are from a mystical shark who—”

      “I got water covered. Thing is, I don’t want to fight here. And my dukedom for your magical weapon, that’s not going to make me fight you.”

      “Then fight for honor, you scoundrel.”

      “Scoundrel? Bringing out the big words. Man, I haven’t done anything to be dishonored. I accused you of lying. Doesn’t make me look bad if I don’t fight. You look bad because you’re a lying fuck wit.”

      “You will fight me!” Sinclair shouted, his face reaching a new level of crimson.

      “I mean, it certainly seems inevitable, doesn’t it? Thing is, if duels have to be accepted, why don’t I just duel Caticorix now? Right? Isn’t he a man of honor? Doesn’t he want to fight mano-a-mano to settle this mess he’s made?”

      “You question my honor, you dog?” Caticorix sniped.

      “I do. I mean, everybody does. I bet these guys do any time you aren’t around.”

      Caticorix’s head snapped around to glare at the knights around him, but they all kept straight faces, eyes on me.

      “None would be as foolish as that,” Caticorix said. “And I have no wish to fight you. My honor is intact.”

      “What if I said you slept with your sister? Would your honor be intact then?”

      “I have no sister.”

      “Did you kill her?”

      “There was never a sister in—”

      “Did you sleep with your mother? Father? Grandfather? A clam, maybe?”

      Though it was clear the rage built inside the little man, he managed to keep bottling it back down.

      “Outrageous lies told merely to elicit shock. You are ridiculous and base. I have no need to—”

      “Man, fuck you and the nag you rode in on. Don’t come here manufacturing lies and outrage in some attempt to get me to fight somebody. You want me to kill pretty boy here, so you have an excuse to go to war against me? I mean, I can do that, but why not just go to war? Why sacrifice him to—”

      “Because I will win,” Sinclair interrupted. “I am a better fighter than you could ever imagine. I have fought in tournaments all over—”

      “Easy there, ankle biter. I’m sure you’re the baddest of all the asses in the world, but you’re still in diapers and you’ve got way too much confidence. Especially if you knew half the things I’ve done. Or what I could do.”

      “I am not afraid of you or your exaggerated stories. You are nothing more than a teller of tales, getting innocents drunk on your lies.”

      “Sinclair, who have you been talking to about me? Because I don’t even, I mean, I’m not sure the last time I bought drinks for anyone. I guess, you know, you could make an argument that I’m kind of cheap. I definitely should do a better job doling out gear to my followers, so, uh,” I looked up at the guards leaning over to watch the proceedings below. “Can you make a note of that, guys? Someone tell Nikolai and Lee we should have a meeting about—”

      “The duel, weakling,” Sinclair said. “Do you accept, or will you wallow in cowardice behind your walls?”

      “Sweeten the deal and maybe I’ll relent. But I mean, can you for a minute take a look at how you’re being used here? It’s not good for you—”

      “I will offer up my titles as well,” a knight from the back of the group said.

      “And mine.”

      And just like that, all sorts of cries of support rose up. Everyone offered up their titles so I’d fight Sinclair.

      Everyone, that is, but Caticorix, who remained silent. Smiling like an asshole, but silent.

      I shook my head. Disbelief. I stood to gain 42 titles, including one principality, six counties, 11 trade routes, 22 baronies, one Chevalier, and one Fürst, whatever that was.

      “Guys,” I said, “really? All this for—”

      “Silence, you blaggard,” Caticorix said. “Either accept the duel or deny it and accept your fate.”

      “What’s my fate if I deny it?”

      “Ridicule and loss of honor.”

      “I’m fine with ridicule—”

      “Beggin’ your pardon, my lord,” came a call from above. One of the guards was leaning out and waving at me. “Loss of honor will have some real detrimental effects on getting new followers and certainly on follower morale.”

      “How do you know this?” I asked.

      “We was tasked to oversee plenty of duels against the Emperor. Champions and the like. Something we got to know. That much being offered to you means a big hit to honor if you refuse.”

      “Well shit,” I said.

      “If you like, you can ask a champion to stand in for you.”

      “No. If someone is going to be killed for Coggeshall, it’s going to be him,” I said, pointing at Sinclair.

      I closed my eyes and went through the terms of the duel one more time. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t missing anything, that there wasn’t some bizarre line that let Sinclair back out or his buddies jump in. Then I opened my eyes and nodded.

      “I agree.”

      Sinclair’s eyes went a bit blank as he read over what I’d sent back.

      He pulled the visor down on his full helm, then nodded.
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        * * *

      

      The Duel has been accepted. It begins… now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      You’d think I’d have learned more from the first duel I was thrown in, but once again I was totally unprepared when the duel began. My opponent, on the other hand, he started moving as soon as the words rang out in my head.

      Sinclair whipped his hand across his saddle, and a dagger flew across the space between us. Instinctually, I moved my arm to cover my torso, and the dagger hit perfectly, popping the links in my chainmail and sticking into my arm.

      A burning sensation swarmed across me. I got a poisoned debuff badge in the corner of my vision.

      “Motherfucker,” I said quietly as my vision blurred a bit.

      All the knights behind Sinclair had crossbows out. Some shot at the guards on top of the wall, the rest shot at me. A hail of bolts came down, and all I could really do was cover my head to make sure I wasn’t going to be the Vuldranni version of Pinhead.

      Make no mistake: getting hit by a crossbow bolt hurts a ton, and I was definitely having real trouble keeping myself upright. The poison wasn’t helping either.

      I got my arm out of my face, but immediately got hit by the chest of a horse. It knocked me off my feet, and sent me flying until I slammed into the wall, and slid down to the stone ground.

      I rolled over, which only drove the bolts deeper into me. But I managed to get my feet under me in time for Sinclair’s horse to come up on me again. But his time I was ready for the charge. I got both hands out in front, catching the neck of the horse almost like I was catching a football. I changed my grip and pulled down, and I fucking suplexed the goddamn horse. It slammed onto the ground, and stopped moving. Its rider, Sinclair, seemed trapped underneath his mount.

      I took a few steps back to give myself a little room, trying to get a good look at what might be happening, who my opponents were, ie making sure it was still just the singular knight. Sinclair had extricated himself from his horse — maybe he wasn’t ever even trapped under it — and came at me with a massive swing of his sword, cutting horizontally across my midsection.

      I jumped back out of the way. The sword whizzed on by, but the slick motherfucker had a dagger in his other hand. He twisted his body around and sliced right across my chest level. I was probably only saved by my height; he wasn’t used to fighting opponents so tall. On a shorter opponent, say Lee, the dagger would have gone right through the throat.

      Instead, the dagger managed to cut through the chain and part of my gambeson. The edge of the blade glowing a vibrant red. Magic.

      Fire with fire. I cast humus, and a cubic foot of dirt formed around his head.

      It threw him off, as a face-full of dirt understandably would, and I saw my opportunity. I dropped my shoulder down and tackled the man, hitting right through his solar plexus. His breast plate dented, I hit him so hard.

      We skidded across the ground, his back absorbing some of the blow. He brought his knee into my groin, and managed to push me off of him while sliding his dagger into my armpit. Which hurt.

      I rolled and scrambled to my feet, only to see him coming at me with an overhand chop. I jumped to the side, and the big cut went by, but there was another knight on a horse there, and the damn horse bumped me off my feet again. I wanted to scream out about cheaters, but I didn’t have the spare breath.

      Sinclair had his sword coming at my face when I hit the ground. I barely slapped the blade out of the way.

      Once. Twice. He thrust his sword at me, and I kept knocking it out of the way with my hands. But he just kept shoving the damn thing in my face.

      I shot my fist out as a jab, catching Sinclair in the helm. His head popped back sharply, and I swear I heard a bonus bong as his skull hit the back of the helmet.

      Whatever the case, the man paused for a second to recalibrate. That left me enough time to get my own shit together and prep for Sinclair’s next attack. I misjudged what time I had though, because I had my hand in my bag of holding when Sinclair came after me once again.

      He gave a swing of the sword, which I parried, and this time I was watching for the dagger. Sure enough, it came right quick. I tucked my arm down against my side so I got stabbed through the arm instead of into the kidney. But that meant he was right in close to me, so I lashed out with my stabbed arm and pulled him into a hug.

      Then I started squeezing.

      It’s not the prettiest of techniques, but by-gods, with a strength over 100, it’s effective. I squeezed as hard as I could, and Sinclair started screaming. Blood seeped out of his armor, coming out of all the various joints. There was groaning as the metal crunched, followed by more screams as the poor knight was compressed. Finally, he stopped. I didn’t. I was caught up in the moment, and felt the pain and anger flow through me. It made me squeeze harder. In the end, he didn’t have a 24-inch waist, but he was damn close in the chest.

      I released Sinclair, and he dropped to the ground with a clang.

      He made no movements, no noises. Blood, as well as a few other other gross things, came out of the ruined armor.
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        * * *

      

      You have won your duel with Sinclair Hardy. All titles of Elias Atkins, Reason Whitelock, John Nickle, Jethro McClelland, Ajax Alexander, Andrew VanZant, Rufus Hopkins, Balthasar Bennett, Abijah Fansant, Philomon Thompson, Emmanuel Belsey, Clarence Rampton, Edward Sandry, Arthur Leal, Hyman West, Christopher Gentle, Wallace Sellen, Ellis Popkin, Rowland Costa, Noel Eddy, Adam Blondell, Mathias Purlles, Zacharia Michelgrove, Sampson Dene, Roland Stace, Cornelius Fitzherbert, Humphrie Mayne, Michael Kidwelly, Emanual Aubrey, Valentine Latton, Leonarde Rowlatt, Hugo Batherst, Amor Rondel, Nicholas Lawnder, Valentine Dunch, Jude Atlee, Miles Pray, and Harry Salford have been transferred to you. All owned property has been transferred to you. All known wealth has been transferred to you.
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        * * *

      

      I looked up to see the rest of the knights staring at me, weapons out, mouths open. Fortunately, no more crossbows. Just a variety of swords and maces and the like. I scooped up Sinclair’s magic sword from the ground and gave it a test swing through the air. It was a very weird weapon, and I was curious why he hadn’t really used it during the battle, but with a quick identification, I understood why.
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        * * *

      

      Pata

      Item Type: Mythic

      Item Class: One-handed Melee, Two-handed Melee

      Material: Hepatizon, shark teeth, sharkskin

      Damage: 84-112 (Slashing)

      Durability: 185/250

      Weight: 4.8 lbs

      Requirements: Str 8

      Description: A sword made from the teeth of the legendary shark ‘Pata’. Grants the wielder Water-breathing. Grants the wielder Water Walking. Grants the wielder Minor Control Water.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay fuckfaces,” I said, “despite you asshats cheating, I still won. All your titles belong to me.”

      I heard some grumbling going on in the back of the group, about how this was not the manner in which it was supposed to work. But no one stepped forward. Or rode forward. They all just stared at me. Well, a few were glaring at Caticorix.

      “So, is now the time I challenge you to a duel, Caticorix?” I asked, stepping closer to the asshole. Or, more likely, his illusory double.

      “Honor is for fairy tales and children,” spat back Caticorix. “Kill him and return to me.”

      Then he disappeared.

      Thirty eight knights against one of me. Me, who was bleeding profusely, in a surprising amount of pain, and still suffering the effects of the mystery poison working its way through me.

      “Uh,” I stammered as the knights circled and prepared their charge, “let’s raincheck this. DOORS!”

      I ran for the gates while the knights charged after me, and I barely slipped through as the knights screamed their displeasure.

      The Thingmen stood with their weight pushing against the gates as the knights on the other side tried to use their horses to force the door. Despite the pain, I lent my strength, and we managed to get it to the point where we could drop the stone beam across. Then it didn’t matter what the assholes on the other side did — the doors would remain closed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The guards gave me shocked looks while I pulled various bolts out of myself and dropped them to the ground. Bits of my flesh still stuck to them.

      “Your grace,” one said, “there are still two on your back. Would you—”

      “Just yank them out,” I said.

      A brief bonus pain, and it was done. I thanked the soldiers and started towards the Hall, angling for Nikolai’s office. But on the way, Harmut, the head of the dwarves, intercepted me.

      “My lord duke,” he said with a bow, “I have a surprise for you.”

      “You found Emeline?”

      “Ah, no my lord. I was not under the impression I was supposed to be looking for her.”

      “I mean, I didn’t say it outright, but she’s a bit missing. So keep an eye out, okay?”

      He nodded, and I started walking again. I wasn’t taking especially big steps, but with our size disparity, he still had to quickstep to keep up.

      “The surprise, my lord,” he said.

      “Yeah, sorry, I’m in a bit of a hurry. What’s up?”

      “I have been working on something for a bit of time, but I remembered what you ordered me to do last night—”

      “Make space for everyone inside the mountain?”

      “Yes. I knew you would require all hands to be dedicated to that particular goal as soon as possible, so some of my best and I worked through the night to finish up this surprise.”

      “I’m starting to get the sense you want me to follow you for this, correct?”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      I stopped heading to Nikolai’s office, once again reminded of how much I wanted an assistant.

      “Okay,” I said with a sigh, trying, but failing, to hide my irritation. “Lead on Macduff.”

      “Harmut.”

      “Right, sorry.”

      We walked through the doors into the mountain, and against the rush of people. It wasn’t crowded, per se, but the traffic through the single entrance/exit gave me more than a little bit of pause. It was great to have a single entrance from a security standpoint, but it made less sense from a quick egress standpoint. What would happen if there was a fire inside the mountain? I mean, that would be rather impressive, considering 99% of everything in the mountain was, you know, mountain. And if the mountain was burning, a quick exit probably wouldn’t do much beyond prolonging the suffering. Still, it made me worry.

      Harmut had to do a little pushing, until people saw me. Then the peasants moved to the side. It made me feel a little bad, and I made a mental note to stop calling them peasants. At least to their faces.

      We went up a staircase, up and up until we got to the point where there wasn’t much in the way of other people. It was definitely newer construction — the edges of the hallway were unfinished, and there were piles of rock detritus in most corners. Harmut moved in silence, but I could feel the excitement coming off him in waves. He was super pumped about something. What that something was, I had no idea, you know, what with it being a surprise and all.

      Finally, we got to a massive wooden door. Taller than me. Harmut pushed it open and gestured at the room with his big meaty paw.

      “My lord,” he said, more than a little grandiose, “your chambers.”

      I stepped past him, and found that my jaw was hanging open.

      “This is incredible,” I said, and I heard him chuckle.

      It really was an impressive feat that they’d pulled off. My corner of the mountain was near the big tunnel through to the Empire, and quite high up on the eastern side of Coggeshall. It was an expansive, wide-open space with a few key pieces of furniture. Large windows looked out over the valley to one side, and even over the canyon on the other side. I could hear the faint sounds of the river rushing below, which meant a portion of my room was directly above the tunnel. A door was off to the left side of the room, and Essie and Mercy stood on either side of it.

      “They are right proud of the work they did here,” Harmut said. “Some things I never yet thought of.”

      The two mancers had big smiles on their faces.

      “Okay,” I said, “what’d you do?”

      “Well,” Essie said, opening the door and pointing at the room inside, “we figured you needed a place to sleep that also gave you easy access to the outside world.”

      The bedroom was, like the main area, large. Much larger than I needed. A bed had been carved out of the stone, and filled with whatever passed for a mattress in Vuldranni. Or at least in the Empire. There was a table rising out of the floor, also of stone, and some wooden chairs, including something that was remarkably similar to an Adirondack chair facing a large balcony. The door to the balcony was currently shut, but the windows weren’t. There were wooden shutters to close the windows. A decided lack of glass, but given glass was currently still quite the luxury what with contemporary technological advances, I hadn’t expected actual windows. I idly wondered if we might be able industrialize the process in some fashion, corner the glass market and bring fortune to Coggeshall without bloodshed. Then I remembered I was in charge and that I’d already crushed a man to death that morning. Bloodshed and I were not only old friends, but asexual life partners.

      “There’s an emergency exit here,” Essie said, striding over to the balcony. Sure enough there was a rope hanging in a big series of loops from a stone eyelet.

      “Just toss and slide?” I asked.

      “We didn’t want it to be too easy for someone to get inside your room,” Essie said. “And we thought this was the easiest way to get you to the walls if you were needed.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She smiled.

      “My turn,” Mercy said. She almost took me by the hand, but thought better of it. Instead, she just brushed by me before opening the door to my en suite.

      “Holy shit,” I said.

      It was a thing of beauty and wonder, something only magic could accomplish.

      “Hey,” Essie said from behind, “I helped here too.”

      A sink and a table of sorts came out of one wall, with a faucet and actual running water. There was also a toilet. A modern-ish looking toilet. But most of the space was taken up by the biggest and coolest thing in there was: a big tub cut into the floor, rather deep, and surprisingly wide. An xxxl version of a Japanese soaker tub, except made of stone instead of wood. Two thin chains hung down next to each other outside the tub.

      Mercy walked over and gave one of the chains a pull.

      A torrent of water came out of a hole revealed in the ceiling, filling the tub in record time. Then she pulled the other chain, and a large hole opened up at the point where the wall and the tub met. The water drained out equally as fast.

      “Shower and bath in one,” Mercy said proudly.

      “Impressive,” I said.

      “It is not heated,” she said, “but if you choose to use it with a bath function—”

      Essie opened a small stone container, and I felt a wave of heat come out of it.

      “This will heat up rocks, put a few in, and you’ve got a hot bath,” Essie said.

      “This is fantastic,” I said. “Thank you, really. Far more than was necessary.”

      “It was actually rather simple. We just—” Mercy started, but Essie grabbed her before she could say anything else.

      “No need to burden His Grace with the boring details of our work,” Essie said, pulling Mercy out of the room.

      I looked back to see Harmut smiling at me.

      “This is way more than I need, man,” I said.

      “And yet, barely befitting a duke of the Empire, my lord,” he replied.

      “Nonsense—”

      “You are a good man, my lord. Let your people do something for you as you do things for us.”

      When he put it like that, I didn’t have anything to say.

      “Also,” Harmut continued, though breaking eye contact with me. “I think we all would appreciate you taking a stronger look at personal hygiene. It is yet early morning and you are already covered with a rather disturbing amount and array of gore. And your armor is ruined.”

      “You noticed huh?” I asked with a smile. “I’ll go use the shower now.”

      “As you wish, your grace, and might I offer to take your armor off to be repaired?”

      “Oh, great idea,” I said.

      “My pleasure, your grace,” he said, bowing as he left the bedroom.

      I looked around at my new digs. They were definitely the most spacious I’d ever had, at least to myself. There were a few issues I wanted to address at some point — the lack of glass for one. With all the shutters open, the room was cold as fuck. It was basically like being outside, except with bonus wind because of the altitude. I went around and shut all the various windows, though I did take a moment to stand on each of the three balconies. There was something really cool about seeing the river through the canyon below me. The fit and finish of the place was incredible. It really felt like it had been carved out of the rock, which, I suppose, it had. The bed was comfortable — more-so than the ground I’d been sleeping on for the last umpteen nights — and it was kind of nice to lay out some clothes instead of just pulling a random ‘shirt’ from my bag of holding. Which reminded me, I needed to unpack my clothes into the closet. My walk-in closet. Another first for me.

      Still, the most impressive thing was the shower. Well, shower was a bit much; it was more like standing under a waterfall. It was above and beyond the most water pressure I’d ever been under, but it did a phenomenal job of getting a body clean. And waking me up. The water was cold, painfully so. And yet, I got used to the temperature, and it started to feel amazing. I felt refreshed like I hadn’t in quite some time. There was even a large bar of soap in its own cubbyhole. I snagged it, gave it a sniff, and it smelled great. It got a great lather up, and I rubbed it all over my body. Spending a little more time in some places than others. With all the blood and guts off me, I was smelling clean, like a tree of some kind. Ready to face the day.
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      I finally got to Nikolai in the cantina, where he was eating. Dude had a real breakfast: eggs, sausage, and biscuits. I wasn’t jealous. At all. I sat down and reached over to snag a biscuit. He slammed his fork through my hand and into the table.

      “My food,” he hissed.

      He wrenched the fork back up, and tossed it to the side, choosing to finish using his hands to eat. Which was more hygienic, I supposed. In a way.

      “Fuck Nik,” I said. “That hurt like—”

      “Has it healed already?”

      I held up my hand and saw my skin knitting itself back together. Always an eerie, if welcome, sight.

      “But it still hurt.”

      “Toughen up, you baby.”

      “Fuck you, man.”

      “You were in a fight today.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you won?”

      “Obviously.”

      “How did you win?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Did you let your opponent take you down to a single hit-point, then unleash your inhuman strength upon them?”

      “That does seem to be my usual strategy, yes.”

      “Montana of Coggeshall, you are the greatest fool I have ever met.”

      “Go me?”

      He slammed his hand flat on the table, and everyone in the cantina looked over at us. Nikolai couldn’t care.

      “How many times do I have to tell you it is not something to be proud of?” he yelled. “It is beyond time you learn to fight. With skills and tactics. It is beyond time you learn to use the abilities you have. Abilities I know you have. I have read your character sheet time and time again, and yet I see you using nothing but your regenerative powers and your strength. It will not keep you safe forever. Worse, it will leave your followers vulnerable at the worst time. You will soon realize that others know of your abilities, and they will know how to turn them against you. You cannot continue—”

      “I get it,” I said. “I hear you—”

      “And yet it is a conversation we have every time you fight. You ask for my advice, I give it to you, and you promptly forget we have ever spoken. Either you commit to bettering yourself under the tutelage of those who know what they are doing, or you release me from your hirð and allow me to leave.”

      “What? Come on now — you lose everything if I release you. You’ll be a sneeze away from death.”

      “Better to die that way than watch you drag all of these people into a hell of suffering because you cannot be bothered to better yourself.”

      That took me back a bit.

      “I thought I was doing that,” I said.

      “When was the last time you trained?”

      “In what?”

      “In anything, Montana. Anything.”

      “Um, I learned a lot out with the ranger—”

      “Were you training? Have you put his lessons into play? Have you worked on tracking or identifying birds or whatever it is you felt you learned in the two days you were out there?”

      “No, not yet—”

      “Then it was not training. At best, it was learning. And even then, it was learning while someone else was the student.”

      “I’ve been kind of busy.”

      “Yes. I recognize that fact. And yet, you must make time for training and practice.” He lowered his volume, and leaned across the table. “This world is different than yours. You must continue to improve and you must use the skills, abilities, and whatnot you have gained and been given. Otherwise you die. And since I know you cannot really die, the results will be worse. For you will be reborn elsewhere while all those who chose to follow your banner will perish most horribly.”

      He sat back and took a harsh bite of a sausage, his baleful glare never leaving my face for a moment.

      “You’re right,” I said. He was. I had asked for his advice, and the advice of others plenty of times, and I’d never really taken any of it to heart. “I’m, I guess, I don’t really know what I’m supposed to do though.”

      “I suppose admitting the problem exists is the first step,” he said. “But the hard part is doing the work. As long as the siege is going on, you will be trapped in here. That will give you plenty of time to train. Sword and board comes first. You have skill with the shield now, but you need actual time with it to master the combination.”

      “Another thing, though. Not to interrupt where you were going with that, but I got a quest from a god last night.”

      “This is not going to be good is it?”

      “No. Well,” I paused, trying to think of some way it could be anything other than a gigantic pain in the ass, but, “no. It’s not good. I have been tasked with killing, well, ridding the world of the corrupt ursus. Kill, cure, banish to another realm, whatever the case may be.”

      “Did this god give you a number?”

      “She gave me a stone,” I pulled out the rock and set it on the table. Nikolai’s eyebrow raised at the glowing edge, but I noticed he didn’t touch it. “And she gave me a bow.”

      “Does she know you?”

      “We’ve met before—”

      “I meant you are uniquely suited to many things, yet archery is not one of them.”

      “She was pretty clear in saying, without saying directly, that close combat with the corrupted ones is a bad idea. Also, that our initial encounter may have lead to the spread of the corruption amongst our own people.”

      “Did this goddess tell you anything about the nature of the corruption?”

      “No. I asked, but she said she couldn’t say. Which is weird, right? Like, why can’t a god say something? Who’s the one that’s keeping the reigns on the gods—”

      “Greater Gods. I assume she is not of the Eight?”

      “She’s not.”

      “Then there are likely many above her in power. And there might be some below her who still might successfully challenge her.”

      “The bow she gave me is made out of her bone, or one of her bones. So, I also have to return that when the quest is done or she’ll be, uh, weakened. And I guess easily killed.”

      “Eventful night.”

      “They all seem to be. Also, there’s one of her clerics here now. And someone who’s a LifeWeaver. He used to be a farmer, and he said he’d stay here and farm, teach the others how to farm, that sort of thing. Provided we let him continue his experiments blending nature together next year.”

      “And you agreed to this?”

      “I did. It seemed prudent. He’s got some ideas on growing food in the mountain. Or under the mountain. However.”

      “Back to more pressing matters: Wian sent Alexios out over the wall last night,  I expect the ranger to return soon, give us his update on the movements of the ursus. I know they told you they were leaving, but I do not believe for a moment they actually left. At least, not all of them.”

      “So, we wait for the ranger to come in from the north. Then what?”

      “Weather the attacks from the south.”

      “Actual fighting is taking place?”

      “According to the scouts we have watching the tunnel, Caticorix’s men are bringing a battering ram up. I have yet to order the murder holes used for anything other than scouting. We may wish to save that trick for a rainier day.”

      “I think the gates will stand for a time.”

      Nikolai nodded, then said, “The stone will hold. At least long enough for us to ignore them and focus on our other enemy. Our food problem will grow quickly though — that is something we cannot let lay low. This quest of yours—”

      “Ours, buddy. You’re in the hirð.”

      “I have little time for this quest. Perhaps you have yet to notice, but someone has to run this camp of ours.”

      “We are definitely almost a village.”

      “Camp, village, town, whatever you want to call it, I am trying to keep this dream of ours alive. That requires I sit and read over papers and make the decisions no one else want to.”

      “Bah, stop with the self-pity. Your job is important and cushy. You sit inside, get good food, and don’t have to stop enemy spears with your face.”

      “If you would learn proper fighting, you would realize there are better things to use as a shield than your head. Though I doubt there is anything we can do to salvage the damage already done to your face.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re an ugly motherfucker, too.”

      He smiled, a rare thing from Nikolai these days. Then he shoveled food into his mouth.

      “First thing,” he said with a fine spray of eggs, “we get some of our minds together. Every ursus we can save is a potential ally and removes a soldier from our enemy. Curing should be preferable to killing. Since I doubt you have the requisite skills or attributes to assist with finding a cure, you need to train with the bow. Get to the point where that can be your main weapon. I fear it could be more difficult now that you’ve gained some levels and have proficiencies outside of ranged combat. You will undoubtedly have developed bad habits, and I am not sure who we have able to train you adequately in archery. I will speak with Wian, have him talk to the soldiers—”

      “Talk to Nathalie,” I interrupted to say. “Have Nathalie speak too Wian.”

      “And why is that?”

      “We made Nathalie in charge of security—”

      “Wian is in charge of the Thingmen.”

      “I am in charge of the Thingmen,” I said.

      Nikolai smiled again. “A good thing to remember, my lord.”

      “I don’t want Nathalie to think she’s being pushed out. We need to rope her into any discussions about soldiers and security. Maybe Wian is in charge of fighting outside the city, soldiers and what not, and Nathalie is in charge of fighting inside the city. Guards and the like.”

      “A good idea, my lord. I will initiate those changes if you give me leave.”

      “Were you just trying to get me to do that on my own? Was this a lesson?”

      “I would never stoop to such deception, my duke.”

      “I liked it better when you just threatened me with a naked blade.”

      He had a butter knife to my throat in half a heartbeat.

      “They are not mutually exclusive,” he said with a sinister smile, “my lord.”

      “You think I need an assistant?”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “No. You need to learn the fine art of the bow. Go find someone to teach you. And stay in range of the gates. I have a feeling fighting will find us today.”

      “Joy.”

      He just shook his head and focused on finishing his breakfast.

      “Last thing: Emeline.”

      “I have yet to see her.”

      “I’m starting to get worried.”

      “She is a capable girl. I am confident she—”

      “Maybe in a city. But out here?”

      “I will have Wian get all his men looking for her. All the ones not on duty at least.”

      “When you find out where her room is, or if you need me,” I summoned a prinky, “send this guy to me.”

      “If you have them bring me shiny rocks again—”

      “A one-time joke.”

      “I believe it has been multiple—”

      “It’s been funny every time.”

      He glared at me. I smiled, and darted off.
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      A shiver jolted through me as I walked outside. It wasn’t bitterly cold, but it was still the type of weather to make you want to stay inside and watch movies. Or play video games. And drink hot cocoa. Instead, I walked along the wall looking for someone carrying a well-worn bow. I’d have preferred to talk to one of the rangers, but I only knew of one, and he was out spying on the ursus.

      A young woman with red hair streaming behind her leaned against the battlements. She looked out over the cleared land as the snow struggled to cover the ground. She had a large quiver of arrows on her back, and a second hanging from her belt. A strung bow rested in one hand.

      She looked over as I approached, saw who I was, and seemed to relax ever so slightly. Then I think it registered who I was, and she stood up straight and snapped her hand to her chest in salute.

      “My lord,” she said, bowing her head. “Do you need something?”

      “Are you on duty?” I asked.

      “Not officially, no. But, and begging your pardon my lord, there is little for some of us to do here, so I thought I might best serve you and yours by adding my eyes to the wall.”

      “If you’ve got time to lean, you’ve got time to clean, right? There must be a way to make that work with guarding, but…” I trailed off, realizing my joke wasn’t even close to landing.

      She peered right through me, I think really trying to figure out what I was trying to say.

      “You would like me to clean—”

      “Let’s pretend that last thing I said never happened,” I said.

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “I recently, uh, how to explain this. You look like you know about archery —  is that true?”

      “I am an archer, your grace, yes.”

      “Can you teach me how to shoot?”

      She looked me up and down and gave the most polite raise of an eyebrow I’ve ever seen.

      “I believe you are, perhaps, more suited for other styles of combat.”

      “Yeah well, as that may be, I need to learn how to shoot. If you can’t teach—”

      “No your grace, I am able to. I, uh, I would be happy to instruct you.”

      “Great,” I snapped, “let’s get to work.”

      She saluted and turned to lead me away, but then a cry went up from the northern gates.

      I looked out across the field to see Alexios the ranger sprinting from the trees. His armor ruined, his clothes torn, blood streaming out of a number of injuries.

      A roar came out of the trees, and a flock of birds flew up, startled from their roosts. Ursus streamed out of the woods after the ranger. I’d seen the ursus charge before, and had not exactly been impressed with their speed. I figured a human in reasonable shape could outrun one. But an injured human running through uneven terrain while exhausted? That made things a bit closer to equal. In this case, the ursus were catching up.

      I pushed the archer-lady out of the way, and sprinted along the wall toward the gate.

      More of my soldiers ran onto the wall, but even more were at the gate, muscling the doors open and shouting encouragement to Alexios. Soldiers worked to shove a long wooden plank across the open pit, a de facto drawbridge of sorts.

      Plenty of the cursed bears were howling behind Alexios. Even though he was well over a hundred yards away, I felt like I could see the whites of his eyes. Fear pumped through the man in an almost palpable way.

      I stepped out onto the plank, noticed it was already starting to bend a bit, and looked at the men and women around me.

      “Get a stronger bridge,” I snapped, jumping into the hole. I ran across and pulled myself out on the other side.

      The guards inside Coggeshall ran around trying to find something to act as a bridge while I pulled the fancy new bow out of my bag.

      Looking it over, I could feel a thrum of power pulse from the bone. It felt like it was a living thing, ready to do my bidding, happy to fight for me and Eona. I was eager to use it.

      One minor issue.

      “Arrows,” I shouted back to the wall. “I need arrows.”

      The redheaded archer caught my eye, and though I could tell she was questioning the wisdom of it, she tossed one of her quivers my way. The arrows mostly stayed in, though more than a few scattered around on the ground as I caught the quiver.

      I grabbed the first arrow, nocked it onto the string, and pulled back. It was actually a little hard. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that I struggled, but considering I hadn’t really been challenged physically in a while, it was surprising. I had no real idea how or where to aim, so I tried my best to line up the arrow head with where I wanted it to go. Then, I released.

      There was an immensely loud crack, and the arrow disappeared. I barely followed where it went, it was nearly impossible to see as it shot over the trees and vanished into the sky. Whatever I’d done, I certainly didn’t hit any of the plentiful targets I’d aimed at. And it was ridiculously loud. Which was ridiculous. Why was the arrow loud? Enough that Alexios hit the deck as the arrow flew overhead, and the ursus did likewise.

      For a moment, it was eerily still. Then Alexios got himself to his feet and resumed his sprint. But his pursuers seemed to realize that whatever chance they had at catching their prey had dissipated. While a few of them watched Alexios — or the village of Coggeshall, hard to tell — most of the ursus blended back into the trees.

      As Alexios got closer, it was pretty clear he was running on the barest of fumes. He stumbled once, twice, then dropped to the ground. I darted out and helped him to his feet. My bow brushed against him, and he hissed as his skin smoked. He leapt back, suddenly finding a new reserve of energy.

      “Fuck, man,” I said, looking at the curling black skin around the burn mark on his arm. “They got you, huh?”

      He didn’t say anything, but he glared at me. His teeth bared, arms out to either side, waiting to make a move. Or waiting for me to make a move.

      But I didn’t know what to do, so I just remained still.

      So he lunged at me.

      I hauled off and hit him in the jaw, and his head snapped to the side. He dropped to the ground, out.

      I wiped my hand off on my pant leg. I knew he was infected, or corrupted, but I wasn’t sure how it spread. Was it through saliva? Other bodily fluids? Was there a ceremony of sorts? Could Alexios still talk? Plenty of questions. But for the moment, no answers. And here I was, pretty much completely vulnerable should the ursus decide to charge. I looked over my shoulder at the men and women in Coggeshall. They looked back at me, confusion evident on their faces. I didn’t know what to do. My best choice was carrying him back. If I asked my soldiers to bring out a gurney or something, it could open them up to attacks from the ursus. I had a good feeling I was immune to the corruption, thanks to my relationship with Eona. In that regard, I slung him over my shoulder and marched back into Coggeshall, ignoring the betrayed looks from my Thingmen.
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      I brought Alexios to the Hall — it was the only place I could think of where no one was likely to wander in for no reason. I threw Alexios into a chair, got a bunch of rope out of my bag, and tied the man down. Still unconscious, he leaned against his restraints, drool coming down his chin.

      I walked across the empty hall and barged into Nikolai’s office. He was at his desk flipping through a bunch of paper.

      “What is it you want?” He asked.

      “Alexios is back.”

      “And?”

      “He’s been turned.”

      “Corrupted?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You have proof of this?” He asked, jumping to his feet.

      “Two possible methods,” I said, pulling out the holy rock of glowing. Sure enough, the glowing edge pointed right back at Alexios. I headed back into the Hall, and Nikolai followed. Together, we walked around the restrained man, and the glow stayed pointed his way. “Also, if I touch him with Eona’s Bow, he gets some minor skin irritation.”

      Nikolai pointed to the charred flesh. “This?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Minor irritation?”

      “I think it burns the longer it’s on. But yeah, it does a bit of a number.”

      “Do you know how the corruption spreads?”

      “No. But that’s one reason I didn’t kill Alexios. I figured our best plan of action for the man is to experiment on him. Find a cure.”

      “How was he brought in?”

      “I carried him.”

      “Then it is his blood on you?”

      “Yeah—”

      “Cleanse yourself at once. Burn your armor—”

      “This is new—”

      “It matters not, you have no knowledge of this corruption—”

      “I’m, like, Eona’s chosen one. No way I get corrupted.”

      “Perhaps, perhaps not. And even if you are immune, that does not mean others will be. Burn all your clothing that has touched his blood.”

      “If I wash myself off, won’t that just spread his blood downstream?”

      “Perhaps have the cleric do a blessing over the spilled blood on you first, then clean it off. I will speak to Essie and Harmut, make sure there’s a secure facility to hold him. I wish we had access to whatever intelligence he’d been gathering. It is—”

      “The quick version,” I said, “there’s plenty of ursus out there. And they seemed to find our best ranger without any trouble. Also seems like they turned him without too much trouble.”

      Nikolai nodded, though his attention remained fixed on Alexios.

      “It looks like you were right,” I continued. “Any show of them leaving was just that. They’re out there in the woods in force, and I’m guessing they want to get us to leave the safety of our walls and go hunting for them. Or they sent some infected in here to kill us from the inside out.”

      “Likely the latter. They have seen we are not the pushovers they anticipated. We have shown our strength — they must know their best chance is to take us from the inside.”

      “That’s gross.”

      “Likely it will be. I cannot imagine this corruption is anything other than disgusting. Where is your cleric?”

      “He’s not mine.”

      “Whatever. You have need of him. For the time being, leave Alexios in the Hall. I will make sure none enter from this doorway. Get a guard on the front door — no one should go inside unless absolutely necessary until we know how the corruption spreads.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      I went out into the main area, and quickly found a guard to post at the door. Then I stripped off all my armor, and tossed it into the burning coal forge, which caused Zoey to curse at me for no short length. And I was rather impressed at the breadth of the curse words and phrases she found to shout at me.

      It took slightly longer to find Meikeljan, but after I explained what happened and what I needed from him, he immediately was on his knees praying. Then he lit some incense, which smelled fantastic, another deep woodsy scent, and he wafted the fragrant smoke over me. I felt a comforting sense of warmth, and couldn’t help closing my eyes.

      “It is done,” Meikeljan said. “She has cleansed the blood on you.”

      “Thanks, buddy,” I replied.

      Business concluded, I took another shower, then air dried standing on my balcony.

      I looked over Coggeshall and noticed there was quite a bit more activity going on. Mainly it was people moving out of the longhouses, but there were also a bunch of people fighting. I rolled out the rope, and slid down.

      Well, halfway down. That’s when I realized I wasn’t watching fighting, I was watching practice. And I was wearing a towel. Which wasn’t exactly staying on as I slid down the rope. I hung there for a moment, hoping no one saw me, but as soon as I heard Ragnar’s unmistakable laugh, I started hauling myself back up the rope.

      I got dressed.

      I put on some armor.

      I went searching for Wian.

      I found him overseeing the sparring session I’d spied earlier from my balcony. Men and women used blunted swords to whack at each other with wild abandon. At least, that was the general idea. It wasn’t exactly a challenge to see who was good and who was bad. The bad ones were bleeding and out of breath. The good fighters appeared bored.

      “Have your Thingmen found Emeline?” I asked.

      “Emeline?” Wian replied without moving his attention from the training.

      “Yeah, she’s one of the council? Sassy, kinda short, brown hair.”

      “Race?”

      “Human.”

      “Is she wanted for something?”

      “She’s one of the council, has some pretty important magic books in her possession, and she hasn’t been seen for a while.”

      “She lives here though?”

      “Yes. Originally from Osterstadt, but—”

      “Your grace,” Wian said, interrupting me, “if you are asking me to search Coggeshall for this woman, I will happily do so. However, being there are two sieges in progress, your soldiers are stretched to the bones keeping every yard of your walls under watch. I am doing my utmost to bolster those forces, but even if all these willing recruits pass muster, our army is smaller than when I arrived. Now, on the other hand, if you are just asking me for my guess as to what happened, the most simple is thus: she left Coggeshall before the siege was set, and she is currently unable to get back inside what with all our entrances and exits quite blocked.”

      “That does make a certain sort of sense,” I said, musing on the topic.

      “Thank you, your grace. I think it is more likely she is not in Coggeshall than she has found a hiding spot where not one of the thousand members of the town have found her. Or that something nefarious has happened.”

      I shrugged, then said, “Just ask the soldiers to keep an eye out for her.”

      “I will pass that on.”
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      It took some time before I managed to find the redheaded archer again. Partly because I was still feeling the sting of Wian’s dressing-down, and partly because I was avoiding Ragnar who started laughing whenever he saw me. I thought about mentioning how cold it was outside, but I figured that’d be a reference he’d miss.

      When I found the young woman, she was ready for me. As soon as she saw me, she nodded, and walked right past without saying a word. Then, when she realized I wasn’t moving, she looked over her shoulder. “Follow, my lord.”

      Some of the archers had set up a small range at the other end of Coggeshall. There were a bunch of hay bales with targets painted on them. The range was currently empty — all the other archers had other places to be. Or, maybe, the nice redhead thought it would be best for the duke to be allowed to look like an idiot without an audience.

      “Have you shot a bow before?” the red head asked.

      “You mean beyond the one arrow you saw me shoot out front?” I replied.

      “I am doing my best to forget that particular display of incompetence, your grace.”

      I’d had two brief exposures to archery. The first was the one archery class I’d taken in middle school where I’d basically just used the bow to lift up Kayla Mastersen’s skirt, much to the dismay of Dan Bornside, who was playing at being her boyfriend. He challenged me to a fight after school, and I let him get a punch in on me, because he was right to. But I was also an ass, and lost my temper and wailed on him pretty hard. The second was the one summer camp I went to as a Boy Scout, and I may have skipped out on archery because the Girl Scouts were right on the other side of Lake Popyacherry. I had little to no self-control at that point and definitely earned my merit badge in swimming and water sports that summer.

      “Nope,” I said. “That was my first time. But I do have some levels in the Archery skill.”

      “How did you get those?” She asked, an eyebrow arched up.

      “Gift from a god.”

      “Well then,” she replied with a smirk, “I suppose I should pretend to be impressed. Let us hope this goddess didn’t leave you with bad habits.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      “I do, your grace. Saivoer Stene.”

      “Pretty name.”

      “Thank you your grace. Shall we shoot some arrows?”

      “That sounds like a grand idea,” I said, pulling out my bow.

      She gave the bow a quick once-over, then handed me an arrow.

      I knocked it against the string and pulled back. But she put her hand on my arm.

      “My lord, you have the arrow set incorrectly.”

      I looked down, but the arrow seemed fine: pointy bit towards the target, feathers at the back.

      “Any decently made arrow will have one different-colored feather. That feather point up to the sky.” She plucked the arrow off the string, rotated it, and put it back. “Sight along the arrow. Take a breath, and on your exhale, release.”

      I followed her instructions.

      Upon the release, though, there was a sharp crack, a loud boom, and the hay bale exploded. And maybe some of the wall came off.

      “What is this madness?” Saivoer asked, taking a step back from me and the bow.

      “Uh,” I said, looking once more at the bow and wondering what was going on with it. Why was it making exploding arrows? “To be honest, this is new and I’m not sure why it does anything it does. Loud exploding arrows unusual here?”

      “Maybe you put that bow down for now, start off with something a little less, uh—”

      “Explode-y?”

      “That would be preferable, yes.”

      I slipped the bow into my bag, and stood there like an idiot for a minute.

      “Do you have another bow?” I asked.

      She pointed over to a weapon rack near the wall. One that was quite liberally covered with hay bits left over from the bale explosion. The bows there were basic things, but what more could I expect from practice weaponry? Or what more did I need from practice weaponry?

      Saivoer showed me how to string the bow, and let me get a feel for it. She explained there were two main types of archery: war, which was all about arrow volume and not necessarily about aim, and hunting, which was all about aim. She would teach me hunting, since she doubted I would ever be in the position to be part of an arrow volley.

      Then, it was practice time. Saivoer was not the best teacher. But also, I was not the best student. I fired arrow after arrow at the target, and my instructor would make constant comments on what I was doing right (very little) and what I was doing wrong (everything else). After an hour though, I could consistently hit the target. That’s when we finally had to stop and Saivoer took a break while I gathered all the arrows.

      I took that moment to clear a few notifications, pleased to see that I’d gotten six levels of archery so far. There was definitely an advantage to one-on-one training when it came to leveling up.

      She’d pulled a chair over for the next round, and seemed rather relaxed as she pointed out my flaws.

      Pulling back too quickly, releasing at the wrong point in my breath, not looking where I ought to be looking, not keeping my feet in line. All sorts of little annoyances, just to make a stick fly. But I didn’t say that out loud. I kept my distaste for archery to myself.

      Hour two.

      Hour three.

      Hour four.

      This is where she stopped me from getting arrows. “Do you need a rest, your grace?” She asked.

      “No,” I replied. “I need to get this into my arsenal as quickly as possible.”

      “Your stamina level is sufficient?”

      I nodded. “That it is.”

      “It is just, well—”

      “What?”

      “Your hand is bleeding.”

      I looked down. Sure enough, I’d managed to get some rather deep wounds from overuse of the bow.

      “Just give it a minute,” I said, “it’ll be fine.”

      “Yes, your grace,” she said.

      I thought, perhaps, we’d have some sort of conversation. Maybe she’d tell me about her time in the Imperial military. If she’d been a Thingmen the whole time she was an adult. Maybe some stories about where she grew up. I even opened my mouth to ask her a question, but then I realized she was cleaning her fingernails out with a dagger, and doing her best to not look bored out of her minds and I realized she had absolutely zero interest in socializing with me. So I just stared at the clouds. They were big. And white. Some were fluffy. And there was something moving between them. A large creature. At least, I swore I saw it. But the second I blinked, I couldn’t find it again.

      I looked down at my arms and my hands, and I flexed everything quickly. No pain.

      “Ready,” I said.

      “Proceed, your grace,” she replied.

      So we were back to work after another boring round of pick-up-pointy-sticks.

      Hour five and six were a bit of a blur, and though my physical stamina was doing fine, I could tell that mentally I needed a break. As did Saivoer. I knew she was willing to do whatever her leader, me, told her, but she was definitely bored out of her gourd.

      “How about we break until tomorrow?” I said.

      “Yes, your grace,” she replied, not even trying to hide the relief in her voice. She walked off before I could even say a quick thank you to her.

      I put the bow back on the weapon rack, taking a moment to unstring it.

      Looking around, I realized I was mostly alone. So I took out Eona’s bow, pulled out an arrow, and I shot.

      Again, a giant boom, the arrow moving faster than my eye could really track. The arrow practically exploded on contact with the wall, hitting with enough force to take a large block of granite down to rubble.

      Subtle, it was not. And I was totally meaning to hit the wall, not the target below it.

      I put the bow away, and walked off to find Harmut and let him know something had put a chip in his wall.
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      The assault on the southern gate came as no real surprise to us, we’d been watching Caticorix’s soldiers make their way up our tunnel ever since they came into our tunnel. And it wasn’t a huge thing, they moved a battering ram into place, smashed it against the door over and over again. Arrows were shot at any of my soldiers who peeked over the wall. Nikolai and I had decided that we didn’t want to kill any of the Imperials going up against us, so standing orders for the guards were to harry our attackers instead. Throw rocks at them, dump chamber pots on them, verbal abuse — the sort of elementary school fun I used to engage in on a daily basis. Essie and Mercy got together and made a bit of magic happen, both literally and figuratively. They rerouted some of the underground river so it came splashing down just in front of the doorway. Any time the soldiers started banging on our door, we could open the sluice gates, and a great torrent of water would rush down on them. It probably hurt a bit — it was an impressive amount of water — but, more importantly, it made standing anywhere in front of the gate next to impossible, and sent a great rush of water all the way down the tunnel. Which turned out to also be super useful for keeping the tunnel clear of horse shit. Something I’d come to view as a real problem in this pre-car world. There was always shit somewhere because animals were so ubiquitous in Vuldranni.

      After a few involuntary showers, the Imperial Assholes finally pulled back until they were well in the tunnel. I imagine they stood there with their stupid battering ram waiting for orders to come from Caticorix.

      On the other side of town, it was oddly quiet. No animals moved around the cleared ground. No birds flew in the sky. An occasional flurry of snow fell, but other than that, it was dead calm. And that made it all the more creepy. Coggeshall soldiers manning the wall were tense, waiting for something to happen. I think they’d almost have rather been fighting than just waiting.

      I figured I’d be doing some waiting too, but as soon as I polished off lunch, I found myself in the company of a gruff man with short cropped hair and a scar running across his throat. He had plenty of other scars as well, but the neck one was particularly gruesome and purple.

      “My lord Coggeshall,” he said with a perfunctory nod. It came out more like mah lahrd Cogzul.

      “Afternoon,” I said, bussing my tray of grey meat surprise.

      “I be Carpophorus,” he said.

      “Montana Coggeshall,” I replied, reaching out to grab his wrist. He had a tremendously powerful grip, and taut muscles practically rippled over his entire body. “Help you with something?”

      “Oh, fear ’tis the other way around.”

      “You’re here to help me?”

      “Aye,” he said, a smile coming to his face, one that showed he had even fewer teeth than most of the Vuldranni I’d come across. “But you might’n’t see it that way.”

      He seemed to be shortening words and subtracting syllables at random. I had to pause before saying anything just to think over what he’d said and hope I got it close to right. In fact, I had the distinct feeling that if I gave him an eye patch and a parrot, he’d have made an almost perfect prototypical pirate.

      “Okay, how can you help me?”

      “Simple,” he said. “I been told I am to beat on you ’til you learn how to fight proper-like.”

      Which, frankly, turned out to be an oddly accurate description of what he did. Carpophorus took me outside the cantina and led me to he a small open area. Then he dropped a roll to the ground, and opened it to reveal a selection of wooden weapons. He kicked a wood sword up to his waiting hand, and then one over to me. I was impressed, and made a bit of a face about it.

      He hit me in said face while I was smiling, busting open my lip and spraying the area with blood.

      It was more than a little shocking. I took a step back, holding my wooden sword up in a guarded position. My head was a bit shaken, and I felt the throb at my lip.

      Carpophorus put his point down in the dirt, and leaned against it. He watched my face intently.

      I let my guard down, and stood there, waiting for the crazy, scarred soldier to do something.

      “Gods,” he said, “’tis true. You do heal right quick.”

      I touched my lip. It’d stitched itself back up. Just like always.

      “Now,” Carpophorus said, “perhaps you can truly surprise me, your grace, and not let me hit you again.”

      I failed miserably.

      He walloped me. And cracked me. Hit me, beat me, bashed me — pick your name for laying the smack down, and that’s what Carpophorus did. I tried my best to defend against his attacks, but he was good. Really good. His sword just seemed to move instinctively to get around whatever defense I thought to put up. And his body was always positioned just right to keep me off balance, making it impossible to ever get a good hit on him. Even when I thought I was being sneaky, when I’d feinted perfectly and he was obviously over-extended, somehow he slipped his blade around and hit my elbow so hard my hand went numb and I dropped my sword. Then, he popped me in the kisser with a left hook.

      “You are a terrible fighter,” he said, dropping his sword and pulling a water sack off his belt. He took a big swig.

      “That’s why you’re here,” I said.

      “I may be good,” he replied, “but I am no worker of miracles.”

      “Maybe you need to be.”

      He shrugged, and took another drink of water. “In that case—”

      And that’s when he really started beating up on me. It was fun. And by fun I mean horrible and painful. But effective.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve leveled up the skill Swords. Now you can swing sharp objects and likely not hurt yourself. Soon, maybe you can hurt others. +5% damage. +5% skill.
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        * * *

      

      It was a completely different way of training, especially compared to what I’d received from Cleeve back in the first days after the caravan left Arenberg. Don’t get me wrong, I was ecstatic to be learning, but there was a rush to getting levels that seemed beyond anything I’d ever really experienced. And, perhaps more importantly, I began to understand the way I could use a sword. How to get my feet under me, how to parry effectively and dictate where my opponent’s weapon was going.

      Somewhere close to nightfall, Carpophorus smacked my head one last time, plucked the wooden sword from my hand, and then dropped both weapons into the bundle. Without another word, he rolled up the bundle, and walked away.
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      The town of Coggeshall had slowed down. The corrupted ursus had made no other movements towards us during the day, and the ursus inside had continued their convalescence in the longhouse. Our healers said that everyone was doing well, if exhausted, and that nearly all the ursus were able to keep food and water down at that point.

      I headed inside the mountain, eager to get to my new home. Just as I stepped past the entrance, I realized I had two followers.

      Skeld and Ragnar, in armor, with weapons.

      “Gents,” I said. “Good to see you! Whatcha doin?”

      “We got tired of waiting for your next peep show. And the boss lady didn’t think we were as necessary to the guarding of the city any longer,” Ragnar said.

      “Would we call it a city?” Skeld asked. “More of a walled estate with an oversized ego.”

      “Not sure I’d go that far,” Ragnar said. “It’s got the trappings of a village.”

      “It has the plans for trappings—”

      “Stow the semantics,” I said. “Are you guys assigned back to me?”

      “That we are,” Ragnar said. “Ready for adventure. Unless of course, for some reason you are going to dump us to the side of the road so you can go traipsing about with Amber.”

      “Not until the siege is over at least,” I replied.

      “Then,” Ragnar said, snapping a salute, “we are your loyal Lutra once again.”

      “Do we have a quest we’re working on?” Skeld asked.

      “Have you not been checking our quest list?” I replied.

      “I took a page from my leader’s advisory book, and I have not bothered to look at any of our hirð notifications.”

      “I’m not that bad,” I countered.

      “How many notifications do you have waiting on you right now?”

      “Is there a way to see that number?”

      Skeld rolled his eyes.

      “Quests,” Skeld said. “What are we working on?”

      “Emeline.”

      Skeld saluted. “On it.”

      “He’s got a thing for the girl,” Ragnar said.

      “Total fabrication,” Skeld replied.

      “Do you know which room is hers?” I asked.

      Skeld nodded.

      “That’s not creepy at all,” Ragnar said.

      Skeld snapped his spear across Ragnar’s face right quick.

      “I will lead, my lord,” Skeld said, and started walking down the hallways towards the living quarters.

      It wasn’t exactly far to Emeline’s quarters, but there were quite a few people hurrying around, trying to find their own way home. I found it gratifying that so many people had already eschewed the longhouses in favor of moving inside. If everyone felt safer there, did it make any sense to have any residential buildings outside? Maybe having everything in the mountain was the right idea. Maybe—

      “You want to go in?” Skeld asked.

      We were at a door near the end of a nondescript hallway. I noticed a room number carved into the wooden door.

      “Do we have a key?” I asked.

      “Don’t you have a key to every door in this place?” Ragnar asked, incredulous.

      “I don’t.”

      Ragnar grumbled something, then stomped off back up the hall.

      I’d missed them. Even if they were a little annoying.

      “So I thought you wanted to sit here and just be a guard,” I said.

      Skeld shrugged. “Ragnar convinced me this would be more entertaining.”

      “And you missed me.”

      Skeld raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

      “Let me ask you an odd question,” I said.

      “I live to serve, my lord,” Skeld drawled in response.

      “So let’s just pretend you like Emeline. You know, not caring one way or another where the truth lies. Are, like — shit, this might come out as offensive.”

      “Ask it, Coggeshall.”

      “Are inter-species relationships common?”

      That didn’t seem to be the question Skeld expected, and he definitely did a slight double take before stopping and thinking.

      “There’s a certain popularity to some of them,” Skeld said. “Some benefits perhaps. I have yet to really travel the world, so my view is rather limited—”

      “What benefits might those be?” I asked.

      “Benefits to what?” Ragnar asked, popping back up and brandishing a key.

      He pushed between Skeld and me to unlock the door. Then he nudged the door open to look inside Emeline’s room.

      I think all three of us held our collective breath for a moment in a vain hope we’d find Emeline sitting at her desk or on her bed. Nope. No Emeline at home.

      “Inter-species dating,” Skeld said.

      We all moved into the place, spreading out to look at things.

      “Little chance of pregnancy,” Ragnar said.

      “I guess that makes sense,” I said.

      There wasn’t much space, but despite its size, it had an airy feeling to it. There was a large open area in front, then another door, or at least a doorway which was meant to have a door, and a bedroom beyond. The open area held a small fireplace along one wall, plus a few cooking implements. Nothing too grandiose: just a small cauldron and a tea kettle. The usual. There was definitely room for a couch, or a dining table and the like, but Emeline didn’t have any of that. Instead, it was filled with a bunch of random shit.

      Her magic books took up a long shelf on the wall opposite the fireplace. One lay open on the small desk beneath the shelf. Emeline had been studying. I peeked at the book, flipping a page or two. But there wasn’t anything immediately apparent about what she was reading.

      “Ragnar,” I said, “do you know where Tarryn might be?”

      “As long you make ‘might’ the key word in that sentence, then yes.”

      “Go get him. Bring him here.”

      He snapped a smart salute and ran off.

      “You think something magic is to blame?” Skeld asked from under Emeline’s bed.

      “What are you doing there?” I asked.

      “Looking through the things she thought hidden.”

      “Which are?”

      “A few weapons, a surprising amount of coin, and some maps.”

      “Maps to where?”

      “No idea.”

      He shoved a stack of rolled up papers and parchment out from under the bed.

      “But,” Skeld continued, “that might be because I chose to keep them rolled up under the bed. Have yet to take a look at them. Figured there’d be better light out with you.”

      “Wait, is there more under there?”

      “She has a whole hidden compartment under here.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “Patience, my lord. I can only break it open so quickly.” There was a pause. “We are okay with breaking things, right?”

      “I mean, I guess we are now.”

      I walked over to the cauldron and looked inside. Nothing appetizing. Something had been burnt to shit, charring the interior. I pulled a spoon off the mantle and reached it into the pot, only to see that the spoon portion of the spoon was missing. Something had melted the metal.

      “What was she up to in here?” I asked.

      “You rang, boss?”

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Tarryn in the doorway and Ragnar standing guard behind, keeping an onlooker from getting closer.

      “There’s a book on the desk there,” I said, pointing at Emeline’s desk. “What is it?”

      “It is a collection of pages bound together with writing on them, generally on a single topic, your grace,” Tarryn replied.

      “Ha, specifics.”

      He gave me a wink and a smile, and sat down at the desk. He started flipping the pages.

      Skeld crawled out from under the bed, a bevy of splinters poking at his hands. Paws. Pands. In any case, he’d been busy breaking something, and had a dark wooden box to show for it.

      “What’s in there?” I asked.

      “Daggers.”

      He flipped the lid open, then dumped the box on the bed. Sure enough, a collection of stabby weapons tumbled out. Nothing big — they probably ranged from three-inch blades to around ten. I reached for one with a flowery blade, but Skeld snatched my wrist.

      I made eye contact with him, and he shook his head.

      “Remember her profession,” he said. “There is every chance these are poisoned. I think she meant for these to be found.”

      “But, I mean, weren’t they a pain in the ass to find?”

      “Not to find. Retrieve? Surely. But hiding things under the bed is too simple for this girl.”

      “He thinks a quite highly of her,” Ragnar called out.

      “I do not—” Skeld started to retort.

      “Can it,” I snapped. “Save that playground shit for later. Find what it was she actually hid.”

      I heard Ragnar whispering Playground? and I caught Skeld shrugging.

      “Your grace,” Tarryn said, “this is a magical tome detailing the basics of summoning. If I may ask—”

      “Don’t,” I replied. “Does it have the summoning spells in it?”

      “It has some summoning spells in it, your grace, but they are meant for students. Was this one of the books stolen from the Magic Circle?”

      “Stays in the hirð, but yes. It is. Do you know about the theft?”

      “I do,” Tarryn said with a smile, leaning the chair back on two legs. “Not exactly public knowledge, but within the Circle, there was quite a bit of chatter about it.”

      “Do you know what was stolen?”

      “There were a lot of rumors. But most of those were about books.”

      “What else?”

      He dropped the chair back on four legs again.

      “Maps?” I asked.

      “I’m trying to remember, and to separate gossip from potential truth. Naturally, there were some of the Circle’s students or junior members who claimed the most dire and divergent grimoires were spirited away when the thief struck. Forbidden studies laid bare to some cut-purse or common burglar. I can tell you there were most certainly books that went missing, but the ones I heard reported as stolen were across such a range of topics it is hard to put a pattern together. From dark books, like the Odenwide’s bestiary of abominations from the Outside, to Strongbuck and Barkling’s primer on fire, and even the rather base but somewhat humorous treatise on astral pachyderms: Gart Pentwhistle and the Seventy Seven Benevolent Elephants. Taken as a whole, it is absurd. And there’s every chance students took the opportunity to claim a book was stolen from the library when they had it in their possession, so it might be theirs forever. You see, the library of the Magic Circle is rather notorious when it comes to record keeping. In that they barely do any. Books disappear and reappear with stunning regularity from their keep, so it is almost impossible to say what was taken for sure. There were credible reports that some of the higher-level staff had personal effects pilfered, and that could most certainly include maps. Where those maps might lead, though, I don’t know.”

      “There’s a man here in Coggeshall who used to be a guard for the Magic Circle. Do you think he might know more?”

      “It depends. I am sure he knows about the event — whether he knows more than I know about the specifics of what was stolen, I cannot say. But at the least, I would wager he knows different gossip than I do.”

      “You should talk to him.”

      “Me? But you—”

      “He isn’t my biggest fan. From what I gather, he was pretty keen on his life in Osterstadt and was not pleased being forcibly relocated.”

      “Ah. I suppose I might be the better questioner then.”

      “These maps were under her bed,” I said, and pointed at the rolls on the floor. “Care to take a look? See if maybe they were Magic Circle property at one point?”

      “You know how to make my evenings exciting once again, my lord.”

      Tarryn snatched the maps and unrolled them across the bed, taking care to avoid the bare blades spread around the blankets.

      Ragnar studiously tapped on all the bricks in the room while Skeld checked the furniture.

      I decided to check the desk. It was a simple bit of carpentry, so no drawers. Just four legs, some crosspieces, and a slab of wood on top. And, from the look of it, a small piece of paper under one leg to level it out. Which struck me as odd. Virtually all the furniture in the place, especially the earlier stuff, was constructed by the five-star super carpenter dude. And having seen some examples of his work, it seemed out of character for him to have delivered a wobbling table. I knelt, and carefully pulled the small folded paper out. I unfolded it gently, hoping I wasn’t going to uncover some poison or something, and set it on the desk. It was blank.

      “Is invisible ink a thing here?” I asked.

      “I’m confident some manner of magician somewhere in the world has mastered a useless item like that,” Tarryn replied, “but it is certainly not readily available.”

      “So you’re sure there’s nothing on this piece of paper?” I asked, holding out the folded bit to him.

      He took it from me, held it up to the fire, then did a little chant and a wave of his fingers. Runes sprung out of his hand and swirled around the page. Then there was a bit of a pop. But nothing else happened.

      “Never been written on,” He said.

      “What was that spell?” I asked.

      “A rather personal thing to ask.”

      “We are in a hirð together.”

      “Is telling you a hirð order?”

      “Jut a curiosity.”

      “Ah. Well, it is a variation on Lirmu’s Detection. My own personal flavor.”

      “Something you came up with?”

      “It is,” he said with the slightest of nods. “I had quite a bit of time to study at the Magic Circle. No time for anything else, really. You know, because of being imprisoned.”

      It felt like I should say something, maybe about how cool it was that he knew how to make his own spells, but it seemed a sensitive topic. So instead I just smiled, nodded, and turned my attention back to the desk.

      The leg wobble still bothered me, so I flipped the desk over. It looked like it had been well-crafted, but the leg in question had clearly been removed at some point, then reattached. A little cutting had taken place, which was why the leg was shorter. Very carefully, using the carpentry skills I’d learned in Scouts, I broke the leg off the desk. There was a small disc of wood at the top of the leg, one that almost matched the rest, but was just a sliver off, like someone had cut the top off, then done something and glued the top back on. I popped it off with my thumb, and looked into a hollow desk leg.

      “I think I found her actual hidey-hole,” I said. “The stuff she really doesn’t want anyone to find.”

      Skeld took it from me, and started probing inside with a long wire. Where he got the wire, I have no idea.

      “The maps are all sorts of places outside the Empire,” Tarryn said. “At least principally. This is a map of Mahrduhm and the surrounding areas. This is Carchedon’s territory, as well as a large portion of the Great Erg. I haven’t been to the Erg, nor do I know of anyone who has survived a crossing, so I take any of this here,” he spread his hand across the paths and trails through the Erg, whatever it was, “as hearsay or legend. I certainly wouldn’t bet my life on any of these oases actually being where this map suggests they are. There’s some of the Great Plains, the Kingdom of Pheddaetis, some of the Northern Wastes. The White Wastes. The—”

      “I get it,” I said. “Lots of maps of lots of places. Any of them important? Or accurate?”

      “Who knows,” Tarryn replied. “I haven’t been to any of them, even the ones inside the Empire. Gods, I can’t even tell you if the Empire’s capital city is where maps say. Perhaps you have forgotten the manner you found me in, but traveling in chains and a mask was not much of an option. The maps seem real. I’ve heard of some of these cartographers, so I’d give credence to, maybe, half of them.”

      “Let’s put them in the treasury. Maybe see if Wian or Nikolai can check for accuracy. Any marks Emeline might have made on them?”

      Tarryn spread the maps out flat, and did the same chant and hand gesture. Runes flowed over the map.

      The same pop, just a little louder, and certain marks lit up.

      They only glowed for a moment, so I tried to memorize where they all were as fast as I could.

      “The areas she’s circled—”

      “No idea,” Tarryn said.

      “The language the notes are in?”

      “Code of some kind,” Tarryn replied. “These are the same letters that make up our alphabet, but there’s no words like these. And before you ask me to break her cypher, I’d need a lot more written material to work from than this.”

      I sighed, leaning against the wall, looking up at the ceiling. There was a glowing rock in the center, much like most of the lighting used in the base. Magic certainly made medieval living a lot easier. I couldn’t imagine how difficult it would be to route all the smoke away from the torches, candles, and cooking fires.

      “Look,” he said, walking over to me, “there’s a fair amount to go on here. I will say that whatever was taken from the Magic Circle had to include a few personal possessions of powerful mancers, because some high level magic-users were none too thrilled after that went down and security changed completely. Money was spent making many changes. If you knew the Magic Circle, you would understand what it takes to open those purse strings. From what you have shown me here, Emeline was up to something, and whatever it was, I’m betting it involved leaving Coggeshall.”

      “You’re telling me to give up?” I asked.

      “Give up? No. Not in the least. But, and this is always where you’re in a bit of a pickle, you might need to give us a little time to go through all this stuff.”

      Tarryn gestured to the books and the maps. Skeld was trying to get something out of the table leg. There was something there, but I had no idea what it could be. And I had a shit ton of other things to do.

      “Okay, Tarryn and Skeld,” I said, “you guys work this. Either find out where she went or what she was looking for. And don’t run off on your own—”

      Tarryn held up both hands. “I have no desire to gallivant about the world without you around. Or without your approval should you choose to sit out an adventure or two.”

      I nodded. “Get to it.”
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      As night deepened, the halls grew less crowded, and soon it was only Ragnar and me walking around. I hadn’t exactly given up on the Emeline search, but I was combining that with getting the layout of my Dwarf-built Fortress in my head. Thanks to Labyrinthian Recall, as long as I went down a path of some sort, I’d be able to remember it perfectly. Definitely a useful skill to have. The complexity of the mountain space was certainly a testament to the work ethic of the Coggeshall Valley Clan of dwarves, but if there was a method to the tunnels, I couldn’t see it. Tunnels branched off seemingly at random, and doorways stood empty of their doors everywhere. The rooms all had different sizes and shapes. I had the impression each room had been carved to a certain set of specifics, but again, no real idea as to what.

      We came around a corner, and nearly ran into Timurlan and Harmut, who were in the middle of an intense conversation.

      Harmut scuttled back a few steps so he had room to make a small bow before saying, “My lord, apologies.”

      “It’s cool,” I replied. “What are you doing down here?”

      “Ah, well, it is interesting you should ask that of me,” he said. “I was finishing up a scouting expedition with our new head farmer.”

      “You asked me to seek Harmut,” Timurlan said. “I did so, and we spoke on interior farms and underground farming. Harmut here had several ideas on placement. We were checking those potential locations, and I believe we have found the ideal spot.”

      “Just down this corridor a spell,” Harmut said, a broad smile spreading out under his beard. “Bit of a natural cave with a stream running through the middle. Got to bring in some soil from outside, widen it out to be about double the current size—”

      “Or more,” Timurlan interrupted.

      “Remains to be seen the final size.”

      “Properly sown and grown, this one field will go a long way in alleviating our potential starvation.”

      “Sounds like a great plan,” I said. “I’m not a huge fan of starvation.”

      “Bear in mind,” Timurlan said, “the agriculture down here might be a little different than the types of food you are used to.”

      “Naturally,” I said. “Things underground are different.”

      “But they will be nourishing.”

      “Tasty?”

      “That depends solely on your cooks,” Timurlan replied with a rare smile.

      “What are you doing down here, my lord?” Harmut asked.

      “Just trying to get a layout of the place in my head,” I said. “I like to know where things are.”

      “Not much more down this way,” Harmut said.

      “There’s a lot that seems to have been dug out, but not a lot filled in. You got a plan for this place?”

      “Of course.”

      “Care to share?”

      “Been doing a fair bit of talking with Nikolai and Lee, prepping to move most of what’s outside inside.”

      “Gotta say I didn’t expect so many people to want to be inside the mountain.”

      “’Tis a lot easier in here. Warmer, safer—”

      “Darker.”

      “Aye, it is that. But you have enough magic users to make a difference.”

      “But why are you digging out so much—”

      “Making sure there are no hidden surprises.”

      “Like what?”

      “Other things already living here.”

      “Is that a possibility?”

      “Oh, definitely.”

      “The deeper in the mountain you go,” Timurlan said, “the more vile creatures you find.”

      “There are plenty of stories of dwarven holds digging too deep only to discover something they should not have found,” Harmut replied. “We do not aim to go that deep though — just trying to ensure there is adequate room for your followers and whatever expansions we might experience in the near future.”

      “Exploratory digging?” I asked.

      “Precisely, my lord,” Harmut said.

      I nodded, and we stood there awkwardly for a minute.

      “Right,” Harmut said, “we will be on our way.”

      “Good,” I said, “as will we.”

      Then they went back towards the more populated areas, and Ragnar and I continued on ahead.

      “They were waiting for you to dismiss them,” Ragnar said quietly.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re in charge. They wait on you.”

      “I didn’t know I needed to tell them to go.”

      “Well you do.”

      “There’s a lot to this nonsense I don’t know.”

      “Something I realize more every day, my lord duke.”

      I shook my head and rolled my eyes, wondering what the fuck I’d stumbled into for the millionth time. The lack of knowledge of the world made me go over the conversation I’d had with Nikolai earlier that day. About using the skills and abilities I’d gained. And that made me think over the items I’d found. Or been given. Which made me remember the ring of lost things found. I’d taken it off for battle, figuring there was no real reason for it to be on my finger there. But now that I was looking for something — namely Emeline — maybe it would give me some assistance in the matter.

      I slipped the ring on my finger, and tried to focus on the ring. And how I was seeking to find Emeline. That she was lost.

      I got nothing. Then somehow the ring slipped off my finger and started bouncing down the hall. I mean, I wasn’t sure how the ring was supposed to work, but one of the primary requirements for a ring is that it remains on your finger. I mean, I thought that was a pretty basic element of ring-ness, at least.

      There was a moment of stunned silence between me and Ragnar before we both took off after the rogue ring. But the little band had already managed to get some real momentum behind it, and it zoomed down the hall faster than either Ragnar or I could run. We always seemed to be just a few feet behind it, and should we gain on it, a lucky bounce always sent the ring off out of our reach. Until, that is, the ring came to a dead end. And fell down a hole.

      I slid to a stop on my knees, looking down the tiny hole that was barely larger than the ring itself. I put my finger in the hole, and felt cool air.

      “Where’s the ring?” Ragnar asked, catching up.

      “Down there,” I said, pointing to the hole.

      Ragnar knelt and put his eye on the hole.

      “There’s a tunnel down there,” Ragnar said.

      “What do you mean a tunnel?”

      “How many ways can the word tunnel be used?”

      “I’m not a fucking dictionary.”

      “Maybe you should carry one in that giant fucking bag of yours.”

      I needed more respectful minions.

      Or just minions in general.

      Which I had.

      I summoned a few prinkies and threw them at Ragnar.

      Then they stood around looking at me, waiting for something to do. My impulse was to have them bring shiny rocks to Nikolai, but that just seemed cruel.

      “Get picks. Then come back.” I said to the little cute furry guys.

      The prinkies chirped at each other for a moment, then sprinted off.

      “You ever feel like those guys are too cute?” Ragnar asked, watching the fur balls run.

      “Don’t hate them because they’re beautiful.”

      I pushed a sneering Ragnar out of the way, and put my eye to the hole. Thanks to dark vision, I had an idea of the tunnel below. It didn’t look finished in the way that any of the dwarf tunnels were. It looked raw, round with ridges instead of flat and square. Almost like something was eating its way through the rock.

      An awful screeching came from behind us, well up the hallway.

      Ragnar was up and in position in a heartbeat, his spear out and ready to tackle whatever might come our way.

      I had my sword and shield out, blocking half the hallway.

      The sound grew louder, but I couldn’t see anything. I could barely feel anything with tremor sense. The screeching made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      After a second, I felt like a bit of a fool. It was the first of the prinkies returning, dragging a pick behind it and letting the pointy bit bounce along the stone hallway.

      “You know,” I said, “people are trying to sleep.”

      The prinky looked around, confused. But it just continued on its quest to bring me a pick axe. Which it deposited in front of me, and then awaited its next command.

      I picked up the pick, and I started wailing away at the stone around the hole.

      “You think this is the best idea?” Ragnar asked.

      “What do you mean?” I replied. “We’re just opening up a hole into a mystery passage because my magic ring fell down there. What could go wrong?”

      Naturally, with the next hit, the floor fell out from under us.
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      We fell about ten feet to the bottom. Maybe even a bit further. Luckily, we didn’t hit hard stone, like I’d worried. But instead, thick black mud softened our landing. It seemed to stick to everything, everywhere. I tried to wipe the mud off on a cleaner spot on my shirt. It just mucked up my shirt. And it smelled. Not overwhelmingly bad, but there was an acrid quality to it that was fundamentally unpleasant. Tangy. And the damn smell stuck to my nose the same way the mud clung to my body.

      “What the fuck is this crap?” I said.

      “Geroffme!” a muffled cry came from beneath me.

      I scrambled to the side and pulled up my furry buddy. He looked like an otter from one of those dish soap commercials about an oil spill.

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      He just glared at me and scraped the foul stuff off of him with a knife.

      Then a pickaxe dropped on Skeld from above, pushing his face right back in the muck. I looked up to see a prinky smiling at me as if it had just done a fantastic job. Stupid things.

      I pulled Ragnar out again and set him to the side, just as another two picks came tumbling down.

      “Enough picks,” I shouted at the prinkies, in time to stop a fourth tool from cascading into the hole.

      “I hate those things,” Ragnar said, wincing.

      I got a healing potion from my pack and handed it to my otter buddy. He nodded in thanks, and quaffed it down.

      The tunnel went in either direction. We’d dropped into the middle of the thing.

      “You ever seen something like this?” I asked.

      “You mean in Saumiers?” He asked, flicking some of the mud off onto the curved wall. “Oddly enough, no. The quiet lakeside town was strangely devoid of massive mystery tunnels filled with foul muck.”

      “What about all the holes in the lake?”

      “Didn’t really explore them.”

      “Did anyone?”

      “I’m sure some idiots swam into them, but no one ever swam out. And no, I’ve never seen mud like this. It’s more like shit.”

      “It is kind of fecal like, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve got some in my mouth — can we not talk about it?”

      “Sure,” I said, bringing my hands up. I accidentally sent a gob of black-mud-shit across the tunnel and smack dab into Ragnar’s nose. “Accident.”

      He growled, and then threw a handful of the stuff at me.

      It hurt.

      Like the snowballs that got traded with the assholes a street over from me back in Michigan. We’d stick rocks or ice inside the snowball to give it a little extra pizzazz, and here it was the same way.

      I scraped the mud off my face, and pawed through it. There was a red stone inside. A red stone that refracted the dim light coming down from below.

      “You know anything about rocks?” I asked.

      “They hurt,” Ragnar shot back.

      I tossed the rock at him, a nice underhand throw.

      He snatched it out of the air and held it aloft.

      “Fuck me,” he said softly.

      Sure, it was still covered in a bit of muck, but even I could tell it was an uncut gemstone.

      He threw the stone over his shoulder, up into the dwarf-built tunnel above, and dropped to his knees, feeling through the muck. It took barely a second for him to pull up another stone. And another. And another.

      They varied in size, but they were all uncut gemstones. All a deep red. You could even consider them ruby in color.

      “Okay,” I said, putting my hand on Ragnar, “you need to calm down for a minute.”

      “Are you kidding?” he snapped at me. “There’s a fortune here.”

      “Yeah, and technically it belongs to me. So that means it technically kind of belongs to you as well. So just calm down.”

      “Right,” he said, and took a breath. “You are right, my lord.”

      “It’s just us here — you don’t need to talk like that.”

      “I know it means little to you, from your world and all, but there is some importance to it here, and I think it is better that I am reminded of it time and again.”

      “Okay,” I replied with a sigh. I didn’t like it, but I understood it. Sort of. “I think we need to get Harmut down here. Or someone who’s got experience with this shit.”

      “You think it’s shit?”

      “I meant in the larger figurative sense. Not quite so literally. I’m hoping it’s not shit though. Not sure there’s a lot of difference, but it’s a semantic thing.”

      Ragnar stopped and thought for a moment, nodding. “If it’s shit, then something left it behind. Given the size of this fucking tunnel, I hope it’s mud.”

      “You feel like getting Harmut or you want me to send a horde of prinkies?” I asked.

      “Why not you?”

      “Because I’m not sure I can jump out of here, but I know I can throw you out.”

      “Weren’t we supposed to be done with throwing me?”

      I picked him up and tossed him up through the hole back to where we’d started.

      I heard a thud, followed by a bit of a squelch. A furry, glitter-covered face looked back at me.

      “Prinkies broke my fall,” he said. “But fuck you all the same.”

      “Go get Harmut.”

      “Aye-aye, my lord,” he said with enough sass to fuel a middle school.

      Then he was gone.

      I summoned a bevy of furballs, and set them about pulling all the rocks and whatnot out of the hopefully-not-poop so they might find my magic ring. Then I leaned against the curved wall of the tunnel and tried to think through what might have made the passageway. Was it old? Had it been here when we’d started digging in the mountain? If that was the case, how did the dwarves miss it? If it was new, was the maker going to return at some point in the near future? Would that necessitate a fight?

      The tunnel had reasonably regular ridges, set a few yards apart and about a foot deep. And our initial judgement of the tunnel’s size was off a bit; we were looking at the upward edge. At full-bore, it was closer to twenty feet wide. Like Ragnar said: Big. Very big.

      I kept my weapons ready, just in case.
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      By the time I heard the none-too-subtle thud of Harmut’s boots on the granite floor, the prinkies had found and returned my magic little ring, which was safely back in my unfillable knapsack, and had a large pile up out of the knee-deep mud containing all sorts of minerals. Some of them gems, some more metallic, none of it stuff I could identify.

      The footsteps got closer, then stopped. I looked up and saw Harmut’s bearded face looking down at me. He appeared to have just gone to bed, since he was wearing his nightcap and something I had to imagine were his pajamas. There was a lot of flannel involved. As soon as he realized what he was peering at, his eyes went wide and he shook his head.

      “Gods,” he said. “We might have a real problem.”

      “Care to elaborate?” I asked.

      “You stand in the tunnel left behind from what I have to guess was a banded worm passing through.”

      “A banded worm?”

      “Aye, and this one is a monster. A true monster.”

      I grabbed a gemstone from the pile and tossed it up at Harmut. He caught it and lifted it up to one of the glowstones above him. Then he popped a loupe out of a pocket on his pajama pants and used it to examine the stone in greater detail.

      “You have a loupe in your pajamas?” I asked.

      “Keep it on me nightstand,” he said, looking at the gem this way and that. “Grabbed it when I was told there was a mystery tunnel to see. And by the look of it…”

      He drifted off.

      “Like what you see?” I asked.

      He was too entranced to respond.

      Skeld pushed gently by the dwarven clan leader, and hopped down into the muck below.

      “Evening, your grace,” he said. He had his spear out and wore armor. He scooped some of the muck up with his spear butt and gave it a sniff. His snout curled up in disgust.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Doing my best to keep my hirðmaster alive.”

      “Did you find Emeline?”

      “Tarryn is still working on that. Said he has plenty to research without me bugging him. And I have the feeling you aim to do something stupid here.”

      “This is a fantastic stone,” Harmut said. “Not gonna say ’tis flawless, but damn close. A truly fine example.”

      “Plenty more,” I said, gesturing at the growing pile.

      “That confirms it, then,” Harmut replied. “This definitely be the tunnel of a worm.”

      “Any relation to the forest wrym?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I fought some forest wyrms recently. Is this guy related?”

      “Not sure I know of a forest worm.”

      “Big fuckin’ beast, scales, green—”

      “Ah, right, I see the problem. They are not related in the slightest, my lord,” Harmut said, looking at me as if I were daft. “That’s a wyrm. This is a worm.”

      “Okay, you just said the exact same thing.”

      “You fought a wyrm,” Skeld interjected. “Roll your tongue more: Wer-rum.”

      “The banded worm is not a wyrm,” Harmut continued, “rather, it is something more, perhaps earth-bound. The forest wyrm is a creature of this plane. It was born here, became what it is here. Related to dragons. If the legends are true, the banded worm, and others of its ilk, are native to an elemental plane. One of earth and rock. The banded worm is only called such because it moves through earth similar to the way an actual worm does. Eating its way. This muck is its, well, excrement.”

      “Shit,” I said. “Had to be shit.”

      “Yes, my lord, shit. But it does have certain peculiar qualities.”

      “How about you tell me these qualities while we take a little stroll.”

      “Through the tunnel?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “After the worm?”

      “We got a fifty-fifty chance of not coming on the worm.”

      “Pretty decent odds where Montana’s concerned,” Ragnar said, carefully climbing down so as to avoid another face-plant into the muck.

      “I am not the warrior you are, duke,” Harmut said.

      “I mean, no offense, but I don’t want you along for your fighting skills. I need your knowledge.”

      “If we come upon the beast, everyone with you will be forced to fight. The size of this creature is beyond compare—”

      “Bigger than a wyrm matriarch?”

      “Possibly. I cannot tell you the length of the banded worm, but the width of the worm is evident. If I come with you, I will be a liability. I am not a warrior. I am of half a mind to ask you to wait, to hold off until Wian or Nikolai can get a band of soldiers together to take this problem on.”

      “Only half a mind?”

      “The other half is wondering what will happen if we do not kill the banded worm and it comes back and smells all the food through this handy hole here.”

      “Good sense of smell?”

      “Lord Coggeshall, understand that most of what I tell you now is from books, legends, and the tales of old dwarves. I have never encountered one of these creatures before, nor has any member of my clan. But the banded worm supposedly has very poor eyesight. It makes up for this by possessing an excellent sense of smell and an ability to sense vibrations.”

      “Like tremorsense?”

      “I believe it is a variety of tremorsense, my lord. And they are known to fancy meat as a meal, though I am not sure they require flesh to survive. There have been few brave enough to study banded worms. There is no doubt in my mind that should this opening remain, the worm will return here in due time.”

      “And if we seal it up?”

      “It will eat through whatever we attempt to seal this passage with, and then proceed to eat us.”

      “So what do dwarven clans do when one of these beasts is encountered?”

      “Fight, move, or die.”
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        * * *

      

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

      Fight, Move, or Die

      A banded worm has discovered your home. It will likely return and eat any organic matter it finds inside, which currently includes all of your followers. Either move your followers to a new safe home, or destroy the worm.

      Reward for success: XP, Morale bonus, (unknown)

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Destruction and dissolution of the Coggeshall Dukedom

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “I’d really hate to move,” I said, accepting the quest, “I just got my bedroom set up.”

      He smiled at me. “Then the sooner you get heading down the tunnel, the better.”

      “Any tips on killing the worm?”

      “Like I said, not much has been done on the study of the beasts. Dwarves of the past have relied on sharp steel and brave souls.”

      “Stab him till he’s dead?”

      “Likely a recipe for success, my lord. Also, if’n you do not mind, perhaps you might leave me some of your furry little helpers to get as much of this muck as we can.”

      “Why would you want all this shit?”

      “Because it grows rock.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “My lord, ’tis a complicated conversation to have, and I would prefer you kill the worm further from here than closer.”

      “Fair point.”

      I summoned all the prinkies I could, and bade them obey Harmut. Then I asked the dwarf, “You know which way the worm went?”

      He leaned into the worm tunnel, then looked one direction and then the other.

      “That way,” he pointed.

      “Why?”

      “You can see the tooth marks on the stone.”
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      Ragnar, Skeld and I marched slowly through the muck. Every once in a while, one of the lutra would step on something hard, trip a bit. The first few times, we’d stop, pick up the rock, try to figure out what it was. We found more gemstones, which was exciting, and bits of pure metal, which was cool, but it definitely stopped being fun the after the twentieth find. Our boots were just simple leather things, so stepping on hard rocks hurt.

      “Question,” Ragnar said while Skeld threw a large chunk of metal over his shoulder.

      “Go,” I said.

      “When are you going to use your hirð points?”

      “Excuse me? My what?”

      “Hirð points. The points we all earn by doing cool stuff while in your hirð.”

      “I didn’t know those were a thing. I suppose the next time I’m somewhere safe and I can look at them. Can I lose them?”

      “Haven’t seen any disappear so far,” Skeld added. “They seem to be accruing.”

      “Well why the fuck didn’t anyone tell me about it?” I asked, feeling my face flush and anger start to dance about my emotions.

      “Just figured you were waiting on something,” Ragnar said. “Plus, it’s hard to keep track of what you know and don’t know.”

      “There seems to be a lot I don’t know. How do you guys know all this?”

      “This is the sort of stuff you learn just growing up here,” Ragnar said.

      Made sense. This was part of their life, so lots of it would be innate knowledge gained from years of exposure to it. Listening to adults talk about levels and stats over dinner. Educational systems had to have some of this included, just as we would have classes focused on physical sciences, there’d naturally be whole studies devoted to abilities.

      “Nikolai has been on me to work on using my abilities and stuff more,” I said.

      “Probably be pretty useful,” Skeld piped up.

      Ragnar stopped to pull a stone out of his boot. Then he added: “You do seem to collect them rather quickly. Is there anything to get through this horrible tunnel quicker?”

      “No,” I said, “unless you’d like me to serenade you with the ballads of my land.”

      “I thought we were your allies.”

      “Fuck you,” I replied with a smile.

      A momentary lapse for humor in the dark tunnel, and then we were moving again. Step by step through the muck and murk. Even with my darkvision, there was something distressing about the place. The monotony of it all, the resolute sameness, it had a way of breaking down my mind. It was impossible to really tell how long we’d been walking, or even how long we had yet to go. I had a strong sense of the path we had taken, but not the distance. It was a long way. We had been walking a while. But there were no specifics I could give. The tunnel headed down occasionally, and angled up at other points. It didn’t seem to do much veering left or right. But never any sharp turns. This worm, whoever it was, whatever its intensions, it certainly had a direction it wanted to go.

      “Is there a Lutra language?” I asked to break the tedium.

      “Sure,” Ragnar said. “You feel like hearing some of it?”

      “I’d love to,” I said.

      Ragnar made a quick quip over to Skeld. Skeld laughed.

      “Oh,” I replied, in perfect Lutra, “your mother know you speak like that?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Lutra.
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      Both Lutra stopped and gave me a look. The one where they were sure I’d run out of surprises, and yet, here I was surprising them.

      “When did you—” Ragnar started.

      “How did you—” Skeld asked.

      “Tricks of the trade,” I replied.

      Skeld’s eyes immediately glazed over. I could tell he was reading something. “Motherfucker,” he said.

      “What?” Ragnar said, even as his eyes glazed over and he started to read. “Well fuck me. Listen to three words and you know the language? How do you like that shit?”

      “Seems cheat-y,” Skeld said, resuming his march.

      “Yeah, maybe,” I replied. “But now we can talk in Lutra when we want.”

      “Not exactly a subtle exchange, is it,” Ragnar. “Plus, being as you’re kind of the shiny example, there are plenty of ways around language in Vuldranni.”

      “How many languages do you speak?” I asked.

      “Lutra, Imperial Common, Agachnern.”

      Skeld nodded. “Pretty much the same, but I have studied some Elven.”

      “I didn’t realize there were so many languages in the Empire,” I said.

      “Plenty of ‘em,” Ragnar replied. “There’s a reason some long-dead emperor decided there needed to be a common language.”

      “How far has the common language spread?”

      “Imperial Common?” Skeld asked. “No idea. Probably as far as the Emperor’s coin has spread. Not sure you noticed, but the Imperials prefer to do everything the Imperial way. So if you want to trade with the Empire, you better speak Imperial.”

      “Clearly not something you need to worry about,” Ragnar interjected, “seeing how you can just speak any language you damn well please.”

      “I was just curious,” I said. “I’d like to get a larger picture of the world.”

      “Asking the wrong otters,” Skeld said.

      “I know plenty,” Ragnar countered.

      “Not this again. You know what you overheard at the tavern.”

      “The tavern is the centerpiece of life in the Empire.”

      “Not the tavern in Saumiers. That’s the centerpiece of drunks and liars.”

      “How would you know? You weren’t there.”

      “I know who was there.”

      “Besides me?”

      “Shut up you two,” I said. “I think I hear something.”

      Something echoed down the tunnel in front of us. A low sort of rumbling, with the occasional sharp crack. It was a sound I’d never heard before, but it made me think we’d probably come close to our quarry. Both Lutra crouched, weapons out.

      We moved slower, sliding our feet along so we didn’t make the loud sucking noises that came with pulling them all the way clear of the muck. The muck had grown increasingly viscous, and the acrid smell coming off it more pungent. If I had to make a guess, it was another sign we were getting closer. Fresh worm poop. Or slime. Poop slime. The thought made my stomach turn.

      The tunnel made a sharp angle upward, and the incline let the poopmuck flow down in slow waves. I pushed forward, until I could see up the hill. It went up about five hundred feet, until my view was blocked by what had to be the butt of the banded worm. It was big. Really big. All I could see was that butt. The tunnel was completely taken up by worm’s bulk. I could just barely make out the bands around the worm, so I sort of understood where the name might have come from, but the colors were basically impossible to detect with my darkvision.

      “Plan?” Ragnar whispered, so close to my ear I felt his whiskers dance across my cheek.

      I shrugged, and mimed moving closer.

      He nodded.

      I pointed to the muck, and did my best to indicate that we should stay within the muck boundary. I was hoping the liquid might hide our vibrations.

      It seemed like an excellent plan in my head.

      But as per usual, reality wasn’t quite as clean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Skeld slipped first. He took Ragnar out on the way down. Since both of them were holding spears and wearing armor, it was not quiet.

      But the worm’s movements didn’t seem to change much. The butt had a large spike surrounded by other lesser spikes. Closer up, I could tell that the two colors of the worm were due to two different materials. The darker color didn’t have the same flex and move as the lighter bands. There were small spikes all over the both colors, which I guessed were part of the creature’s locomotion process. But the spikes on the more flexible segments seemed longer and more mobile, and I had a feeling those longer spikes were the worm’s main method of motion. What the little spikes were for, no idea. How the worm made the tunnel though, I wasn’t quite clear on. Harmut had said the marks on the stone walls were a result of the worm’s teeth, and it certainly seemed like the thing was eating rock, given the rather prodigious expulsion of poopslimemuck out its backside. But there wasn’t one exit hole, it seemed more like the creature oozed it from a variety of places. I wondered if it had a lubricating property for the worm, if it was part of the way the creature managed to move through rock.

      I looked over my shoulder, and saw my two compadres tangled up in the mud. In front of me, the worm did its thing. I heard muffled noises coming from the other side of the creature, almost like people shouting. Or screaming. My heart thudded in my chest as I realized that there was the very real possibility we’d tracked the creature through the mountain range over to one of the small farming communities that dotted the landscape between Osterstadt and the capital. People could be dying up there. Innocent farmers. Innocent farmers who would probably gladly give food to anyone who was so bold as to save them from the horrors of a worm attack.

      The thought made me smile. If I could kill the worm, I might have found the perfect way to feed my people.

      I pulled a spear from my bag, fixed my shield to my arm, and started up the slick trail to the worm-end.

      The tail danced this way and that, but the worm didn’t seem to be moving forward much. As I got closer, I could see that the tiny spikes around the worm’s skin were sticking into the wall. That’s how the creature kept itself where it wanted to be.

      My feet slipped, so I jammed the spear against one of the ridges. I may have face-planted into the mud, but I didn’t slide down.

      After a second of struggle, I was back upright, moving towards the worm butt.

      The noises at the other end of the monster were clearer now: definitely screams.

      I probably only had one shot at a surprise attack.

      Naturally, I made the worst of it.

      I planted my feet and jammed the spear down as hard as I could, punching through the lighter colored band of skin. But even though I’d planned for it, I just didn’t have the traction to power through the attack. My feet immediately started sliding out from under me.

      I hung onto the spear with all I had, and drove its tip through the creature until I felt it scrape against rock on the other side. The worm’s tail snapped reflexively, and it crashed me against the wall before sending me tumbling down the steep tunnel. I knocked over Ragnar and Skeld just as they took their first steps back up the hill.

      There was a sickening splash as we landed in the mud-poop-slime-pool. If I wasn’t before, I was now liberally covered in shit. The noise from above got louder, more urgent. But by the time I’d gotten the mud out of my eyes and stood up, the worm was gone.

      I closed my eyes, trying to focus on my other senses. I could just barely make out the worm’s movements with my tremor sense.

      “Up,” I said, “Get your butts up, and fast. Worm’s coming back.”

      The three of us staggered up the incline, bracing as best we could with spears to climb. It wasn’t a pretty ascent. We got about halfway up when I felt the banded worm coming. Fast, and directly toward us.

      “On my word,” I said, “let go and slide down.”

      Both Lutra nodded.

      The worm came closer, at speed. It knew exactly where we were, and I started to worry I was going to misjudge the timing. How big was the worm’s mouth? How fast was it actually traveling?

      “Now!” I shouted.

      Both lutra shot their hands up and dropped into the slick muck, riding it down like a water slide.

      I waited a heartbeat longer, but let go when I had no nerve left.

      Just as I started sliding, the worm’s head breached the stone tunnel wall. It was a mess of teeth. Teeth basically everywhere across the front of the creature, almost rotating in directions I couldn’t understand. The mouth was opening and closing, but there were also layers of mouths, mouths within mouths, each one with more teeth. The inside of the worm looked to have a blueish hue, and thick ropes of dark indigo saliva hung between teeth and mouths and all the various bits of the worm.

      One of the teeth caught my shoulder, and it spun me around. I managed to grab a bit of rock sticking out of the wall, and arrested my downward fall almost immediately.

      But the worm didn’t stop moving; it just powered on, smashing through the other wall of the tunnel and continuing into the rock. It was like standing next to a train going by. The damn worm just kept on coming, whooshing by me.

      “You two, up!” I shouted, trying to be heard over the noise of the giant creature moving through the rock, “up the hill!”

      Thanks to tremor sense, I’d felt what the worm was doing — it was going to come around, this time aiming for the base of the tunnel’s upswing, the spot right were Ragnar and Skeld were sitting.

      With only the barest thought of a plan, I hung on the side of the rock, angling myself so I could have a free drop to the bottom of the incline.

      The worm came blasting through the rock where I’d seen Ragnar and Skeld last. My breath caught — I’d never seen Ragnar and Skeld move. They certainly hadn’t come up the hill, and given the point the worm’d hit, I couldn’t imagine they were hiding under the muck. The mere thought of them being hurt made me physically ill, and I had to completely swallow the idea that something worse had happened. Instead, I let that fuel some rage, and I acted.

      I leapt off the wall, fell through the air for the barest of moments, then landed, spear-point down, on the worm’s body, driving my spear deep into the banded worm. But the damned thing had enough momentum tunneling along that it just knocked me off. The wooden spear haft split off as it hit the granite wall. I rolled along the worm’s body in some sort of cursed tumbling routine, doing flips and tucks and somersaults as the little spikes dug into my flesh and tore holes all over my body. Each hole came with a horrific searing pain and a poisoned debuff icon— the fucker had some sort of chemical excretion. I hated this damn worm.

      The worm finally disappeared down the new tunnel. I dropped to the muck floor and laid there for a heartbeat, watching the worm butt fade into the distance. But I knew the creature would come back any second. I’d put two spears into the thing, definitely spilled some of its blood, but I saw no difference in the creature’s movements. Except that he seemed pissed off and focused on me. I doubted I was doing much actual damage. I had to rethink tactics. Or, you know, think tactics.

      Still no sign of the boys. I looked up the tunnel. The innocent farmers, or whomever was up there, weren’t coming down to help. For better or worse, I was on my own.

      I did a quick tally of what I had, realized I had little in the way anything useful, and decided to pull out Eona’s Magic Bow and a few arrows. It wasn’t a great weapon for fighting an oversized worm underground, considering there was very little space to actually get a shot off. But I had yet to see the effects it’d have on a monster — or any living thing, actually — and having to fire so close meant there was little to no chance of me missing.

      I nocked an arrow against the string and grunted while pulling the string back. Then I stood ready, feeling where the worm was coming from, aiming at the spot I theorized was going to be the point the creature broke through the wall.

      And I waited, listening to the rumbling of the creature tunneling.

      I waited, hoping the arrow would be enough.

      I took a breath. The wall crumbled as the worm forced its way through. Just as I could see the teeth, I let go.

      There was a really loud boom — the sound of something rather wet being hit rather hard, followed by a sudden stillness. The worm had stopped. I think it was trying to figure out what had just happened. I couldn’t hear anything; my ears were ringing hard. My eyes, however, worked at that moment. I’d seen the arrow leave my bow, and then almost instantly smash into the worm’s face. It was beyond fast, seeming like there was an instant shift of the arrow from one point to another. It hit the worm with incredible power, and there was the explosion again as well, and the resulting injury was gruesome and gory. Thick dark blue blood seeped out of the creature’s face, and ruined bits of mouths and flesh hung off, connected by the barest of tendrils. Plenty of teeth were broken into pieces. The bow had made a serious dent in the creature, quite literally.

      Had the creature had eyes, I’m sure we would have been looking at each other in that moment of stillness. Then, the worm seemed to realize I was, perhaps, more trouble than I was worth. He cut a sharp right turn, and started through the stone again.

      “Not today, tubby,” I said, grabbing onto his tail as he passed by.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled on the tail, which caused something like a screech from the worm. He found a new gear, and was off. I tried to get my feet up to give me something to pull from, but instead, I just got shaken every which way by the loose end of the worm. Occasionally, the creature’s spikes drove into me by the worm’s ministrations. It went on for too long to know.

      Finally, the creature slowed down a little. I was able to get my feet in against a ridge, and I started to pull. The worm stopped, not moving forward in the slightest. He released for a second, and I managed to move the creature back a foot.

      “Ha!” I screamed out. “Call me the early bird, bitch, because I caught the worm!”

      But the damn worm was just using our pause as a means to get its own feet, er, spikes, planted. In no time, the worm surged forward.

      I had to do a jumping sort of thing to keep my feet against the ridges, but post worm-surge, I was in place once again to pull back hard, bringing his tail back again.

      We repeated our dance. He’d slip, I’d pull. He’d surge, I’d desperately try to find new footing. I’d effectively slowed his advance to a crawl, but he was still crawling ahead.

      I didn’t have time for this — I had to find my guys and make sure they were alive. So I decided to start pulling out daggers. I stabbed one into the beast. And another, followed by a surge forward. I just kept pulling weapon after weapon from the bag. I moved on to arrows, still stabbing as we pulled and surged. I was making use of one of my abilities dammit: The Sword of My Enemy is My Sword.
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        * * *

      

      The Sword of My Enemy is My Sword: You’ve found that, in a pinch, every weapon will do. +1% dmg for each new weapon used in a combat.
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        * * *

      

      I was just going to use as many weapons as I could, building up that bonus damage percentage until any hit on the bastard would destroy him.

      In no time, I’d stuck him with fifty arrows, twenty daggers, three short swords, two spear heads, and a bevy of throwing knives, and the creature’s blue blood gushed from nearly limitless wounds. But after all that, he moved only minutely slower.

      So I did a big haul, locked one arm around the worm’s butt, and I pulled out the Eternal Xiphos of Sharpness.
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        * * *

      

      The Eternal Xiphos of Sharpness

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: One-handed Melee

      Material: Magical Steel

      Damage: 10-20 (Slashing)

      Durability: 20/20

      Weight: 4.8 lbs

      Requirements: Str 12, Dex 12

      Description: A sword having a cruciform hilt with a grip for one-handed use. The blade is narrow at the base and gradually widens into a leaf shape. The Xiphos of Sharpness is able to cut into anything as long as its durability is full. Eternal swords regain durability over time.
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        * * *

      

      With a mighty swing, at least as best I could do in the confines of the tunnel, I swept the sword down and sliced all the way through the worm’s tail.

      The worm held still for a moment, perhaps in shock, perhaps unable to discern what I’d done. The severed tail, on the other hand, flopped around like a FIFA player drawing a foul. Then the blood came, a bit like that scene with the elevators in that one Kubrick flick? Except the blood was thicker. And blue. And had a lot of bonus genetic material mixed in as well.

      The worm flexed forward, starting to move once again. With his tail gone, the worm’s body lost a bit of its ability to maintain dimensions. So the worm swelled up until he completely filled the tunnel, and, by extension, since he had no tail left, I had nothing to grab.

      But I wasn’t done yet. I still had one more stupid plan to go.

      I grabbed two daggers free and took two big steps before jumping after the big fuckoff worm who’d already started moving. Both daggers slammed into and sliced through the internal fleshy bits of the worm.

      Because I’m a fan of poetic justice, I used those daggers to carve my way into the worm, and tunneled through the bastard from back to front. The worm fought for a good minute or so, but there wasn’t much the beast could do once I was inside. It was gross, but apparently I’d become rather skilled at killing monsters from the inside.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve invented the skill Internal Monster Butchering. Now you can cut your way through the inside of Monsters, Beasts, Abominations, Devils, Demons, and other such creatures with verve, vim, and vigor.  +5% usable resources available from creatures killed in this manner. Bonuses to finding your way around inside creatures.
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        * * *

      

      I lived in a weird world.

      My muscles and lungs were burning by the time I pulled myself through the mouth of the banded worm. It was events like this why I kept my ring of water breathing on my finger at all times. And why I was extremely happy said ring had a rather relaxed definition of water. Though, I do admit, I always felt extra special gross after I’d been ‘breathing’ monster blood. And doubly so in this case. I took a look at him from the front. There were some wounds up there that I certainly hadn’t done. Small bolts sticking out here and there, which made me believe at least one of the farmers had a crossbow.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a  QUEST!

      Fight, Move, or Die

      A banded worm has discovered your home. You killed the creature without a hint of remorse.

      Reward for success: 8000 XP, Followers and Holding occupants gain bonuses to morale, increased chance of rare and exotic mineral spawns within the holding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The quest reward was interesting. Mineral spawns were a thing? I made a mental note to talk to Harmut about it later. He seemed like the best person to speak to on matters of minerals.

      Luckily, there was no sign of Ragnar or Skeld in the belly of the beast. There were, however, plenty of other ingested but not yet digested bits, most of which I couldn’t identify. It could very well have been human remains. Just, well, the banded worm’s stomach was rather impressively acidic.

      Staring at the teeth, the skin, and the bits riding out on the frothing blood, I knew they’d come in handy somehow. Luckily, I had a vague sense of how to skin and harvest the motherfucker.

      So I did. I worked as quickly as I could, trying to keep up a feverish pace. It was a relative miracle I emerged with all fingers still attached. Which might have been purely because of my regenerative ability, but I’ll never tell. I’d skinned the worm, taken his spikes, removed his stomach, and bottled up as many jars as I had with his blood. I also took some large hunks of flesh thinking there was a chance it might provide a meal or two. Also notable, there were a ton of gems and metals within one of the organs of the worm, almost like there was a spot where the creature stored stuff it couldn’t digest before it shat those things out.

      Finally, I cut the worm’s head off in one piece. I had to do a little extra squishing before I got the whole thing into my bag. I was planning to mount it on one of the walls in my room. Not like I had eBay to score nostalgic movie posters from anymore, and I hated bare walls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I had to run at a pretty decent clip to get back through the tunnel because some sort of bonus magic was at work. During my wild ride with the worm, he’d eaten a whole new tunnel, and after I started my trip back to the main tunnel, I realized there was a rather important distinction between the two. The main tunnel, the one we’d taken from Coggeshall to wherever we were, was made on the worm’s own time. The poop slime muck stuff was just that: poop slime. But the stuff he’d left behind during our fight and chase was  something completely different. It wasn’t viscous, it wasn’t dark brown, it wasn’t sticky or full of gems. This stuff was a lighter grey, and, probably the most important distinction, it was a foam, not a slime. And it was growing. Quickly. And as it grew, the lower parts of the foam, the stuff that had been around the longest, firmed up into a very hard rock. It was filling up the tunnels.

      Whatever magic or skills the creature had to allow it to burrow through solid rock at speed was now backfilling the tunnels after the creature passed. Thinking about it, it made sense in a certain way. Give a creature of that size enough time to eat through rock, and there’d be mountains collapsing left and right. This way, though, he just altered the composition of the mountain somehow. I wished I could have managed to catch the creature, just so I could study it a bit more. He was pretty nasty, but he also had some serious economic and construction potential. Build concrete forms and pour the foaming stuff in there, and you could grow a castle in a day.

      As neat as it was, though, it meant I had to run at top speed in an increasingly smaller space. I was ducking and scraping my back along the ceiling by the time I finally made it into the main tunnel, sliding through the collapsing hole like my pseudo-namesake. But I kept my hat on my head. And by hat, I mean helmet. And I suppose by helmet I mean helm. Whatever.

      I slipped into the main tunnel, splatting down in the muck just as the tunnel behind me closed up.

      There was a small hand on the back of my neck.

      “You deal with the worm?” Ragnar asked.

      I pushed myself out of the mud, and gave both the Lutra standing there big hugs.

      “He’s dead,” I said. “I thought he’d eaten you.”

      “We had to go back down the tunnel,” Skeld said. “No way we could make it far enough up the incline in time.”

      “We started after you,” Ragnar said, “but—“

      “You had to give up when it started closing on you,” I interrupted.

      “And we had to collect some of your weapons.”

      Ragnar held up the Eternal Xiphos of Sharpness while Skeld held out Eona’s bow.

      “Yeah, uh, I dropped those, didn’t I?” I asked, feeling rather embarrassed at tossing aside such mythic weapons without a second thought.

      Ragnar nodded, and took the initiative to put both weapons inside my bag.

      “It’s an interesting defense mechanism,” I said. “Makes it real hard for anything to track the fucker without an entire crew mining.”

      “And this stuff is remarkably resilient,” Skeld said. He swung his spear at the former foam, present rock, and there was a bright spark. Not a mark on the rock.

      “Figured you’d make it out eventually,” Ragnar said, leaning against the wall.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Did you check on the farmers?”

      “Farmers?” Ragnar asked, furry eyebrows arching up.

      “I heard screaming, on the other side of the worm. I think he was attacking one of the farming towns outside Osterstadt.”

      “We didn’t hear anything,” Ragnar said. “So we didn’t know to check.”

      “Let’s go then,” I said, doing my best to scrape the mud from my face. I wanted to look at least a little presentable, but I knew I appeared kinda monstrous. Blood, guts, gore, mudpoopslimestuff. A look that said, I kill monsters, but save people. I hoped.

      Still, despite my macabre appearance, I wanted to make sure whomever the banded worm had been attacking were fine. It took a little climbing to get around the worm’s chase tunnel so we could hike up the incline, which was then a vaudeville routine of two otters falling down, grabbing my legs and pulling me down, but eventually the three of us came to the end of the tunnel, pulling ourselves up through a hole.

      It was not sky above us, but a ceiling, with chandeliers and lanterns swinging from the ceiling. There were walls, and a floor.

      It was definitely a room that had been either constructed or carved from the mountain. It didn’t seem like the walls were made of bricks so much as they were solid stone which had been made to look like bricks.

      One wall was taken up by a massive relief of an ornate dragon. Unlike the wyrms I’d fought, it looked majestic as fuck. It seemed like a creature destined to lord over the lands, made for ruling over the skies. The artist had done a tremendous job — it seemed almost real. You know, except for the fact that it was the same color as the surrounding rock and barely three dimensional. A small fountain had been in front of the relief, but the worm’s eruption from the floor had done some serious damage to it, and now water leaked everywhere.

      The dimensions to everything were just a bit off, at least as far as I could tell. Smaller than it needed to be for humans. Not like, Lilliputian or anything — I was still standing up straight and my head wasn’t scraping the ceiling. But the stairs leading out of the room seemed a little short, and the treads a bit shallow. I’d probably have to duck to get through the doors.

      Stretching up on my tiptoes, I got one of the lanterns off the ceiling, and brought it down to the hole. I wanted a better look at where I’d found myself.

      We saw the carnage the worm left behind. Nearly countless bodies torn asunder, as well as carved stone that had been eaten or broken through. I moved slowly, doing my best to avoid stepping on any remains.

      “These aren’t human,” I said as I pushed an arm out of my way with my toe. An arm that was decidedly covered in scales, not skin.

      “Definitely not,” Ragnar said, spear out, back to back with Skeld.

      Footsteps echoed down the hallway beyond the stairs and the exit.

      “Definitely not,” Skeld said.

      I had my shield up and the big-ass sword of weight out. It was definitely a less-than-ideal fighting set up, especially if I was fighting in close quarters with allies, but big shield and oversized sword was a fantastic sort of look for things like intimidation or small penises. We kept the hole at our backs, and readied to see whose home we’d stumbled into.

      The footsteps grew louder, like a hundred feet pounded down the hall. There was a brief pause, which I attributed to the leader of the footsteps getting his, or her, troops ready for battle. A loud cry echoed down the hall towards us. Suddenly a mass of short creatures with large shields and poorly-made spears swarmed out of the door and down the stairs.

      I lowered myself to receive the charge on my own shield, but the onslaught stopped short. The little scaly soldiers slid and bumbled around like kindergartners doing Swan Lake. There was a lot of falling down, some shouts of surprise, and at least one shield bouncing along the stone floor until it disappeared into the tunnel behind us.

      It was impossible to count all the creatures in front of us because they were moving so chaotically, but I estimated it to be around a hundred. Probably more. None of them were taller than Ragnar, the shorter of the Lutra. They had big heads with large mouths, wiry muscled bodies, clawed fingers, and long tails. Reptilian, but almost more dinosaur-like.

      Finally, the troops in the back realized the troops in the front had stopped, and all the shoving ceased. There was a moment of relative stillness, and then a head popped around the doorway in front of us.

      It said something quickly, and I learned a new language.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Northern Kobold.
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        * * *

      

      “Kobolds?” I asked.

      “Ah fuck,” Ragnar said. “There goes the neighborhood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The kobolds picked themselves up, and after their leader barked out a few harsh words, they did their best to get back in formation. But most had lost either their spear or shield. Some both. And those who’d lost a weapon or a shield were scurrying about trying to pick a new one up, which invariably devolved into two of the kobolds fighting over the same shield because one shield was better than the other. The few remaining kobolds who were in formation stood there fidgeting and looking at each other and their leader and very occasionally shooting glances my way. It was a bizarre sight to see.

      Finally, the head kobold guy shouted another set of curses from the hallway, and the kobolds stood at their version of attention.

      “Are they attacking?” the head guy called out in Kobold.

      “They are watching us,” another kobold called out.

      Head guy peered around the corner at us, saw that we had put our weapons down, if not away, and he stepped into the room. He puffed out his chest and stomped down the stairs, while the other kobolds moved aside so he could get through. The guy strode forth like he was the king of the world, stopping right in front of us with a snazzy little stomp, clacking his shiny boots together. An effect somewhat ruined when he had to crane his head painfully high to look at my face.

      “You dare invade—” he started in rough Common.

      I held up a hand. “We can do this in your language if you prefer,” I said in Northern Kobold.

      The head kobold dude stopped, his mouth hanging open. He blinked a few times. It was like his programming shorted out. His mouth closed, then opened, then closed again.

      “You speak our language?” he asked, almost reverentially.

      “I do,” I said.

      “Where is the Banded Worm? Did you scare it off?”

      “Killed it,” I replied.

      “You have brought an army with you then?”

      “Just me and them,” I said, pointing to the two Lutra on my left.

      “You dare lie to a member of the Golden Circle?” he shouted.

      I thought about arguing, trying to explain what I’d done, but I was feeling a bit tired. It’d been a long night already. So instead, I reached into my bag and grabbed the worm’s head. I had to work a bit to to get it out, and so when it came free I had a little force going. My grip slipped, and I ended up dropping it on the floor. The head landed with a loud, wet squelch.

      The kobold leader just stared at the head. He blubbered out the start to a few words, then wound up shaking his head. He took a few steps back from the worm remnants. A quick series of gestures passed between the leader-dude and one of his underlings, and the underling stepped forward as the leader type walked out of the room.

      “Please accept the apologies of the Golden One,” the underling said. “He was unaware of your power and station.”

      “No problem,” I said. “Just doing the right thing as, uh, neighbors.”

      “Neighbors?” The underling asked.

      “Yeah, we live at the, well, it’s not really the other end of this tunnel. The worm bypassed our home on the way here. We were tracking it from there, trying to make sure it didn’t come back to hit us. Got here behind it, and well, I’m just sorry we didn’t get here sooner.”

      “Why?” The underling asked.

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you apologizing for not being here sooner?”

      “Aren’t, uh, seems like there are some, uh, bodies here. Some of your people must’ve died or gotten hurt?”

      The underling looked over the bits and remains of the worm’s victims. “I do not believe any people died in the attack, visitor.”

      “Okay, well, I guess I can retract my apology.”

      “Do you hail from the Empire?”

      “We do,” I said. “We’re from a new town. Coggeshall.”

      “You are the ones we have seen in the valley?”

      “I guess. I’m not sure we’ve seen you, but—”

      “We have many eyes about the valley,” the underling said.

      We’d reached something of a crossroads. Were these kobolds mad about us being in the valley? Did they resent the space we’d taken? There hadn’t been any interactions yet, violent or otherwise, so it was a little hard to guess which tact to take in dealing with them.

      “Do you claim the valley?” I asked.

      The underling looked around, very pointedly avoiding my question.

      We stood there in awkward silence. I wasn’t sure what to ask, and the underling wasn’t about to start talking. I took the chance to grab the worm head and shove it back into my bag, and as I did so, I heard the pitter patter of little lizard boots running down the corridor. Which stopped before they came into view. Then the leader dude strolled back in, trying to look like he’d been chilling. He did his best to avoid breathing heavily.

      “If you would, honored traveler,” the leader dude said with the slightest of bows, “Her Highness deigns to speak with you.”

      I glanced at Ragnar, who shrugged.

      “Your attendants may wait here,” leader dude said, “lest you think we might follow the tunnel back to your home.”

      “Sure,” I said, feeling pretty confident I’d be able to handle whatever the little lizard dudes might throw my way. But, in Lutra, I said, “Don’t fight. Run.”

      Skeld nodded his assent, and I followed the leader dude.

      Sure enough, I had to duck under the door, but the hallway on the other side was just tall enough for me. The top of my helm scraped along the ceiling, so I took it off and carried it under my arm. The place was carved out of the rock. But unlike the precision of the dwarves, there was a bit of a more haphazard approach to the construction work in the kobold home. The floor was mostly flat, but the ceiling was almost an afterthought. The walls came out from the floor at intermittent angles, and I never found a straight door, or even a properly hung door, the whole time I was there. There wasn’t much made out of wood or metal, at least as far as I could tell. Everything was stone. To be fair, it was impressive that the kobolds had fabricated so much out of stone. Hinges, doorknobs, all the various engineered bits and bobs required for semi-modern medieval living.

      We moved through empty tunnels. There were definitely other kobolds about, but they’d either been ordered to stay out of sight, or they were just afraid, and so opted to stay out of sight on their own. I could hear other kobolds, and I felt them through my tremor sense, but I just didn’t see them.

      There were a lot of them — we passed by rooms where I could feel hundreds of feet. It started to freak me out. I did my best to keep my breathing calm as I counted heartbeats through the walls. The number just kept rising. There didn’t seem to be a good chance of me dying, but I figured the kobolds could overwhelm Skeld and Ragnar without too much trouble. Still, it would be a literal bloodbath if I had to cut my way free.

      Finally, though, we came to a small hallway with a large door at the end. The leader-dude had me stop in front of the door. Then he scurried away.

      I stood there like an idiot, just waiting for something to happen. There were some decorations carved around the door, but nothing that matched the artistry from the room where the worm had breached. It was like these carvings had been done by kindergartners, and the relief had been carved by Michelangelo.

      They were largely carvings of kobolds fighting other creatures. Lots of goblins, plus some larger creatures. Also plenty of dragons, big snakes, and what I assumed were alligator people. No humans though. Or really any mammals. I wondered if kobolds were cold-blooded. It was warm enough in their home. Comfortable enough for me, for sure. But then again, I was warm-blooded. I doubted I’d notice as much.

      The door swung inward, pulled open by the leader-dude. He bowed low, gesturing with his arm that I was to enter.

      I gave him a nod and walked into a grand hall. High ceilings and tall columns leading to a dais. On the platform was a large pile of gold. On top of the pile of gold was a chair. I think it was supposed to be a throne, but it wasn’t quite impressive enough to register as such right away. And it wasn’t even a well-made chair.

      The proportions of this room weren’t at all in keeping with the corridors we’d walked through, nor were the construction techniques. Whomever had built the throne room cared far more about craftsmanship than whomever’d made the corridors. The columns were all the exact same size, and went up straight, with beveled edges and intricate carvings. The dais holding the throne, however, was out of place. It had been constructed later, and out of a different stone. And the dais’ lackadaisical approach to right angles and straight lines had me believing it was constructed by the dudes who did the tunnels. The more recent stuff. Which made me assume kobolds.

      The leader-dude had me stand directly in front of the dais, in line with the throne and the kobold who sat on it. She was certainly larger than any of the kobolds I’d so far seen, and with more vibrant coloring.

      Leader-dude bowed so low his nose brushed across the ground.

      “Traveler,” he said, still facing the ground, “I have the immense honor to present unto you her great and merciful highness, Duchess of the South Mountain, Mistress of the Southern Mountain Mines, Kin of Dragons, Immortal Beloved, Scion of Fire, Member of the Platinum Band, Defender of the Mountain, and Member of the Order of Dragons. You may be impressed.”

      “Hey!” I said, making sure my biggest smile was plastered across my face, “you’re a duchess? I’m a duke! Montana Coggeshall, Imperial Duke of Coggeshall. Nice to meet you!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The Duchess made it clear in her reaction that this was not the sort of greeting she’d expected. Nor desired. She leaned back from me, and blinked a few times as if to make sure this was actually happening. Then, when I didn’t disappear or turn into something more palatable, she cleared her throat genteelly, and sighed.

      “Your grasp of The Language is impressive for a traveler,” she said.

      “Thank you?” I replied.

      “It is rare to find one not of the Chosen who has undertaken the challenge of learning an exalted tongue such as The Language.”

      “I figured it was worth knowing if it was held in such high esteem.”

      She gave the slightest smile. I started to catch on how much they liked flattery.

      “I fear, however, you lack a grasp on the Fine Culture,” she said.

      “It is possible,” I replied. “This is the first introduction I have had to, uh, your culture.”

      “Allowances will be made for this traveler.”

      “Thank you, your grace,” I said. “Your kindness is noted.”

      She nodded once.

      “Take him hence,” she said suddenly. “Have him speak to The Traveler.”

      “Yes, your grace,” the leader-dude said.

      Right before I turned to follow the little leader-dude guy, I noticed something interesting about the stack of gold under the throne. Sure, there were a number of gold coins making up the stack, but the vast majority of it was just carved rock underneath the gold. It was made to look like a massive pile, but in reality, it was a slight covering of gold coins carefully placed over plain rock. Interesting.

      The little leader guy led me from the throne room, taking care to shut the door after we went through it. He didn’t go through the whole rigamarole of going around through the other entrance only to let me in this time, which was nice because that move was mostly just a pain in the ass.

      We went through the same poorly constructed corridors as before, still devoid of visible kobold life, until we got to an unassuming door that I would be hard pressed to pick out again, even with Labyrinthian Recall.

      The little leader dude knocked, and we waited.

      The door swung open, and a wizened old kobold face peeked out. There were actually white hairs on the old guy, and whatever color his scales once had been had faded so much he was little more than mottled grey. The old guy was visibly shocked at seeing me, and shook his head a little.

      “Oh,” he said, “manners. Yes, please, enter.”

      I smiled. He spoke perfect Common, with only the slightest trace of an accent.

      “Thank you,” I said, and stooped to duck under the low doorway.

      The room was tiny. A bed took up one side of it, and a tiny desk with an equally small chair were shoved into the remaining space. There was no way I’d fit in the chair, mainly because I barely fit in the room.

      “Please,” the old kobold said, “sit on the bed. I know any other option is impossible.”

      The blanket on top of the bed was quite soft, but it was misleading. It felt like a fleece blanket on top of a hunk of wood. Or, knowing the kobolds, stone.

      The old guy closed the door in leader-dude’s face. Then he sat down on the tiny chair with a grunt.

      “Welcome fellow traveler,” the old guy said. I think he was smiling. He seemed happy to see me at least. “It has been quite some time since I have entertained a visitor here.”

      “This may be a bit odd, but where am I?” I asked.

      “You are in the South Mountain warren of the Mountain Kingdom.”

      “That’s the name of it?”

      “It is, yes. A bit awkward in the mouth, but oddly, no one consulted me when naming this place. Their loss, I suppose. But there are topics to be discussed, just, where to start,” he murmured. “Where to start…”

      He pushed himself off the chair and pulled open the bottom drawer of his desk. He withdrew a teapot and two small cups. There was a spigot in his wall, and he used it to fill the teapot with steaming water. Then he sprinkled a handful of leaves into the pot.

      “Given that you are here speaking with me and have yet to try and kill any of us,” he started, “allow me to surmise you are unfamiliar with kobolds. Is that correct?”

      I opened my mouth to lie, but he waved his hands. Or claws. Both. He waved his arm-ends.

      “You need not lie,” the old dude said. “the truth is evident. It is through magical means you know our tongue?”

      I sighed, but nodded.

      “It is okay. I understand. I am Baltu.”

      “Is that your name?”

      “Yes,” he said, “Baltu the Traveler.”

      “Uh, I guess I’m a traveler too?”

      “You are. All who are not of this brood are travelers. Even me, who, though I am of a slightly different breed, I am yet still a kobold, because I am not hatched from The South Mountain, or even of the Mountain Kingdom, I am thus titled.”

      “My name is Montana Coggeshall, Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Is that of the Empire?”

      “It is.”

      “Ah. And how is the Empire these days?”

      “Oh, well, big, I suppose. A bit tumultuous to be honest.”

      “As it ever was.”

      “You know much about the Empire?”

      “I have more experience with the outside world than most of my kin. At least those here.”

      “Clearly. You speak excellent Common.”

      “Thank you, Duke Coggeshall. It was important for me to learn.”

      “Is that, uh, I mean, is there a reason I’m here talking to you?”

      “Likely the duchess grew tired of looking at you. She finds smooth-skins to be particularly abhorrent for some reason.”

      “Oh. Well, not much I can do there.”

      “No,” he said with a chuckle, “you can not.”

      He tottered over to his little desk and poured tea from the pot into two small cups. They had no handles, but were thick enough that we wouldn’t get burned. Gingerly, he handed one cup to me. My hand dwarfed the cup. It was the size of shot glass that’d get you laughed out of any frat.

      “I believe,” he said, stirring his tea delicately with a claw, “she is hoping I am able to get a better picture of who you are, and why you are in the valley.”

      “I live there. We’re, I mean, I guess I’m trying to make a city there.”

      “Oh? This far from the Empire?”

      “I don’t know how long you’ve been away, but the Empire took Osterstadt. So, the Empire isn’t that far away, and it decided this valley is theirs as well.”

      “I suppose it has been quite some time.” He sipped his tea. “Then perhaps the duchess intends for me to sway you towards helping us.”

      “What do you need help with?”

      He took a deep look into his tea, and blew on it gently. Then, he took a sip. I noticed he was staring at my untouched cup. I smiled at him, lifted it to my mouth, and took a delicate sip. It was nice. A tart, berry sort of taste. Pleasant without being cloying.

      “Have you met some of the other denizens of the valley?” he asked.

      “Some.”

      “There is a rather vile subset of goblins who inhabit the western caves.”

      “The night goblins? Or I’ve also heard them called dark goblins. Not sure which—”

      “Night goblins, dark goblins, they have several names, but a singular focus: their dark god.”

      “They seem pretty fucked up.”

      Baltu seemed to think through that phrase for a moment. Then he took another sip of tea. “They require constant sacrifices. A stream of bodies and souls to satiate their blood-thirsty god. We have been the primary suppliers. Perhaps you noticed the lack of population while you were taken through the halls here. We have been tapped beyond our limits to reasonably recover, certainly not unless the night goblins are stopped.”

      “Hold up,” I said, “despite the fact that the hallways were empty, I know there were a ton of kobolds around.”

      “You really know nothing of us, do you?”

      “I told you I didn’t.”

      “Kobold warrens are notoriously populated. Some might say overpopulated. Others, well, that it is the normal way for kobolds to behave. Something the size of this warren of the Mountain Kingdom would be swarming with kobolds. They would be streaming through the halls. The industrial halls would be a cacophony of noise, the mines would be churning out stone and metals, the gardens would be overflowing with food, and I would not be forced to offer a duke a lowly mug of tea when I could proffer a decanter of the finest kobold mead. I shudder to even consider what the apiaries of the South Mountain warren look like right now. A carpet of dead bees, I imagine. So, yes, there are some kobolds still living here. It is not just myself, the duchess, and that asinine kiss-ass she has named her steward. But it is but a fraction of what it used to be. Perhaps less than a third.”

      That hit me. A third of their population remained. Sure, the dude could be lying to me. But, either way, it’s not like I was good friends with the goblins.

      “You want me to stop the night goblins,” I said slowly.

      Baltu nodded.

      “Any idea how I might go about doing that?”

      “Were it up to me, and thank the gods it is not, my first instinct would be severing their connection to their dark god. Or, alternatively, you could kill them all.”

      “Do I seem like someone who kills a lot?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really? I don’t think I look like a mass murderer.”

      “The muscles. Not much point of them for anything but soldiering.”

      “Sure. But this is different than soldiering.”

      “Is it?”

      “Seems like it.”

      “What does it seem like to you?”

      “Wholesale slaughter?”

      “They represent forces of evil. They would happily eviscerate you, draining your lifeblood on top of one of their dark altars.”

      “I mean—”

      “Perhaps your blood would be what opens the gateway to allow their god to slip into this realm and destroy the world. Would you rather the night goblins massacre your family and friends instead?”

      “No, but—”

      “There is no other alternative with them. They are evil and they are determined.”

      “And what would they say about you?”

      “About me, Baltu? Or about kobolds in general?”

      “Either.”

      “I think they would consider me too old. Too tough. And my hide is nowhere near what it once was. I doubt it would fetch even a fraction of the price a younger snowbolds might—”

      “Snowbold?”

      He was surprised at my interruption, and then smiled broadly. He ran his fingers through the white fur or feathers that adorned him, “Snowbold. That is me. Or that is what I am. Partly at least. We are a relative to the kobolds, but we have a slightly different history. And, I suppose, society. Alas, we likely have not the time to dig into my people’s history, but suffice that snowbolds are cousins to kobolds, quite close. Getting back to our prior topic, as much as I might hate to admit it, I imagine the night goblins would say the South Mountain Brood is weak. Easy pickings, ripe for slaughter. The best provider of sacrifices one could likely ask for. And largely, they would be right. The South Mountain Brood follows the Old Ways, and the Old Ways do not work well unless population levels are immense. They were developed in the times when broods numbered in the—”

      “What are the old ways?”

      He took a sip of tea and smiled.

      “Alas, that must be a conversation for another time.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      “They do not fully trust me — knowing the duchess as I do, she did not intend her toady minion to leave you alone with me, and they will be rejoining us any minute now, as soon as she has finished yelling at him and he can run back here. I can hear them coming down the hall.”

      I tried to listen, but I heard nothing. I reached out with my tremor sense, and finally picked up footsteps heading our way.

      “Will you help us?” Baltu asked once again.

      This time, a quest popped up in my vision.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest Baltu the traveler on behalf of Duchess of the South Mountain, Mistress of the Southern Mountain Mines, Kin of Dragons, Immortal Beloved, Scion of Fire, Member of the Platinum Band, Defender of the Mountains, and Member of the Order of Dragons:

      Won’t You Save Your Neighbor

      Your neighbors, the South Mountain kobold warren has been the sacrificial storehouse for the Night/Dark Goblins who also inhabit your valley. The kobolds seem unable to stop the goblins, and seek your help in stopping the goblins from making their routine raids and sacrificing kobolds to their dark gods.

      Reward for success: Significant increase in relationship with the South Mountain warren, minor increase in relationship with the Mountain Kingdom, XP, (unknown)

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Significant decrease in relationship with the South Mountain warren, et. Al.

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I took a few small sips of the tea, trying my damndest to think through this. Best case scenario: I’d be able to kill the goblins, or at least push them so far back into their cave they’d find another valley to terrorize. It was certainly something I’d need to do at some point —  and maybe this way, I might be able to get the kobolds as allies. The biggest question: were kobolds worth having as allies?

      Baltu seemed to know what I was thinking — the wry smile that bloomed on his dinosaur-like face gave him away. He chuckled to himself and finished his tea.

      “I would offer you another cup,” he said, “but I fear you have to go.”

      The door swung open. There was the little leader guy, standing at the head of a group of weapon-wielding kobolds.

      “You go now,” Leader-dude said.

      “Thanks for the tea,” I told Baltu in Common. “And I’ll do it. But for you, not for the duchess.”

      I said Yes to the quest.

      He smiled, big, the kind where his eyes even got in on the act. “All the same in the end. But I do appreciate it, Duke of Coggeshall.”
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      The crew escorted me back to the busted-up room, which had not been touched. Arms and legs and other less-identifiable body parts were still strewn about the place. Skeld and Ragnar looked bored more than anything. As soon as I returned, they herded us back down the hole.

      The walk back was quiet for a bit, at least until Ragnar guessed the kobolds weren’t in listening range.

      “They’re weird, huh?” Ragnar asked.

      “Who, the kobolds?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Weirdoes.”

      “I mean, they’re not the weirdest I’ve come across in Vuldranni.”

      “Were they Old Way Followers?” Skeld asked.

      “How do you know about that?” I asked.

      “Hunting parties talk. People talk. Kobolds are not well liked amongst, uh, the Empire at the least. Oft, they are just considered monsters.”

      “They didn’t seem like monsters.”

      “They think they’re little dragons,” Ragnar interjected.

      “Matter of debate,” Skeld said. “Personally, I think it depends largely on whether you consider if they might be descended from dragons, or if you think they might actually be where dragons come from.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, coming to a stop in the muck. “How do dragons figure into this?”

      “If you ask kobolds—” Ragnar began.

      “Some kobolds,” Skeld corrected.

      “Sure, some kobolds,” Ragnar continued, “they will happily tell you that kobolds can turn into dragons.”

      “And some will say they are descended from dragons.”

      “But no one knows if either story is true.”

      “I haven’t exactly seen a dragon,” I said. “But thinking about it, I’d say I could maybe see some similarities between the wyrms I’ve seen and the kobolds I just met.”

      “You mean the wyrm,” Ragnar said, exasperated. “Not worm.”

      “And the Old Ways are,” Skeld started, then stopped, trying to find the words. “Describing it is hard. There is a lot about the practice I—”

      “It’s not hard,” Ragnar said. “The Old Ways mean they bash some heads in to make stupid worker types. They feed some of the babies good food and some of them trash. It’s all some hogwash about making super-kobolds who’ll reach the next stage of evolution on the way to being dragons. And it’s crazy.”

      “I know that the guy I talked to said that this warren—” I started.

      “Yeah, warren, that’s what they call their groups,” Ragnar said. “And sometimes broods.”

      “Sure,” I said. “The guy I talked to said I was a traveler. He was a traveler too, except he was just a different type of kobold. He told me this brood, the Mountain Brood, follows the Old Ways. But we ran out of time before I could get a deeper explanation.”

      We stood there in the muck for a moment, and I was really tempted to push Skeld harder because I wanted to know about these Old Ways, but I had the distinct impression, he didn’t have the knowledge I wanted. Or needed.

      I grabbed a bit of the poop-mud, and I rubbed it between my fingers. It had a strange texture, alternatively remarkably smooth and a bit gritty. I wondered how the poop-mud and the foam differed. How the worm made both, and I wanted to know if someone might figure out a means to corral these worms and harvest the poopmud or foam from them.

      Skeld and Ragnar were walking again, their feet squelching along through the muck. I hopped to, catching up quickly, but it seemed like the two Lutra were deep in thought.

      Given the lack of conversation, I started to think about the kobolds and the goblins and the quest I’d accepted. Another mass-killing quest. And no handy-dandy glow-stone to do it with. Granted, the quest didn’t require me to kill all the goblins — I just needed to find a way to stop the goblins from kidnapping and sacrificing the kobolds. Permanently. And I got a little bit of info I didn’t know: the goblins lived in a cave on the west side of the valley. Which meant, in my head at least, that the kobolds lived on the east side. I wondered how long the killing had been going on. And I wondered what else lived in and around the valley. I was willing to bet that the kobolds knew a lot about the area, what monsters were where, good hunting grounds, good fishing grounds, that was definitely stuff of value to Coggeshall, and maybe if I helped them out, they’d be willing to give us a map or two.

      The hike back was deeply unpleasant. We tripped just about as often, the rocks we stepped on were just as painful. But knowing that we didn’t have some big fight at the end of our stroll made it easier to pick up all the various gems and minerals we came across and toss them into my knapsack. I stopped keeping track of the riches, but it was an impressive haul. I idly wondered if anyone had tried using banded-worms for mining operations. They certainly seemed uniquely suited to it. Minus the insane drive for murder. A minor liability into any sort of commercial operation.

      Our first indication we were close to home came when we noticed the muck had been cleaned up, which turned our slog into a stroll. No more tripping, no more sucking sounds as we tried to pull our feet out. It was almost relaxing.

      Finally, we came around a slight bend and saw light leaking into the tunnel. And a staircase. Harmut had gotten a staircase carved down into the tunnel. Two glow-stone lanterns hung at the top of the stairs, flanking and a heavy stone door, about twelve feet tall. It was remarkably incongruous with the rest of the place, and I couldn’t help but laugh when I saw it.

      “Those dwarves work fast,” I said.

      I gave the door a hard knock, one that was rather muffled by the heavy stone nature of the door.

      The sound of stone grating against stone came from above me. I looked up to see two bearded faces looking down. As soon as one recognized me, a toothy grin spread across his face.

      “Mornin’ my lord,” one of them said, “nice hunt?”

      “A bit messy,” I replied, smiling, “but successful.”

      “Open the door!” The dwarf called out over his shoulder. The heavy noises of stones being moved around filled the air. Finally, the large door swung open.

      There were some smiling dwarves inside.

      “You got the worm, your grace?” One of the dwarves asked.

      “I did,” I replied, and dug into the bag. I pulled out the worm’s head and held it up as best I could.

      I got a few more gasps than I was expecting at first, but finally someone started cheering. Then all the dwarves began to cheer, and I started to feel awkward. Especially as the worm’s blue blood ran down my arm.

      Ragnar pushed past me and the dripping head. Then he stopped and glared at the dwarves. “Knock it off,” he said. “The duke’s got a big enough ego as it is. And he stinks.”

      Skeld just nodded as he pushed by. “You do.”
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      My first stop was going to be reporting to Nikolai, but then I remembered I had an awesome new shower to use. I was pretty foul, covered with a wide variety of liquids and semi-liquids, plus a few non-Newtonian fluids. Some of the foamy stuff had settled on my armor, and it had hardened into lumps of steel. I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to get it off — it certainly wasn’t scraping off. It took me a few minutes to get all my armor off, and I had to summon some prinkies to assist. Seeing their size and my size and that I had to lay down on the floor to give them access to all the various ties, I decided that I needed a prinky armor tower made, where I could stand in front of the tower, and the prinkies could run all over and reach whatever they needed to reach.

      I sent them off with my armor and clothes to get cleaned and repaired so they wouldn’t just stand in the bathroom and watch me shower.

      Which is why it was rather surprising to finish washing my hair and beard and see that Nikolai was casually leaning against the sink, looking over his nails.

      I shook the water off. Nikolai glaring at me — I’d gotten him wet.

      “Morning, your grace,” he said. “Did you have an exciting night?”

      “Yeah, you could say that,” I replied. “Wait. I think I forgot the code. Is—”

      “What code?”

      “The one where you’re happy with me and you say my lord, and—”

      “I have not been using it.”

      “Oh.”

      “I am hoping you are able to understand when I am happy with your decisions, and when I am not.”

      “Okay, fine. So why are you saying your grace—”

      “It is the proper address for a duke.”

      “Why?”

      “I admit I have never had enough interest to ask. Care to share what you were doing last night?”

      “No one told you?”

      “I only know you did something foolish, because I saw the remains of your armor.”

      “I was looking for Emeline, and accidentally discovered that a banded worm had burrowed through the corner of our mountain home. Harmut told me that we needed to take care of the worm on the quick, or it’d come back and have breakfast with us.”

      “This worries me.”

      “Worried me too. But I think it’s over for the moment.”

      “Perhaps. I have never heard of a banded worm in this part of the Empire. Definitely not something so large.”

      “Is it something you would have heard of?”

      “Given my old position near the Emperor, yes. I was kept abreast of all monster sightings. Thingmen were sent out to capture or kill anything the Emperor had an interest in. He did little hunting himself once he assumed the throne, yet he liked to have the trophies as if he did.”

      “Did he claim them as his own?”

      “No, the Emperor did not. He considered them proper decoration.”

      “Odd flex, but okay. The spot where the worm’s tunnel meets Coggeshall is in the middle of the worm tunnel. You think we have to go explore the other end of the tunnel?”

      “‘We’ does not necessarily mean you. But yes, we must know where that leads and if that will give us an advantage or another entrance to guard.”

      “Harmut has some people down there, and a pretty big entrance.”

      “I will need to take a look. Is it worked into the environment or is it obvious?”

      “It’s pretty obvious. And he’s got the prinkies gathering all the worm muck left behind.”

      “I will discuss it with him. There are a number of other issues you and I need to address before I do that, however.”

      “Is this where you yell at me for putting myself in danger?”

      “I am not angry with you this morning, my lord. But there are increasing issues we need to overcome. What with your questions, I presume you reached at least one end of the tunnel.”

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      “Kobolds.”

      “Ah.”

      “Ah?”

      “Would you prefer I dance about the room with excitement given how rare kobolds are? How useful they are?”

      “No, I mean, they were interesting to me.”

      “Yes, well, that’s you. And given your predilections, I assume you have brought back additional quests?”

      “Maybe one.”

      “Which is?”

      “Stop the Night Goblins from taking the local kobolds.”

      “Ah. Adding another enemy to the pile.”

      “We’re already enemies with those assholes. They’re the ones that took the little girl.”

      “Right, yes, lost track of that for a moment. And we are helping kobolds.”

      “That’s the general idea, yeah.”

      “Do you know anything about kobolds?”

      “Not before today, but I learned a bit. I know that Ragnar and Skeld aren’t the biggest fans.”

      “Fans of kobolds are rare. Almost exclusively limited to other kobolds And not even then.”

      “They didn’t seem that bad.”

      “They are not whom I would choose to live among.”

      “Why? They seemed fine.”

      “There are a host of reasons. Off the top of my head: they have a way of selectively understanding things like property rights. Their societal structure is fundamentally different than our own. They have quite a few different ways of operating that might seem alien to you, and their ability to understand other cultures different than their own is almost preternaturally none.”

      “So they look at everything through a kobold lens?”

      “Yes. Mostly.”

      “Don’t you always look at things through a human lens?”

      “It is not the same.”

      “Oooh-kay, Nikolai.”

      “Regardless of my feelings, or your assumptions of my feelings, there are almost always additional issues that arise when living near kobolds. They rarely believe treaties apply to their entire nation or community — it us much more common for kobolds to assume that agreements are only between individuals, even if one of those individuals is their ruler. This makes dealing with them in an any official capacity hugely frustrating. And gods help us if the kobolds in question have not given up their barbaric Old Ways.”

      “Well—”

      “Lovely. So they follow the Old Ways.”

      “Apparently, yes.”

      “You need to get talking to Borin and find out more about what we’re facing with the corrupted. He’s our only intelligence.”

      “Abrupt topic change?”

      “You know nothing about kobolds and dismiss any warnings I offer before denigrating me for bigotry. Where would you like this conversation to go?”

      “I don’t know, I just—”

      “And have you forgotten the quest given to you by a goddess wherein the fate of the very world hangs in the balance? Would you prefer we talk about the kobolds who will likely fuck us over when given the chance?”

      Sometimes I didn’t like Nikolai very much.

      “Any progress on the cure?” I asked, more than happy to move the topic over.

      “Not in the one night they have had to work. I fear we must push the corrupted ones surrounding our northern walls back. We have no idea how many ursus are out there, might be just enough to keep us stuck inside—”

      “— Might be a thousand.”

      “Could be, knowing that is vital. Right now, we give them control. But a concerted attack against them requires more knowledge about the ursus, and the corruption, than we currently possess.”

      “Anything happen on the south side?”

      “That progresses. There have been no real attempts on breaching the gate since Mercy and Essie developed their Shower.”

      “Perhaps because they cooled the attacks off?”

      “I hate your puns. Rather, I believe there is something else at play. Caticorix does not strike me as a man who sits around. He will be working another angle, and I am sure it will come to light soon. But while we wait for his nonsense, we must work on the corrupted ones.”

      “And the night goblins.”

      “I will add that to my list of things needing doing, but I urge you to remain focused on the quest from Eona.”

      “The joys of being in charge, eh?”

      “Let me count the ways. And do not forget: your training must continue apace as well.”

      “I’m well aware of that.”

      “There is much to be done, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “Yeah, got it, Nikolai of Pain in the Butt Hole.”

      “I preferred your puns.”

      “I prefer private showers, but we take what we can get.”

      “I do apologize for interrupting, but there are too many things needing your attention to wait.”

      “Do you think you could have people come to me, since I need to be training?”

      “You are the Duke, you may make requests of your subjects.”

      “Okay, well, I’m going to train. Have Borin come to me.”

      “Very well, your grace.”

      “Was that, I mean, are we still using that code thing?”

      “I was just being polite, Montana. Get out of the fucking shower — you waste water and time.”

      He pushed himself off the sink and stalked out of the room.
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      I put on another of my too-tight shirts and slipped some looted chainmail over it. It wasn’t the best possible armor, but my best possible armor was full of dings, dents, and steel growths after the de-worming.

      I know I told Nikolai I’d follow his training protocol, and I knew it was effective, but I felt like there were too many things that needed doing and not enough time to do them. I was pretty set on skipping my training sessions, but food was another story. I needed breakfast.

      Heading down to the cantina, I got a plate of eggs and potatoes, and found a deserted corner of the place to sit and chow down.

      Perhaps because I was the duke, or because I was bigger than most everyone there, it became clear I wasn’t any good at hiding. Before I’d even taken a bite, Saivoer strode over, her bow unstrung and across her back, and quivers of arrows on either hip. She gave me a knowing smile, as if she somehow intuited I’d been planning on ditching archery practice. She sat down, took a potato from my plate, and popped it in her mouth.

      “Almost ready to go?” She asked.

      I looked down at my plate, I shoveled everything I could into my mouth. And then I smiled at her, knowing full well I had eggs in my teeth and beard.

      “Sure,” I said.

      Her smile vanished, and she sighed.

      “Let us go, your grace,” she said, getting to her feet and walking out of the cantina without waiting for me.

      There were a few other archers practicing on the range, and though I got a little side-eye when I stepped up, they said nothing. My instructor walked down to the targets and pinned up a number of small pieces of paper. Or parchment. Or even cloth. Little light colored squares. Then, she sashayed on back, and gave me a look like I should have already been ready for shooting.

      Saivoer waited quasi-patiently for me to string a practice bow. I noticed she looked relieved that I didn’t pull out Eona’s bow. Then I started shooting, and she started correcting me. She made no mention of any improvements I’d made from the previous day, even though I felt like I was shooting much better.

      I sent arrow after arrow down range, and though I was on target, I wasn’t hitting the exact spots Saivoer wanted. She’d call out a spot on the target, and want three arrows in it as fast as I could. Then another.

      After an hour, we moved back another hundred yards, far enough from the targets and the rest of the archery range that the other archers practicing decided they’d had enough for the day and moved off. That meant Saivoer had even greater flexibility in calling out targets, because none of the other spots in the range were taken.

      We’d empty all three of her quivers, and then I’d sprint to fetch the arrows and bring them all back. Then we’d start over. I certainly wasn’t overshooting the physical targets, but I wasn’t hitting the little white squares like she wanted. Once or twice, I could see her get frustrated, and she’d string her bow up quick, and then fire off a few arrows, doing the whole Robin Hood thing where she drilled one of her arrows with another. It was impressive, and certainly made me feel better about her being my instructor. Not that I was doubting her. I almost had the feeling that she needed to prove to herself, that she knew what she was doing because maybe she felt she wasn’t teaching me correctly. Which might have been true. I wasn’t exactly a bright and shiny student surpassing the teacher. Granted, it was day two. But I think people had started to have unrealistic expectations when it came to me doing anything.

      After another hour, she pushed me back another hundred or so yards. I was having a little trouble just getting the arrows to go the distance. The use of the bow somewhat negated any strength bonus I had —  I couldn’t exactly help throw the arrow. Saivoer got a little snippy — with the bow, not me — and so she marched off to find a different one while I took a short break. A break that got interrupted almost as soon as it started by Borin.

      “Borin,” I said as a greeting, “how’s things?”

      “Better, my lord,” he said, with a deferential bow of his giant head. “I have been told you have made contact with the corrupted.”

      “There was a bit of fighting.”

      “I am happy you were victorious.”

      “Makes two of us. I do have a few questions.”

      “I will answer what I am able.”

      “You’ve got some innate powers, as ursus, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And that helps you, like, hide in the woods?”

      “We are able to blend with our environment in several ways. Some of these are abilities which we are able to level up. I am not as clear as to your abilities, but we are also able to share or spread our abilities over members of our tribe.”

      “Oh snap, that’s pretty powerful.”

      “It can be.”

      “The corrupted ones made an attack, and we pushed them back. Then they seemed to go away, but we weren’t sure, so we sent out a scout—”

      “The one who is now corrupted.”

      “You know about that?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “When food was brought to us, it was mentioned to me.”

      “Any ideas on a cure?”

      “None.”

      “Okay, quick question. Might be a bit of a tangent, but are you followers of Eona?”

      “We are,” he said, nodding enthusiastically.

      “I have, uh, well, she and I have spoken a few times. Well, two times, I don’t want to make it seem like we’re best buds or something, but she tasked me with stopping the corrupted ones. Either by death or by cure. Naturally, I’d prefer cure, but—”

      “It would likely be easier to kill them all.”

      “Do you know how many there are?”

      “No.”

      “A guess?”

      “I am unsure how far west or east the corruption has spread. There are tribes throughout this range, and we are rarely all in one place. All the ursus I have known within my lifetime are gone, save those within this fort. Perhaps four thousand? Five thousand?”

      “That’s a lot of death.”

      “Yes. Did you not think to ask Eona for a cure?”

      “She wasn’t able to give me one.”

      “Then I fear there is not one to find, either.”

      “I’m not quite ready to give up. If you don’t mind, can you check in with the cleric of Eona. Meikeljan, he’s a little white furry guy. Tough to miss him. Except he’s really small, so maybe it is easy to miss him. He’s probably in the Hall. But check in with him, maybe he has questions you can answer, or a thought about the cure.”

      “I will do that, Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I admire that you are not quick to seek death, my duke. But these are not beings of good who deserve justice and mercy. These are creatures of evil who seek to turn this world into a hellscape of their own making. They will not—”

      “I get it. Evil. No mercy. Don’t feel bad killing them.”

      “Exactly. And I say this knowing my kin are out there. But those kin are also calling for my blood. They will eat my young if they can. They—”

      “Are there any, like, weird weaknesses you can tell me? Are you all allergic to steel or silver or, I don’t know, particularly vulnerable to anything?”

      “We have fur — it does not do well with fire.”

      “Do you know how the corruption spreads?”

      “As when you have asked before, no.”

      Saivoer came walking back with a larger bow and a sturdier looking string.

      “Back to the grind,” I said, standing up straight.

      “I will speak to the cleric,” Borin said.

      “Thanks, Borin. And if you think of anything that might be useful, you know, in killing these fools, you let me know.”

      “I will.”

      He walked away, and I couldn’t help noticing the extreme size difference between Borin and Saivoer. It was startling. He was not only substantially taller, but exceptionally wider than the human woman. I had to wonder why they’d lost their fights against the Empire.

      Saivoer shoved the bow in my hands.

      “Back to shooting,” she said, practically glowering at me.

      “Uh, you angry at something?” I asked.

      “If I am, it is my business. Shoot.”

      So I shot.
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      Most of the time, Saivoer’s teaching style was some pushing and pulling of my leg or arm or what not, but whatever had transpired during her search for my better practice bow had really pissed her off. My feet were out of place, so she hit me in the legs with her bow, and it stung like a motherfucker.

      I glared at her, but she was just looking down at the targets.

      Back to shooting. I was getting closer to the targets, but then I released the arrow a little wrong, and there was a tremendous pain in my ribs. She’d jabbed the end of her bow into me as hard I she could.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Your release was off,” she replied. “Again. Third square to the left.”

      I went through the whole rigamarole, aim, breath, check feet, check grip—

      Get hit in the face.

      “Faster,” she said.

      I clenched my teeth, but did it all faster. Aim, release.

      The arrow hit the target, just not the square she’d wanted.

      Whack. She hit me.

      It continued in that manner, every time I did something she didn’t like, there’d be some sort of physical retaliation, and she wasn’t pulling her hits. My only thought was that, perhaps, she had heard about my regenerative abilities and somehow came to the conclusion I didn’t feel pain either. But that wasn’t true. It hurt. It started to really get to me, and I had to take big breaths so I didn’t whack her back.

      Just when I was about to snap, I shot three arrows in the exact spot Saivoer had ordered. Either that satisfied her, or she’d finally worked out her anger, and she stood up.

      “We are done, your grace,” she said, and walked off without a second look back at me.

      I watched her walk away, and I unstrung my bow almost mechanically. For the most part, I’d enjoyed learning to shoot with her, up until our last bit of practice. I didn’t really mind that she had a brusque straightforward personality. In some ways, it was refreshing. But this new Saivoer was not pleasant. I shook my head, hoping she’d get her shit together, then I grabbed the strings and arrows, and cleaned up the archery range. Part of being the trainee, I figured. Plus, it was an almost relaxing moment of rote manual labor. By the end of it, when the range was back to new, I was tired, and smarting, and only had getting beaten up by Carpophorus to look forward to, which meant I needed to come up with a  good way to get out of that particular party.
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      Don’t get me wrong, I loved the learning aspect of training. The pain, not so much, but I suppose that was just the manner in which people in Vuldranni felt was best to teach. Or I’d had the shit luck of getting two sadists for teachers, and putting me in pain was the reason they’d agreed to teach me. Either way, pain. Yay.

      I went to the cantina and grabbed a large piece of meat, taking it back outside and munching on it while I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes, enjoying the sunshine. I overheard two voices, young women chatting together, laughing, and a little idea flitted into my, lesbihonest, meathead. There was a singular individual amongst all of those currently in Coggeshall to whom I could speak to and no one would dare interrupt me or try and beat me up. A certain young woman who was currently making small talk with one of her attendants.

      I pushed off the wall, and I popped the last bite of meat into my mouth. I strolled across the grounds, and stepped into her path. She, and her attendant, came to a quick stop, and I saw a flash of anger zip across her face, because she immediately recognized me. I could sense an undercurrent of anxiety going on with her, but she was doing a particularly good job at hiding it.

      The princess looked up at me, and then let her gaze travel all the way down to my mis-matched boots before coming back up to the tangled strawberry blonde hair hanging past my shoulders.

      “Duke Coggeshall,” she said softly.

      “Highness,” I replied.

      “I have been meaning to speak with you,” she said, still softly. It was hard to hear her, and though I was super tempted to lean in, I kinda felt that a dude of my size doing that might be a little imposing.

      “Might this be something we do, say, now?”

      “I would like that, yes.”

      “So this a we-should-talk-in-private thing?”

      “Is there privacy in Coggeshall? We all seem to be living on top of each other, and I cannot imagine a time when I had true privacy in the capital.”

      “Well, we’re different than the capital. Lack of indoor plumbing, for one.”

      “There are not many sewers here, that is true,” she replied, just a hint of a smile around the corners of her mouth.

      “I could kick Nikolai out of his office, or we could go to the Treasury. Or, you know, we could go stand on the wall. At least there we could see if anyone is eavesdropping. Your choice.”

      She looked from the wall to the mountain and back.

      “I was told you have your own quarters.”

      “Yeah, they’re up there,” I said, pointing to the windows cut out of the rock well above us. “It’s just kinda cold with the wind and the snow and whatnot. And, you know, stairs.”

      “Ah.”

      There was something there, something she wanted to say but didn’t have the guts for. She wanted to talk to me in private, in my own quarters… Oh. It took a minute. I mean, I could have been adding a rather large amount of unsaid context, but it wasn’t far from the realm of possibility that she was engaged in some form of seduction.

      ‘How about the wall?” I said, starting to walk, figuring she’d continue along with me.

      “Excellent,” she replied, sounding not at all happy with that suggestion.

      We walked right by Carpophorus, who bowed reverently at the princess, and scowled at me while holding a large wooden sword. I gave him a big ol’ smile right back, as he cut through the air. Perhaps I hadn’t through through my attempt at skipping murder-Montana-time; my afternoon was going to hurt.

      We climbed the stairs to the wall, and the guards gave us some space. I noticed the princess held back ever so much, looking out across the open field with more than a little fear. There wasn’t much to see: five hundred or so yards of dead grass and mud, with the occasional splotch of snow tucked into a shady spot. Beyond that, tall trees and dark forest. The weather was moving from mostly sun to mostly clouds, but the cold westerly winds seemed to be on a midday break.

      “What’s up?” I asked, leaning against the wall.

      “You are rather informal, Duke Coggeshall.”

      “Yeah, it’s a problem, isn’t it? I just can’t seem to shake the habit.”

      “I like it. Refreshing.”

      “Only feels that way for a little while. You’ll get over me pretty quick.”

      She raised an eyebrow and pursed her plump lips. The princess had a different way about her than anyone else I’d met in Vuldranni, and that moment, her skin was close to perfect, her hair was well done, her eyebrows would probably be considered on fleek. I didn’t see a single scar on her, anywhere. I wondered if her almost perfect appearance had something to do with a sheltered upbringing. If she looked so good because she’d never missed a meal, or fought a monster.

      I think she was about to say something, but thought better of it. Instead she just looked out over the open area some more.

      “Was there something specific you wanted?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she replied. “Or more that there is something I wish to discuss with you.”

      The guards seemed to realize why we were on the wall, and had chosen to take new positions a discrete distance from the two of us. No one else had approached closer to the wall, but I noticed Carpophorus was chatting with the young woman who’d been accompanying the princess. The young woman, for her part, was sneaking glances at us on the regular. Seemed like Carpophorus had picked up on the princess’s desire for privacy and was helping us out.

      “Seems like we’ve got a moment to chat without anyone overhearing us,” I said.

      “What do you know about why I am here?” She asked.

      I glanced her way. She was staring right back at me. It was a pretty intense stare, her big blue eyes boring into me as if she was about to do some sort of magic. The act of being a young girl was gone; she was serious now.

      “Beyond you being the potential heir to the throne?” I asked. “Very little. I heard you tried to give the throne up.”

      “I did. It was not something I was keen on inheriting.”

      “But now?”

      “Now I see I made a rather large mistake.”

      “You want to be Emperor?”

      She took a deep breath, opened her mouth, and then snapped it shut again. She swallowed whatever she’d been about to say and shifted her intense gaze from me to the dark foreboding forests beyond.

      “I have no idea what the Empire needs,” she said finally. “Nor what the Emperor is able to do. It was a process hidden from me as I grew up. My father was as much a stranger to me as I am to you. I was not prepared for ruling — I was prepared for a political marriage.”

      “One, I’m hearing a lot of excuses, princess. No one can possibly know what being the Emperor is truly like. There’s only one Emperor at a time, and unless you’re the Emperor, you just don’t know. And two, that’s not what I’ve heard about you and the Emperor.”

      “You are new to the Empire,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “At least as far as I have heard. For that reason, I will forgive you for speaking so bluntly of topics you know little about.”

      “Is the topic you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Princess, I know people. I’ve known a lot of people in my life. Good people, bad people, young people, old people, poor people, rich people, happy, sad, glad, mad, craven, suicidal, psychopaths, sociopaths, and homeopaths. I’ve known all kinds. I’ve been fucked over and done the fucking over. I’ve killed people, saved people, and left people to horrible fates. People might be the only thing I know well. So, yeah, I don’t know you, but I can hear what’s behind the shit you’re spewing.”

      “I spew shit? Do you know to whom  you speak, Duke of Coggeshall?”

      “Sure. A young woman who’s scared because she’s on her own for the first time.”

      Once again, she looked away from me, this time over at Coggeshall.

      “Maybe I am scared,” she said softly.

      “Being scared is never the problem,” I said, excited I could pull a trite quote out and sound like I was a genius. “Courage isn’t the absence of fear, it’s the triumph over it.”

      She seemed to take that in for a moment, her brow furrowed and her lips pursed.

      “You continue to surprise me, Duke Coggeshall. It is one reason I am willing to speak to you. To trust you. But your newness to my empire means you lack the grasp of our history that you should. Do you know of the Carchedon?”

      “I’ve heard of them. Nearby assholes, tend to invade us a bit, then we invade them a bit?”

      “They have long been our adversaries, but we are just distant enough that an all-out war with them has never been possible. Sadly, our conflict with Carchedon never ends. We throw our sons and daughters to slaughter, doing little more than fertilizing fields with our blood. My father had his own plan to end the war.”

      “You.”

      “Me. I was to wed the Hospodar’s son. My father and the Hospodar had communicated in secret, and a deal was struck. I was betrothed without my knowledge. The Hospodar was much like my father, a man who cared about his people. But his son was different. A capricious and cruel young man, if just the nicer stories told are remotely true. I was unwilling. And ultimately, my betrothed wanted war. He killed his father to make sure the wedding could not be completed, and took the throne.”

      “Sounds like a good husband.”

      “He is a more a monster than any I have ever met or seen.”

      “But you were left without a gig.”

      “You mean like a role? More or less. I was not overly disappointed but ultimately, I find I am not prepared for the situation that has resulted. I thought my father would be alive much longer than…” she trailed off.

      “Than he was,” I finished for her.

      She nodded.

      “My uncle’s desires were no secret,” she continued. “But my father believed it would amount to nothing. He thought his brother was all talk, that when push came to shove, Valamir would remember family. He was convinced there were bigger threats to the Empire than Valamir.”

      “Who?”

      “I have no idea. He never entrusted me with any of his theories. About anything, really. He had decided who I was before even I knew it — I was just a pawn to be used to placate some other ruler.”

      “I don’t want to make light of your situation,” I said, “because it sucks. I know what it means to lose a parent. Or both. But, at the same time, it’s given you the chance to pivot your path to whatever you want it to be. That’s huge. Most of these people here,” I gestured to Coggeshall behind me, “they were born into what their life is going to be. Farmers, soldiers, miners, regardless of what they actually want. You get to choose. You want to be the Empress? Take it. All you have to do it say yes, and there’s no way the Senate can stop you—”

      “What if I cannot pass the test?”

      “Then, once again, you’re letting fear dictate your life, Princess. You aren’t making your own choices.”

      “And if I choose to give up the throne?”

      “I don’t know. You can be a farmer. Or a soldier.”

      “Or a miner?” She asked with a smile.

      “Sure. Make candles. Hunt monsters. Weave baskets. You can do most anything.”

      She was quiet for a moment, as if she was actually absorbing what I’d just told her.

      “Do you trust your men?” She asked, out of the blue.

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Do you know what they intend?”

      “When, and where?”

      “For you.”

      “As far as I know, we’re just trying to make a safe home for people. A place to weather the storms of the Empire and beyond.”

      She laughed a little, a harsher sort of chuckle than I’d heard from her so far.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You are either innocent or stupid,” she answered.

      “Probably a mix of the two,” I replied, doing my best to let the insult slide off.

      “There is a reason I am here—”

      “You mean other than you’d be killed if you were anywhere else?”

      “You do not see it?”

      “Not yet,” I replied, genuinely confused with where she was taking things.

      She looked me over, nodded to her self, then looked back across the open field once again.

      “I know being blunt is your thing, but I find it quite a challenge to be so, a lifetime in court has taught me to speak around any topic of import. Because gods-forbid a child should speak his or her mind on a topic to be left for adults. I am still thought of as a child, and those around me seek to yet do what my father could not.”

      “Aren’t you still a child?”

      “I am old enough to be wed — is that not the act of an adult?”

      “You’ve got me there. But how old are you?”

      She sighed, and though she’d turned away from me, I’d swear she was pouting.

      “I am twenty-two,” she finally admitted.

      Definitely not a child then, I thought.

      I had the feeling there was more to this story than she was letting on. From what Cleeve and Nikolai had told me, the Emperor was no fool. He’d had a pretty clear picture of the enemies out to get him, and he seemed to value his people as, well, people. I just didn’t see his own daughter being ignored in the way she was describing. The princess may have been engaged in a marriage intended to become a political alliance, but if everyone treated her as a child even though she was in her twenties—

      “They expect us to marry,” the princess said suddenly.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I asked, startled out of my reverie.

      “I am here to fall in love with you, and I assume you are either to do the same or to realize the positional benefits of marrying the Emperor’s daughter, so that you may take the throne instead of me.”

      “Uh, who’s plan is this?”

      “Nikolai, Wian, my father, and whomever else is involved.”

      My brain clicked and whirred as that plan ran through, and not much seemed to line up.

      “Let’s just say that is their plan,” I said as my brain clicked and whirred as I thought about that idea as a real plan. “Which, I’m not saying I’m convinced it is, but if it were, I don’t see how that benefits either one of us. We’d still be stuck here, prevented from going to the capital so we could, what, vote me in as emperor? And your father’s votes only count for you, not me, so you can’t exactly transfer those over. Not to mention, I have zero desire to govern. If anything, I’d like to pass off some of the responsibilities I already have so I might engage in more leisurely pursuits.”

      “You are not doing a great job wooing a princess by saying you’d prefer to be lazier.”

      “Oddly enough, my desire to woo the princess is right about even with my desire to be emperor.”

      She tilted her head and squinted, as if she was trying to see through me.

      “You are lying,” she announced after a moment.

      “Hey, princess, you believe what you want to believe,” I said. “But let’s not bring more poop into this shit storm. We have enough problems to deal with right now. You want to be Empress some day? Great. Super. Awesomesauce. If that’s the case, though, you gotta start pushing yourself to be more involved with the people. Help them. Boost morale. You want to be a miner or something else? Learn a trade. Now is not the time for romance, okay?”

      Her face was a cute mixture of disbelief, frustration, and confusion.

      “What if what I want is romance?” she asked, her eyes staring into mine.

      “Oh, would you look at the time,” I said, “have to run. Good talk. Great talk, even. Always available if you want to chat some more. Have a lovely day.”

      I stepped off the wall and dropped the thirty some-odd feet to the ground. Immature, sure, but it did a great job in ending our conversation. A conversation which had actually made me look forward to my time with Carpophorus, though when I heard the laughter coming from the top of the wall, I felt a bit worried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I made it twenty feet before Carpophorus came blazing out of nowhere, sword held high for a massive overhand chop. I got my arm up, acting mostly on instinct. I heard a sharp crack as the wooden sword slammed against my forearm. The wood snapped, and the top half of the blade spun off.

      I grabbed his wrist and pulled his arm out straight. I was about to break it over my knee when I finally realized what was going on, and stopped.

      “You are learning, your grace,” Carpophorus said with a nod.

      Then he smacked me on the other arm with a club.

      “Not fast enough, though,” he replied.

      Afternoon training, also known as getting the shit beaten out of me, had begun. This time, though, I felt like I could hold my own ever so much — I wasn’t getting absolutely beaten on every single spar at least. I focused almost exclusively on sword and shield combat, though there were several times where Carpophorus had me use shields alone. Sometimes a single shield, sometimes two shields. It wasn’t fun — even with two shields, the motherfucker still found a way to slip his weapons around my defense and wallop me. Every few minutes, my skin became a new abstract painting of pain. I had bruises and lumps and bumps, and blood ran out of welts and cuts and scrapes.

      But I was learning.
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        * * *

      

      Cool beans, you’ve leveled up the skill Swords (Lvl 25).
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        * * *

      

      Cool beans, you’ve leveled up the skill Shield (Lvl 40).
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        * * *

      

      And it wasn’t just my stats increasing; I had a sense for fighting now - I understood how to get my feet under me to accept a hit, how to move my body to turn the strikes away from me, how to look two or more moves ahead and set my opponent up. Granted, my current opponent was so much better than me that even when I set everything up perfectly, he still managed to smack me around. Every time I thought I had him, he managed to beat me down.

      I must have done something right, because Carpophorus put up his hands, and said he needed to take a break. Then he assigned me some stances and forms to work through with the sword and shield.

      So I didn’t get a break. I started working through the damn forms. I understood the point of it, the ability to drop into muscle memory when things got crazy. And yet, I was bored. I found my mind wandering through the events of the last few days. The princess, the kobolds, the night goblins, the ursus and the corrupted ones, and the whole damn Empire. How did I fit in with everything, and how would I start to fix some of this shit? Was the princess right about everyone planning for us to marry? I didn’t exactly see how that made sense. Perhaps in a more traditional monarchy, it might get me on the throne, but I wasn’t a great choice for that. On the other hand, perhaps the Emperor thought his buddy Cleeve was going to find a great heir for the dukedom, so it might have been a good plan on paper. They just needed somebody completely different. And I was me. Oops.

      But this was a modified elective monarchy, so whether or not I was married to the princess made almost no difference at all. All that mattered were the votes I could get, and considering the princess wasn’t exactly popular, I didn’t think she would actually help my chances. Anyway, Nikolai wasn’t convinced the princess would make a great Empress, and he’d never been even remotely confident in me. It made no sense.

      Then I realized something, and it rankled at my brain. Nikolai had said that a worm of that size hadn’t been seen in the Empire for a long time. And Harmut told me that worms weren’t from the same plane of existence as us. So how did the worm get there?

      Something smashed into the side of my head, and I dropped to the ground.

      I rolled to the side and got my knees under me, coming up into a guarded position, sword and shield at the ready. I tried to stabilize my vision enough to see straight.

      Carpophorus stood in front of me, a grim frown on his face.

      “You have to pay attention for this to be of any value to you, boy,” he sneered.

      “Sorry, man, but I got a lot going on—” I started to say, but he just attacked me again, which was as valid a way of interrupting a shitty excuse as any.

      He laid into me, and we fought back and forth across the grounds. It pissed me off that he’d taken advantage of me thinking. Especially because thinking was something I’d been neglecting for a long time. Here I was, finally getting a few neurons to fire, and then this asshole comes along to beat on me.

      The rage gave me enough clarity that I actually stopped Carpophorus from hitting me. I even managed to control our fight enough that I kept him on his heels, pushing him around. Sure, I couldn’t land a blow on him, but he couldn’t hit me either. That was almost a total victory.

      Somehow, during that fight, I realized what I’d been trying to figure out: the worm had come from somewhere, and it had bypassed a spot where it could have gotten an easy meal. It must have smelled us when it made the hole so close to where Harmut’s guys had been working. If it was just hunting, it’d have come up and snacked. So the worm was aiming for the kobolds. The only thing going after the kobolds were the night goblins. They had a dark god who gave them powers — powers that could certainly be used to do something like summon a big-ass worm to make a sneaky tunnel over to your enemies. Then you could avoid walking through the valley when you wanted to get fresh sacrificial victims. I needed to go the other way up the tunnel, see where it led. I was willing to bet it’d take me straight back to those night goblin motherfuckers.

      Boom.

      Carpophorus smashed his wooden training sword into the side of my face. My head spun so fast that everything blurred. I crashed to the ground. Out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up to a face full of water. My two lutra buddies stood over me, laughing and holding buckets.

      “Good training session, your grace?” Ragnar asked.

      “It was fine,” I groaned, taking my time getting up. I shook my head to clear the cobwebs, and then looked around the open areas of Coggeshall. Carpophorus was nowhere to be found. “I guess practice is over.”

      “That’s what Carpophorus said when you started drooling,” Ragnar said.

      I’m sure I had a concussion, or a head trauma of some severity. But I’d healed already, so even though I had to wipe some blood off my ears and away from my mouth, I felt right as rain. And had to, once again, thank Mr. Paul for his boon.

      “I need to talk to Nikolai,” I said. “You know where he is?”

      “Oddly enough, he asked us to find you,” Ragnar replied.

      “So that’s a yes.”

      “You feeling up to moving?”

      “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      The two otter folk led me through the camp. People stared at me, looking more than a little surprised I was upright and on my feet. Clearly, my getting knocked the fuck out was already common knowledge, seeing me moving on my own recognizance was rather startling. I didn’t let on that I noticed — I just kept my focus on the two dudes in front of me and the problem I had to fix with Nikolai’s help.

      As seemed to be the norm in the daytime, Nikolai was in his office, fiddling with papers. He looked up from his desk when I was escorted in.

      “Training go well?” He asked.

      “Carpophorus knocked the shit out of me,” I replied. “So, well enough I guess.”

      “He does seem to be taking a rather stern dislike of you.”

      “That’s dislike?”

      “Is he using wooden weapons?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Once he starts with metal, you will know it has moved on from dislike.”

      “Lovely. You wanted to see me?”

      “You and the princess had a discussion — what about?”

      “Originally, it was because I was looking to ditch Carpophorus and not get beaten down this afternoon, but it turns out she wanted to talk to me as well.”

      “That much was obvious. Care to share the topics?”

      “Might be private, Nikolai.”

      “Was it private?”

      “Not really. But why the fuck do you care?”

      “Because the princess remains a variable we cannot control, and—”

      “Who can’t control her? You and Wian?”

      Nikolai leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I feel you are insinuating something, Montana of Coggeshall. Shall we discuss it openly?”

      “Openly? You mean getting rid of the small talk and just being honest for once? What a fucking idea.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Look, man, she’s got some ridiculous theory that she’s here to marry me so I can take the throne or something. I told her that’s bunk, and that you wouldn’t be stupid enough to go through with suck a cockamamie plan.”

      “Totally ridiculous,” he replied. The way he said it made me doubt everything I heard from him. It made me wonder if it could possibly be true. “Why would we even do that?”

      “You got me,” I said. “The girl is young and confused. Mostly, I talked to her about fear and growing up. I tried to get her to focus on helping out around here, to be less of a, well, drain.”

      “You told her she was a drain?”

      “No. I just said she could either go after the crown that was rightfully hers, or hop in and help. That unlike basically every other living being in this world, she could do whatever she wanted — she just needed to make a decision and go after it.”

      “And then you jumped from the wall?”

      “I jumped from the wall after she started flirting with me.”

      He tapped a quill against his teeth, and took out a sheet of paper.

      “Buddy, before you get started on whatever that is,” I said, pointing at the paper, “how about we have a little chat about the tunnel?”

      “Which tunnel?” he asked.

      “The worm tunnel.”

      “You want to go back in and take a walk the other way.”

      “I do.”

      “No.”

      “No? I’m the duke—”

      “You are the duke. Which is why you cannot go on every dangerous mission. I have sent some of the Thingmen that direction. They will report back what they find.”

      “I’m willing to bet they find a large group of goblins.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And they’re ready for that?”

      “I know you think you are the lone man to face off against goblins within the Empire and survive, but we managed to fight those vermin for eons before you strolled along. The soldiers of the Empire are well versed in dealing with goblins. And in this, a purely observational scouting mission, I believe their skills will serve us better than yours.”

      “So what am I supposed to do?”

      “Stay here and be visible so your people know their lord is ready to protect them from anything that comes. And then protect them when the time comes. The time for violence is invariably coming, and you are still our best weapon. I promise, there will be much for you to do. The killing is coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Nikolai had a point. But I didn’t have to like it. I stood outside his office looking up at the sky wondering what to do next. The answer, of course, was to do what he told me.

      Train. Be visible. Protect.

      And so I did.

      Over the next few days, I shot arrow after arrow into the targets, from farther and farther away. Then through more and more obstacles. From standing, sitting, laying down, being knocked down, jumping, even from horseback. I shot until my fingers bled and the bows broke. Until we had to replace the targets because they were so full of arrow holes they couldn’t stand up anymore.

      I sparred with Carpophorus until he ran out of wooden swords. I sparred against multiple opponents, against overwhelming numbers of opponents, against ranged opponents. The ranged ones were the worst, because they peppered me with actual arrows. I grew to ignore pain more and more, because it was such a constant for me.
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve discovered an ability: THAT’S NOT PAIN. You’ve experienced pain. Real pain. Over and over and over again. Pain on top of pain. And you’ve managed to keep going, even when every fiber of your being is begging you to stop. You may block out all pain as long as you have at least 25% of your HP remaining. +2 Con.
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        * * *

      

      I grew comfortable with the sword and the shield, to the point where I was overconfident. Then Carpophorus would beat me back down to humility once again, until I got a realistic view of how much I still had to learn.

      After my martial training, I’d hop into hard work, pulling stone out of the mountain, helping build buildings, holding cattle and horses for our animal handlers, all sorts of high-strength applications got sent my way. It was nonstop — there was always something that needed doing. I honestly worked harder than I had in either of my lives: training, working, eating, and every other day, sleeping a minimal amount.

      And all that time, our walls grew in height and thickness. We prepared for attacks, but nothing came. Outside our walls was stillness, and inside a flurry of activity. More buildings went up within the walls, and rooms kept opening up within the mountain. I got notifications left and right about new additions to the holding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Huzzah! You have successfully constructed buildings in your settlement.

      The following buildings are now operational.
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        * * *

      

      Barracks

      Barracks (1)

      Barracks (2)

      Barracks (3)

      Gatehouse (Northern)

      Farm (Underground)

      Library
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        * * *

      

      And so on. We were now getting some good bonuses and everyone was out of the longhouses outside. Our poxivity penalty was dropping, and that apparently had to do with people getting sick because they were living so close together. Most of the Coggeshall population was getting the Well-Rested every morning, which meant bonuses to gaining skill levels and XP, and that meant my followers were leveling up. It was pretty awesome. The library would give some more bonuses as soon as it had books in it, but, well, the shelves were pretty bare. I didn’t want to drop all the magical tomes I had there, just leave them on public display. It was a feeling echoed by all the magicians in Coggeshall. So I settled on the idea of finding books to buy later. Still nice to have. And the underground farm was pretty impressive, and was definitely something that would feed us in the long term, even though it mostly consisted of a wide variety of funguses, blind fish, and insects that were impressively gross.

      Everything I saw indicated that we were on our way to building a real home, and even though there was a mounting sense of cabin fever, morale seemed high. Which might have partially been attributed to the morale bonus we got when Harmut and some of his worker bees mounted the banded worm’s head in the Cantina where everyone could marvel while they ate.
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        * * *

      

      The Holding of Coggeshall has gained it’s first trophy: Head of a Banded Worm

      Trophy Type: Mounted Head

      Trophy Class: Rare, Dangerous

      Location: Cantina, Interior, West Wall

      Description: The severed head of an elder Banded Worm, preserved and mounted on a finished piece of oak.

      Effects: Bonus to morale. Bonus to digging efficiency.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      So that was cool. I started to get all sorts of ideas, really wondering what else I could kill and mount to get more holding bonuses, and I started to feel bad about not getting the heads or bodies of all the other creatures I’d killed. Though, to be fair, it’d have been tough to gather up much of the Agachnern. That was pretty much pulverized. And I took the wyrm’s teeth instead of the head. Oops.

      And the wyrm skin I brought back from the matriarch and her children was finally tanned and ready to be used, and wyrm skin armor was being doled out to, well, basically everyone who needed it. It was amazing to see: people started clamoring to get some, because it acted like a uniform of sorts. There was a genuine feeling amongst the Coggeshallians: they wanted to belong. And maybe because they wanted to belong, and everyone wanted the uniform, this happened:
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        * * *

      

      Coggeshall Cuirass

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: Light

      Material: Ancient Wyrm Matriarch Leather

      Armor: +42

      Durability: Excellent

      Weight: 13 pounds

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: Made from tough, flexible leather, the armor provides excellent poison resistance. As it is also intimately tied to the dukedom of Coggeshall, followers receive a bonus to fighting within the holding.
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        * * *

      

      I also dove into the thing I hadn’t even realized existed: the hirð points.

      The first step was moving through the menu systems until I found the Groups heading. There were other elements greyed out, but front and center was:
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        * * *

      

      The Hirð of Montana Coggeshall
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        * * *

      

      Hirð Leader: Montana Coggeshall

      Hirð Members: Ragnar Helfdane, Skeld Woodingson, Nikolai Petroff, Tarryn Flynn

      Hirð Talents: none selected

      Hirð Points: 618
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        * * *

      

      Then, below, were options on things I could spend my hirð points on. And there were a ton. Only two made sense, though.
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        * * *

      

      Hirð Talents Available:

      1. Share and Share Alike - Your hirð gains use one of your abilities. (1000 points)

      2. Hit Harder - The more members of the hirð who are fighting together, the more damage you all do. (200 points)
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        * * *

      

      I spent a long time trying to figure out where to put the points, because extra damage was always awesome, and two levels of that, provided that was an option, could really help us throw down. But eventually I realized nothing could possibly top giving my hirð access to my regenerative abilities. More than anything, that had kept me alive. So I decided to just keep saving up.

      Then, on a brutally cold night, with wind whipping in from the west and snow threatening to fall, shit started going wrong again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood on my balcony looking out on the world, letting the snow settle in my hair and beard. I had no shirt or shoes on and was enjoying feeling cold, considering I was prepping for a nice hot bath. I’d put in a long day — a series of days really — and I wanted to do something for myself. Also, Ragnar was pretty keen on telling me I stunk.

      The Thingmen who’d gone into the worm tunnel had finally returned. Just as expected, the night goblins were on the other end. They were building a series of ramps down to the pit where the worm had been spawned, and would likely be able to use the tunnel to get to the kobolds in a matter of days. A week at the most. The news had caught me off guard, mainly because I’d become rather single-minded of focus, doing my utmost to improve myself and Coggeshall, and also because I wasn’t sure how best to use the new intelligence. The Thingmen scouts were confident the goblins had not been aware of their presence, and Harmut’s dwarves had changed our worm tunnel entrance into something that blended in seamlessly. If the night goblins were to march down the worm tunnel, Harmut believed they’d stomp right on by.

      Emeline was still missing. Tarryn kept promising me he’d let me know what her books were about, but he seemed increasingly absorbed by her books, staying in his room at all times unless eating.

      I started to head in for my bath, knowing I’d also use the alone time to think. I’d been putting in the work, but with everything going on, it still felt like I hadn’t accomplished much.

      But then I heard a strangled yelp come from below. Like someone had started to shout something, only to have a hand clamped over their mouth. It was such a short noise that I thought it might have been a trick of the wind. But looking down, I saw a flash of light as a door opened and closed. On the hall. Where Alexios was still being held because Harmut kept pushing building the jail/secure room back in favor of other things that seemed more important. Like a library with no books. And though I had been assured progress was being made, I had a bad feeling Alexios was still firmly corrupted.

      I started inside, but remembered I had an emergency response rope. I unspooled it and slid down. Not exactly the best idea with no gloves, shirt, or boots on. There was quite a bit of friction involved, and I definitely had to regrow a fair amount of skin when I hit the ground. Still, it was a damn sight faster than running down the stairs.

      I sprinted across the grounds, annoyed that no one else heard the scream. The guards on the walls were still looking out — not a one turned inward. Everyone else, whether guard, soldier, or civilian, was inside somewhere. The weather was too nasty to spend long outside if you could help it.

      My feet were freezing, and the snow started coming down with a fury. The Hall was directly in front of me. As I got within twenty feet, someone, or something, crashed through the door. I hurdled the body, and ran into the Hall.

      Alexios stood in the center of the Hall, naked. Thick, viscous shadows whipped around him. His muscles were swollen far beyond anything I’d seen on him before; he barely looked like the man I knew. Hell, he barely looked like a man.

      The chair he’d been tied to was shattered, its remnants spread across the floor.

      Meikeljan the cleric was against the wall, about midway up, squirming against some invisible force that held him there. The two soldiers who’d been guarding Alexios were very clearly dead.

      I ran and tackled Alexios. It was like running into a steel girder. His eyes were glossy black with no whites whatsoever, and his teeth had grown to the point where his lips stopped covering them. His face was gaunt, skin stretched tight all over him. I could even see it tearing at a few points, like his body was about to burst forth from within.

      He put one massive hand over my face, his palm covering my eyes, and he tried to shove me away from him. But despite whatever bonus powers his corruption gave him, he couldn’t best my strength.

      Then his fingers tore apart as his own bones pushed through the skin, turning into horrible claws.

      He tried to shove his new talons into my skull, but they just skidded along the bone, heading right for my eyes.

      I got one of my legs behind his knee, and tipped him over.

      He flailed, but physics is physics, and so he fell over.

      I jumped back, just barely avoiding a low sweeping kick from his leg.

      I reset myself, getting into a low stance to watch what he was going to do.

      He hopped to his feet and sneered at me. A long string of drool came out of his ruined mouth. He looked down at his hands, flexing one then the other, as if he was fascinated by the way they were moving, now that he had talons. Blood dripped down, the wounds very much still fresh. The bones sticking out were black, looking like they’d been charred. It was a fundamentally wrong looking thing. Disgusting and unpleasant. But it definitely seemed like Alexios was a fan of his new appendages. He waved them at me, and he said something, but it wasn’t in a language I knew, and considering I didn’t get a notification of learning a new language, I had the distinct impression I was hearing him try to speak Imperial Common.

      “You got ugggglee,” I said.

      Seemed like that pissed him off, because he lunged at me, swiping out with his ridiculously long claws.

      I misjudged things because his arm grew as he swung, and the tips of his claws cut right through my abdomen, at least partially, leaving four messy slices. Blood poured out, and I winced.

      “You have got to do something about your nails,” I said, taking a breath and letting go of the pain thanks to my new ability: That’s Not Pain.

      Alexios roared at me, his mouth growing larger. His jaw hung open, and giant flecks of saliva soared across the room in a foul, feculent fountain. The skin on the side of his jaw ripped, and some of it hung loose, revealing red pulsating flesh below.

      Then, he charged again.

      Thing was, the dude’s body was changing too fast for himself, and though he got me with his new-growth ability once, I wasn’t about to be fooled again. I darted away, and pulled on his arm to overbalance him.

      He came at me, swinging wildly, but he had no real idea what he was doing, his moves were easily telegraphed. It seemed like whatever skills or training he’d had in the past had left him in his current corrupted state. I smacked them down, left-right-left, kicked him in the shin and slapped him across the face before dancing back out of reach. His black eyes went wide as if he couldn’t believe what I’d just done.

      I feinted to the left, then smashed him across the face with my right fist, connecting solidly with his lower jaw. His head snapped around so fast it took a minute for his legs to realize nothing was telling them what to do. Finally he collapsed.

      An inhuman tongue lolled out of his mouth, something tendril-like, and a sickly greenish color. Ragged breaths came from him, and flecks of blood sprayed out with every exhalation. Looking over him, he wasn’t recognizable any longer. His arms were too long, his legs were squat, his skin had torn to release huge muscles, his jaw looked dislocated, and his hair had fallen out. A raspy cough wracked his body once. Twice. Then he gave a long, slow exhale, and nothing more.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Corrupted Human (lvl 36 Ranger).

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

      

      I stood there, really fucking confused. You should have seen my face when the body exploded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It was one of the most disgusting things I have ever witnessed. The corpse blew apart with remarkable force, sending a horrifying blend of pus and blood and other bonus fluids flying. It painted the interior of the Hall in the least appealing shade of red imaginable. Tendrils of foul-smelling goop flew about and managed to make connections across the room. Sadly, it wasn’t a completely foreign smell to me, rather, it smelled a lot like gangrene.

      Call it fate, call it luck, call it kharma, but none of that nasty stuff got in my mouth. Or my eyes. Granted, the open wounds across my stomach probably had a bunch of nasty in it, so, you know, win some, lose some.

      While wiping the gunk off my body, I did my best not to add my own vomit to the mix. But then I  realized there was something moving amongst the gunk. I grabbed a chair leg, and advanced on the thing squirming in my general direction. I caught a glimpse of something white, and I feared the worst: a magic maggot.

      I swung the piece of wood at the thing, and just before I was about the brain the bastard, I saw two terrified eyes looking at me. Eyes I recognized. I pulled my swing up, so it just grazed the ears of the little cleric. With my other hand, I picked the little dude out of the mire. His pristine white fur was covered with, well, probably literal shit as well as plenty of the figurative stuff.

      “Meikeljan?” I asked.

      “The same, your grace,” he replied with a nod.

      “Any chance you can explain what the hell happened here?”

      “As soon as I make sure you have not been infected, your grace.”

      “How do I know you’re not infected?”

      “I am blessed with protection against it.”

      I looked at him, and he looked at me.

      “You will need to untie me and put me down,” Meikeljan said.

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” I replied, then I did so.

      He put his hands together, bowed his head, and chanted under his breath. Slowly, very slowly, all the nasty stuff that was formerly Alexios began to lift off Meikeljan and move away from the furry little guy. The clean area grew in a perfect sphere until he stopped chanting. Then, there was a thick ring of goop around a perfectly clean spot.

      “Lay down,” Meikeljan said.

      It seemed a bit gross, but, hey, I’ve done worse in worse.

      I felt his tiny hands probing the wounds across my stomach, and, as he muttered something, a warmth spread across my abdomen that quickly dissipated.

      “You are fortunate,” he said softly. “Her blessings seem to have given you a measure of defense against the corruption’s infection.”

      “Score one for Eona,” I replied, getting to my feet as my wounds closed up.

      “That is quite the gift you have,” Meikeljan said, peering at my now-healed stomach.

      “Lucky boon. But I’m still trying to figure out what the fuck happened here. Care to share?”

      “We need to burn this before anyone else can come in here.”

      “Dude, this is the Hall—”

      “It is the central point for the corruption to gain a hold of your dukedom, my lord. If someone else comes in here, someone who is not protected as we are, they will be infected. They will not be known by us, and that corruption will spread faster than you can imagine.”

      “I can imagine some pretty fast infections. I’ve seen—”

      “You have seen nothing like this.”

      I thought about trying to explain zombie movies to Meikeljan, but then I’d have to explain movies, being from a different world, and the fact that zombies were a different thing back home than, well, in new-home.

      “Noted,” I said. “But can’t we just, like clean it up?”

      “Yes, with fire.”

      So, you know, that’s how the Hall burnt down. Tarryn and some jugs of oil did the trick. Nikolai was none too pleased that he lost his office. I did, however, manage to save all the paperwork.

      During the lighting of the old Hall, I had some prinkies bring my armor and weapons. I didn’t like the feeling of being out in the winter weather with no shirt on. Or shoes. And it felt odd being without arms and armor. I felt naked, well, more naked, without a sword by my side. I had the distinct impression it was going to be a long night, because I needed to get a new Hall built. Without it, I’d have no real information about the holding.

      Perhaps because it was the sign they were waiting for, as soon as the flames from the Hall started to lick the sky, the ursus outside attacked the walls.
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      Spears came out of the darkness, seemingly from nowhere, and slammed into several of the wall-guards, who were then pulled over the wall. The spears had chains on them. It was almost like the ursus were fishing for humans, and they’d gotten quite a few. The stillness of the night was broken with screams of pain and terror from those who were dying outside our walls.

      I went running to the wall as the screams echoed out, getting to the top just in time to see a maniacal fur-covered face with big teeth and wild eyes. The spears that hadn’t pulled my soldiers off were offering a way for the ursus to climb up.

      The bear-man roared in my face, flecks of saliva covering me, but I didn’t bother stopping my charge, dropping my shoulder and hitting him full force. The bear’s eyes went wide as he sailed off the wall and arcing through the air into the darkness.

      Skidding to a stop on the top of the wall, I heard a loud shout from behind me, and a brilliant light shot up into the sky, illuminating the entire area. Tarryn had made a flare. A magical one, since it danced through the sky holding the same altitude, instead of dropping back down to the ground. It seemed to be buffeted about by wind. Or magic, who knows? The movement of the light caused shadows to flicker, and we saw that the situation wasn’t quite as dire as it initially seemed. It wasn’t an all out attack, there weren’t thousands of ursus swarming Coggeshall. Rather, there were small groups of corrupted ones trying to climb our walls, and plenty of clumps of the ursus busy dining on my soldiers.

      I dropped my weapons, and switched to Eona’s bow out in a heartbeat. As fast as I could, I lined up a shot, and let the arrow fly.

      This time, I knew more of what to expect. A loud booming noise, and the arrow exploding on impact. The effect on the corrupted ursus was devastating. They exploded. And it didn’t matter if I hit their armor — the boom was so big it didn’t seem to matter.

      I unleashed arrow after arrow into the bastards. I shot as fast as I possibly could, and the sound started to lessen. At first it was a big ka-boom each time, then less and less so. The corrupted ones weren’t stupid, but it took them a hot minute to catch on to where the death was coming from. But even then, there wasn’t exactly much in the way of cover for them. They could run, of course, but the bow had incredible range, and even five hundred yards away, I was still scoring hits. The hits weren’t quite as explosive, but they still knocked the big bears down. And they most definitely died from the hits, as large chunks of flesh went flying off with each arrow strike.

      As the last of them slipped through the trees, I looked down at the open field, at the destruction that had been wrought. Not much was still alive. None of the ursus for sure, and though there were a few soldiers who’d survived the pull over the wall and the spear through their abdomens, none made it past the bears’ picnic.

      It was oddly quiet. I couldn’t hear anything.

      I looked around, a bit frantic, seeing that there was quite a bit of action happening behind me. People were running around, trying to tend to wounds. Civilians emerged from the mountain to see bleeding soldiers and a burning building. But in my head, silence. It took me a legitimate minute to realize there was a small icon in the corner of my vision denoting my deaf debuff. I’d been in Vuldranni for a few months at this point, and it still took me time to realize the information I had at my fingertips. It was strange how simple this world was and yet how much more information they had. When you were sick, you got a notification. You never had that confusion of whether you had allergies or a cold or the flu — you just knew it. It sort of balanced out all the other dangers in the world: you know, dragons, wyrms, worms, demons, a whole encyclopedia of things who ate humans for breakfast.

      A second later, though, I was back.

      “… Lord?” a voice said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I asked what that weapon is?” Nikolai was looking around me.

      I held up the bow.

      “Just a little present from a goddess for this fun against these assholes.”

      “Even for a bow from the goddess, it is impressive.”

      “Yeah.”

      Nikolai took the bow, and looked over it. He lined it up, and he tried to pull. The string didn’t move in the slightest. He passed it back over to me.

      “How many did we lose?” I asked.

      “Twenty,” Nikolai said. “None who went over the wall will come back. There were twelve guards killed. Eight who responded were killed in the fighting.”

      “How did no one see the ursus sneaking up?”

      “It is something we will have to investigate, but not a question I can answer now. Perhaps it was because we were engrossed in the Hall. It seemed as if the corrupted ones outside knew we would be doing something so visually striking as setting a building on fire.”

      “I mean, if that’s the case, it’s really fucking bad news.”

      “Yes,” Nikolai said. He watched the flickering shadows across the open space. It struck me how thin and wan he was. A far cry from the man who’d been escorting Cleeve. The new Nikolai looked frail. He had a lot more wrinkles, and I’d catch him breathing hard going up stairs. I worried about him. Of course, if I said anything, he’d just yell at me. Either tell me I had better things to worry about, or tell me he was fine, dammit.

      “You doing okay?” I asked.

      “You have better things to worry about than my health,” he snapped, his cold gaze trained on me.

      “Just asking—”

      “Focus on other things. The soldiers are concerned about your weapon.”

      “Which one?”

      Nikolai held up the bow.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “There is little discrimination with this device. It does massive damage to everything near where you shoot it. They worry you lack to accuracy to use it without—”

      “Friendly fire.”

      “An unfortunate term. But yes.”

      “I’m learning. And I didn’t kill any friendlies today.”

      “There are some doubts about that.”

      “What? Who?”

      “Beyond Alexios—”

      “You know he was beyond far gone—”

      “I saw him, Montana,” Nikolai said. “Of course I know how the corruption had tainted him. But the others have not. There are also stories about the Legionaries who were pulled off the wall. Some believe we could have saved them, had you not been shooting so wantonly.”

      “They were all being eaten alive—”

      “Again—”

      “Fine. You’re just reporting what the soldiers are saying about me.”

      “Yes. There is little truth to what they are saying, and the Thingmen are certainly behind you completely, at present. But these lies can be insidious, and they can eat away at morale.”

      “I’d check the town’s morale bonus if I could, but we need another fucking Hall, first.”

      “And likely a jail or a holding cell somewhere.”

      “I thought that was on the to-be-built list.”

      “It is still on the list. It just needs to move up.”

      “Yeah, and not get bumped by something else.”

      I sighed. There was an endless stream of things needing doing. Always.

      “Get some sleep, Nikolai,” I said.

      “You too, my lord.”

      “I can’t leave the wall, not after an attack like this.”

      “It is likely the best time to leave,” he said. “The chance the corrupted ones strike again so soon after a failed attempt is minimal. They must first seek a means to stop your weapon.” Nikolai passed the bow back to me. “Even the most green of commanders knows you will slaughter any charge across so much open terrain. Rest.”
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      I headed back to the mountain, went upstairs, and finally took that hot bath. Then I had a small snack, and laid down in my remarkably soft blankets, one hand behind my head.

      Which made it just the perfect time for there to be a knock at my door.

      I sighed.

      Twice.

      But whomever was out there knocked again, louder this time. So I got to my feet and padded across the floor, pausing only to wrap a towel around my waist.

      I pulled the door open quickly, catching my late-night visitor about to knock again.

      Eliza.

      “Lady Northwoods,” I said, but she pushed by me, and then shut the door as if I wasn’t even there.

      “I apologize for the late hour, your grace, but—” she looked at me and realized what I was wearing. Her cheeks flared red, and she averted her eyes, letting her long brown hair fall over them so she couldn’t see me.

      I raised an eyebrow, and I looked down at myself. I looked damn good. A little more body fat might be nice, if only because it was so damned cold in winter. Otherwise, I was amazing. I admit it. I looked at myself in the water when I could. I didn’t seem to have access to a regular mirror yet, but I knew that when I did, I’d probably take a gander there from time to time. It was just a strange thing for me, to be happy with the way I looked. To know that it was a fulfillment of a wish I’d had for a long time, not just to be strong, but to be muscular. To be, well, to not be what I’d been.

      “Sorry,” I said, “fresh out of the bath.”

      “You bathe at this time of night, my lord?”

      “It was an active evening.”

      “Oh, yes, of course. I have, I just—”

      “You missed the action?”

      “No, I knew. I mean, I heard that there was some fighting, and that there had been some sort of, uh, gruesome event in the Hall that necessitated its destruction, yes. But I was unaware of, I suppose, your involvement. And how it might have caused you some, uh, to be, uh, soiled.”

      “It sounds a lot worse when you put it that way,” I said. I looked around wishing I had a night cap or something to offer her, beyond the mystery meat jerky I’d found in my bag of holding. I had no idea when I might have put it in there. It still tasted mostly fine. Mostly.

      “I admit to being,” she shook her head, seemed to catch another glance at my torso and blushed once again, “flustered, my lord.”

      “You know what? It’s fine, just wait here.”

      I went into the other room and pulled some chain mail on. It wasn’t the best possible choice, my chest hairs had a tendency to get caught in the rings, and that hurt a lot more than you’d think, but I just didn’t have the patience to struggle with an overly tight shirt. Again.

      Stepping back into the main area of my bedroom, I realized two things: one, having some more furniture would be useful in situations such as this. Two, having a sitting room would be useful in situations such as this. Eliza had seated herself on the bed, sitting on it with as little of her body as possible. I chose to lean against the wall opposite her, nearer the fireplace, which popped and crackled. One of the things I had never really thought of, in terms of wood and the usage thereof, was water. Trees were incredibly wet when freshly cut down, and one of the chief jobs of a hydromancer in and around Osterstadt was properly drying trees. Mercy had taken that gig along with her other jobs, and, thus, even though these trees were freshly cut, they were dry as could be, and were not only excellent for using as lumber, but also as firewood.

      All of this went though my head instead of trying to address why Eliza Northwoods was in my room well past midnight.

      “So,” I said, “nice night.”

      “Is it?” She asked. “I thought there was violence and mayhem?”

      “That was earlier. I’m hoping this little chat here doesn’t devolve into violence and mayhem. But, then again, that’s not exactly up to me is it?”

      “I apologize. I fear I am not going to make your night better.”

      “Fifty-fifty chance, I guess.”

      She looked a bit confused, but only for a second. Whatever other reason she had for visiting me took over, and she took a deep breath.

      “Would you say you are a man of honor?” She suddenly barked out, as if she’d been fighting saying the sentence.

      I blinked a few times, stalling, trying to process what an appropriate answer for her might be.

      “I think?” I replied. “The longer answer would probably be more along the lines of me saying that it is something I’d hope for. I want to be honorable, but I’m still learning what that means. I haven’t always been in the past.”

      “Though you were quick to say you were no brigand.”

      I thought back to the day we’d met, me in the river and scantily clad, her on the bank with her clod of a brother looking down on me. How the times hadn’t changed.

      “I’m not,” I said. “I may have done plenty of other immoral deeds, but I’ve never stolen.”

      “As an Imperial Duke, have you been a man of honor?”

      “Given that rather short time frame, yeah. I’m fully confident I have.”

      “Then I must throw myself upon your mercy and ask that you act as a man of honor.”

      “Did someone get you pregnant?”

      “What?”

      “Someone touch you inappropriately?”

      “My lord—”

      “Rape?”

      “No, my lord, none of those things. Your soldiers and your followers have always treated me far better than I can say I deserve.”

      “Oh,” I said, with dawning realization, “it’s something you did.”

      She looked down at her feet, then nodded.

      “I fear I have not been honest with you, your grace,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Because you were sent here as a spy for your dad?”

      “Well, yes, but—”

      “That you were here to sabotage us when you could?”

      “Is that what you think I would do?”

      “The idea has been floated. Have you?”

      “No.”

      “Then my apologies.”

      She shook her head. “You should not. I have looked for an opportunity, but it has been so busy here, and anything I did might cause actual harm to you or yours.”

      “I appreciate your restraint,” I said, doing my best to hide my rising anger.

      “The thing is, your grace, there have been — I am not sure the best way to put this — there have been some changes in the world.”

      “You think?”

      “You are right to be glib, but I am doing my best to explain the situation as a whole. And you do not have full knowledge of what is going on in the rest of the Empire.”

      “What am I missing?”

      “More than I have time to explain tonight.”

      “If time is so pressing, maybe you should eschew the obfuscation and just get to the fucking point!”

      She blinked, a bit taken aback. Maybe I had been yelling a little.

      “Sorry I yelled,” I said, significantly softer this time.

      “You are right, though,” she replied, almost demure. “My family has not been the kindest towards you. My father had designs on this land, and he believed you took it from him. He sent me here to spy on you, to do what I could to ease these lands back into his control. But you were not what I expected. Nor what he expected. And now I must ask your—”

      “Out with it, Lady Northwoods. You came here to ask me to do something, so ask. Now.”

      “I am not used to speaking so bluntly, but I need your help to free my father.”

      That got my attention.

      “Excuse me?” I asked. “Could you, uh, clarify that?”

      “My father is being held hostage, and he will be killed upon the morrow if I do not open the gates at dawn and provide access to the troops outside.”

      “North or South?”

      “South, your grace. The Empire side.”

      “That fucking snake.”

      “Many underestimated him,” she said. “But it is at their peril. Even so, he is not a man I thought was capable of such ruthlessness.”

      “Valamir, who killed his own brother?”

      “I was speaking of Caticorix, you thought I meant Valamir? And You believe the men with Caticorix to be Valamir’s?”

      “Yeah, wait,” I paused, realizing that I hadn’t even suspected it might be someone other than Valamir. “Who are they with?”

      “I cannot say for certain, other than they are not with Valamir.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “My father is friends with Valamir.”

      “Valamir doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to pay much attention to things like friends.”

      “He pays attention to business partners. Especially partners who are able to bankroll privatizing legions.”

      “And this isn’t one of those private legions?”

      “This might be a private army, but it isn’t one of Valamir’s. He certainly would not do what has been done.”

      “Which is?”

      “I have told you that my father is held hostage, yes?”

      “You have.”

      “They have also told me that my brother will be the new head of the Northwoods household.”

      “Wait, I thought that was supposed to be you.”

      “That was my father’s intention, yes. And he spoke the truth about my brother, my brother was the one who arranged for you to be taken to the prison. That was not my father’s doing. And my brother was sent back home—”

      “Did he hurt your uncles?”

      “Not that I know of, though now I am forced to wonder if he has done something stupid like that. My uncles do not have titles, not like my father. So my brother would not need to do anything to them in order to take over the family.”

      “But he can’t just take the family over, can he?”

      “Not unless my father and I both die.”

      “So you think these guys plan to kill you anyway, so you’re throwing yourself on my mercy because you betraying me nets you nothing now.”

      “I know you have little reason to trust me—”

      “Or no reason.”

      “Perhaps that is true. But I swear I would never betray you. And certainly not in this way. If you refuse me, I will not open the gates. Unless you save us, my family is doomed. Please, save my father.”
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      Farther and Father

      Rescue Lord Northwoods and return him to safety.
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      There were a lot of things I wanted to say in that moment, not many of them nice. I wasn’t sure what do, though. She’d come to me and been open and honest, and she’d asked for help for her family. Hadn’t that been, more or less, what the ursus had done? Hadn’t I said something to the effect of letting goblins come and ask me for help and I’d give it to them? Sure, there weren’t exactly children involved in this example, but family was family.

      She stared at me, her big eyes somehow extra-large on that night, and glistening as she held back tears. Which, I knew she was probably doing just to play on my emotions. The sad thing was, it was working.

      “Fine,” I finally said, accepting the quest. “Do you know where your father is?”

      “No,” she said, getting to her feet and brushing nonexistent tears from her blue eyes, “but I would imagine he must be close. Caticorix has to know he will need to produce my father to get me to open the gate.”

      “Somewhere in their camp, then?”

      “Likely.”

      “You’re going to need to give something to me that will tell your father you’re safe and for him to come with me.”

      “Of course. Me.”

      “No. Un-uh. Not happening.”

      “I am more capable than you know.”

      “You may be, but I don’t believe you’re capable of sneaking around and killing people. You also just came in here saying you’ve been a spy and saboteur the whole damn time you’ve been living here. I’m not about to show you one of our secret exits, nor am I going to let you mosey about an enemy camp with me.”

      “It hurts that you would think I might spoil your attempt to save my father. However—”

      “In that context, it would be me going out there to save your father when he didn’t need saving. That’s me wondering if this is an attempt to deliver me to Caticorix, and that your father is in on the gambit.”

      “I would never do such a thing.”

      “Fine, but I’m not taking that chance, Eliza. And I don’t want to seem rude, but I’m not exactly sure what I’m getting out of this deal beyond just being nice.”

      She looked down at her hands, and took a deep breath, like she was resolving herself. “What is it you wish, your grace?” she barely whispered.

      “Whoa, I’m not going to ask you for anything inappropriate — that’s not what I’m after.”

      “Then what are you after?”

      “I don’t know how to play this court shit. I don’t like it. I don’t want to do it. I never have. But, here I am, stuck into the middle of court crap. I need allies, allies I can trust.”

      “You want the Northwoods to be your allies.”

      “Yes.”

      “Or your followers?”

      “I mean, I think I’d probably prefer the latter. That way, if you succeed, I succeed.”

      “That requires your support of Valamir.”

      “Hmm, that’s a bit of a problem there.”

      “Forgive me, but I see little at issue with—”

      “The dude’s nuts.”

      “He is not! He is merely—”

      “He killed his brother.”

      “There is little proof of that.”

      “The fact that you have to say that as an argument is a pretty big sign something ain’t right.”

      “I cannot make promises for what my father might do, but I swear, should you save him, I will do my utmost to be more than just allies. And I swear that from now on, I will put the needs of Coggeshall as equal to the needs of Northwoods.”

      “I suppose that’s the most I can ask for. At the moment at least.”

      “It is the extent of what I am able to give,” she replied.

      “Well then. I guess I’m off to save your dad.”
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      My first impulse was to go wake up Nikolai and talk to him about the whole saving Lord Northwoods thing. But Nikolai had a particular dislike, and distrust, of the Northwoods. And, you know, after the chat I’d had with Eliza, I didn’t exactly blame him. They weren’t on the level, they’d definitely been spying on us, and Eliza said that she’d been looking for ways to sabotage us. Why was I helping her again?

      Right. I was trying to be a good guy.

      I got a bunch of prinkies into my room and had them help me get my armor on. They were helpful, but I still wanted a Prinky Armor Stand. Which likely needed a more impressive name. But I was ready.

      I took a few steps and realized a rather glaring issue. Moving in armor was loud. Like, disturbingly loud. I jumped, lunged, made all the sorts of moves I thought I might use to sneak about a camp. Sneaking was not a possibility.

      Which meant letting the  prinkies swarm over me to pull all the armor off.

      Maybe I could summon a shit ton prinkies and have them hang all over me. They were pretty quiet, and they’d be decent armor. Any time one got cut, I could just summon another one. Cruel, sure, and also likely ineffective, given their complete lack of hit points. I’d end up quite sparkly though, so, you know, had that going for me.

      I put on a single layer of clothes, then some chainmail, and then a big black cloak over the rest. I’d sent the prinkies to go find me a cloak, and I didn’t bother to ask where they’d retrieved it from. Very soon there’d be someone in Coggeshall wondering where their big black cloak went. But well, I needed it. I was pulling ducal privilege.

      Being really fucking late, Coggeshall was devoid of people. Everyone was doing the smart thing: sleeping. But as I walked down the last set of stairs, I bumped into the cleric Meikeljan. Literally. He went sprawling across the ground after running into my knee. The dude was really short. But clean, this time.

      “My lord,” he said, scurrying up to his feet so he could bow.

      “No need for that,” I said, trying to help him up. He smacked my hands away.

      “I am not worthy of your time, my lord,” he said.

      “Knock that shit off! You’re totally worthy of my time.”

      We stood there awkwardly for a moment. I think he wanted to say something to me, but I also think he was waiting for me to say something to him. I didn’t really know what to say, so we just stood there in an unpleasant limbo.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Is there something you want to talk to me about?”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Which is?”

      “I, uh, I understand if you wish for me to leave your service.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I have failed you.”

      “What? How?”

      “The corrupted one—”

      “Pshaw, you didn’t fail. We all failed. And it’s not even technically failure. We’re up against something pretty serious. Who knows? Maybe there is no cure.”

      “A man died, my lord—”

      “Many men died, and some women. But the thing is, others lived. If you give up now, you’re giving up on all the ones who are still alive, still trying to make it in this world. Those people are trying to make this little town a better place than all the rest of the shit holes out there. That’s why this place is going to get hit harder by bad guys than anywhere else. Because this is going to be a nice fucking place to live. And nothing pisses assholes off more than nice things they can’t have.”

      The little dude stood there a moment, staring down at his tiny boots. There was such disparity between the sizes of ‘civilized’ creatures here. The stairs in Coggeshall were made for the average human, but that meant they were huge for this guy. They were nearly half his body. For a minotaur, on the other hand, the stairs would be short. Annoyingly so. I’d seen Darius get caught up on the stairs before, tripping because the rise wasn’t where his body thought it would be. And even though I’d never seen one, people in Vuldranni had mentioned Centaurs many times. How the fuck would a half-horse person go up a flight of stairs? There were so many questions rocketing through my mind, I barely registered Meikeljan coughing, trying to get my attention.

      “Sorry,” I said. “My mind wandered.”

      “If you will allow me,” he said, “I will stay. I will continue to serve you, my lord.”

      “Of course. You’re a part of this place now. Gotta stay with the family.”

      I had to stop myself from clapping him on the shoulder, partly because that would require me getting down on a knee, and I’d probably knock half his hit points off if I wasn’t careful.

      “Thank you for your mercy and generosity,” he said with another bow of his head.

      “Dude, what was the lord like at the last place you lived?”

      “The count who claimed my monastery as part of his domain was a very generous lord, who—”

      “You’re not fooling anyone. Look, man, you need to relax around me. I’m not trying to, I don’t know, live like the other lords of the land. I’m here to make a good place to live, okay?”

      “I hear you, my lord.”

      “Okay,” I said, “now, uh, I guess you should try and, uh, well—”

      “Might I make a suggestion, my lord?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      “Given the nature of the corruption, and how I believe it might be spreading—”

      “Blood or bodily fluids?”

      “That is my hypothesis, my lord. Given that, I fear the food stores and our shared kitchen presents the greater threat to a mass infection.”

      “Shit, that’s a scary thought. So you’d like to bless everything in there?”

      “I would ask Eona to bless it, but I believe that is what you meant.”

      “Bingo.”

      “With your permission...”

      Again, we stood there like nincompoops for a moment until I realized he was waiting for me to actually give him permission.

      “Yeah,” I said, “do that.”

      He nodded, and then scampered off.

      I shook my head, and wondered, once again, at the bizarre world I’d found myself in. And then I headed towards the escape tunnel.
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      Perhaps because of the interaction I’d had with Meikeljan, I didn’t make it. Instead, I came across a group of armed and armored Thingmen marching down a hallway. Their leader saw me. He called a halt, and the group of twenty men and women stopped.

      “Your grace,” the young man said with a smile. “Are you here to join us?”

      Now I’m certain I could have said no, and nothing would have come from it. But in that moment, I was feeling overly paranoid, so I did what came naturally. I said yes.

      “Of course,” I said. “Where are we going?”

      There was some laughter amongst the crew as they resumed their march.

      “How would you like to work into the squad?” The leader asked me.

      “Do you have a name, soldier?” I replied.

      “Sergeant Hennessy, my lord.”

      “Hennessy, put me where you think I’ll be of most use keeping your men as uninjured as possible.”

      “You do know what we are doing, my lord, right?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “I thought that was jest.”

      “You just caught me wandering around.”

      “I had heard you do not keep the same schedule as most of us. But—”

      “No reason to worry about it. I’m here now — where are we going?”

      As I asked that question, I recognized exactly where we marched: down to the worm tunnel, the one connecting the night goblins to the kobolds.

      “Crap,” I said before Hennessy could answer. “Goblins.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, then quickly corrected: “I mean, my lord. Uh, your grace.”

      “Don’t worry about that title shit for now. Let’s focus on what we’re doing.”

      “Right. We received word from scouts up-tunnel that a mobilization of goblins is coming toward us.”

      “Up-tunnel is the goblin side?”

      “Correct, your grace. General Stokes denoted—”

      “Is that Wian?”

      “Yes, your grace, General Wian Stokes, he decided, for ease of communication, the goblins were up and the kobolds down. We are on the down side of the middle of the tunnel.”

      “How many goblins?”

      “Unclear. But they will have a numerically superior force.”

      “But they’re goblins, right?”

      He smiled at me. “Yes, your grace. Even if we were to be outnumbered fifty to one, I would feel we outmatch our opponents. And in the tight quarters, we will have the advantage — we can hold the tunnel with a shield wall.”

      “I probably shouldn’t be part of that, I haven’t trained in shield wall tactics. Maybe I’ll be there to hold the line or—”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      We made it to the tunnel entrance, and came to a stop. Various door guards, almost all dwarves, stood at murder holes or tiny windows, looking out into the tunnel. A few rested, playing a game that looked remarkably similar to dominos. Sergeant Hennessy got his squad arranged how he wanted and walked over to talk to one of the domino dwarves. There was some whispered talking, as well as a few pointed looks at me. Then Hennessy came back over to me.

      “The goblins are not far off. But should we wait for them to pass and attack from the rear, or should we set up to assault them here?”

      “Well shit,” I said, “I’m not exactly a tactics man. But I’ve seen goblins run, and they’re fast. If we attack from the front, they could easily just run back to their base. And then we might have to face the whole goblin horde. And they’ll know we’re down here. But if we attack from behind, we’re stuck having to quick march after them, and we lose whatever advantage we have with a shield wall.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Hennessy said. “It is a quandary.”

      Hence why he’d come to me, I mused. I watched a dwarf lay his tile down. I couldn’t figure out how the game worked, but the shape he made with the tiles flicked something on in my mind. It was a pincer.

      “We need to do both,” I said suddenly. “We need to have a stationary group that will force the goblins back into the shield wall, and keep any goblins from fleeing.”

      “Should we get another squad?” Hennessy asked.

      “No time for that,” the head dwarf guard piped up. “Figure you got about two minutes to get someone out there and ahead. Any longer, and them goblins’ll be on you afore you are ready.”

      “Guess I’m up,” I said, pulling a shield out of my bag. I regretted not being fully armored now — it wasn’t so much sneaky-sneaky time as it was stabby-stabby time.

      “Your grace,” Hennessy said, “I must object.”

      “Objection noted and overruled,” I replied, stepping past his men and to the door. “Just make sure you’re in place to be the anvil to my hammer.”

      “Yes your grace, but—”

      “No buts,” I interrupted, “I will be fine. I will hold the line long enough for you to smash them. Don’t be late, got it?”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Just goblins, right?”

      I nodded at the men, smiled, and I walked through the door and down into the tunnel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The worm’s poop-muck had all been gathered, making it much easier to move around. Being that the tunnel was spherical, the floor was very round without the muck about, so it was still a bit problematic. At least in theory. I’d noticed that I’d had an easier time walking when Ragnar and Skeld were tripping constantly. Another one of my abilities, Art of Movement, coming about to bring me good fortune.

      I moved quickly along the tunnel, trying to count my footsteps until I got to a point I judged to be about three hundred yards from the Coggeshall entrance to the Worm Tunnel.

      Then I set down my shield, pulled out a sword, and limbered up. I wanted to make a good impression on the Night Goblins when they arrived. And by good impression, I mean I wanted them to be scared out of their tiny fucking minds. But if I was just standing there, would they even approach me? Would they just turn around? Did I need to hide, and then jump out at the last minute? That would be pretty funny. Surprise, motherfuckers!

      I had no real idea what I should be doing, so I stood there with a shield on my arm, sword planted into the stone, looking like I was the cover model for some ridiculous fantasy novel.

      There was no light in the tunnel, so I was forced to use my darkvision. It robbed the world of color, bumped everything up into high contrast black and white. I heard a soft sound, some metal on metal, and footsteps. They were on their way. Slowly, almost agonizingly slowly, they came into view. Short creatures, most below three feet tall, marched in a haphazard formation. They had armor on, but nothing uniform amongst the group. It had the look of stuff that had been custom made, though without much refinement. They certainly looked better than the original goblins I encountered, but not quite as well put together as the first group of night goblins I fought when I saved the little girl in Osterstadt. Maybe they sent the elite above ground. These guys did not have the look of anyone elite. They looked, well, ragtag.

      About thirty yards from me, one of them must have finally noticed me, because they came to a sudden stop. I made a quick count of the wee fuckers, and I stopped at thirty five. There were more, but it was show time.

      “Evening, you tiny bastards,” I said, letting my voice go as loud as possible.

      There was a mild echo through the tunnel. I shook my head, realizing that there was a definite chance they’d never bothered to learn Imperial Common. Good thing I spoke plenty of other languages.

      “Sorry,” I said in Goblin, “I was speaking the wrong language.”

      There were definitely a few looks at that. Not a one of them thought I’d bust out in their own language. They stared at me for a second, then looked amongst themselves before one of them piped up.

      “You speak the tongue?” The tallest goblin asked.

      “The tongue?” I asked. Why did the creatures of this world always assume their language was THE one? Especially when confronted directly by the fact that there were so many other creatures who had their own civilizations and languages.

      “You are with us?” The creatures asked.

      “Not exactly,” I replied. “I think you are all a bit scummy.”

      Now, I can tell what some of you are probably thinking — how did I use all this slang? How’d I know how to talk in such a casual way? It was just part and parcel of the magic.

      “I’m not a big fan of your dark god. Or of your sacrifices to him. So, you know, I’m more like the anti-you.”

      The goblins seemed a little taken aback. They began to chatter amongst themselves. I hoped I was giving the Thingmen enough time to assemble and catch up to us.

      “If you do not follow the god, you are doomed to feed him,” the tall goblin guy said, sneering at me. “You will enjoy the feeling when you slide down his throat and into his holy bowels.”

      “That’s extremely graphic, and specific,” I replied. “So, uh, ew.”

      “Kill him.”

      There was a momentary hesitation. Then, they attacked.

      I had my shield up immediately, my sword held back, waiting.

      They yelled, their battle-cries echoing through the tunnel, coming closer and closer to me. I could see how they’d be scary. In a group it was hard to keep track of who was whom, there were teeth everywhere, big eyes, big ears, and lots of small hands holding a ridiculous variety of bladed weapons. I’m sure if there was light, their weapons would be glinting. All of it presented a fantastic chaos that I’ll admit pushed my blood pressure way above normal.

      I took the charge on my shield, lunging forward to slam into the group. I put enough strength behind it to cream the whole first row of goblins. Hell, the first one I hit was almost liquified. I had the distinct impression he had no whole bones remaining. The rest weren’t much better.

      Before they had the chance to regroup, when the second and third lines were running into the first, I swung for the fences with my sword. It felt a bit odd, since I had to aim lower, dropping my arm way down. But that seemed to help me get some more oomph behind the blade as it cut deep into the goblins. There was a fantastic spread of blood and quite a few real cries.

      I took a few big steps back, then reset. The goblins came on again, but there wasn’t as much passion behind this charge. Plus, they were having trouble moving across the terrain. As soon as I got my feet set again, I did another shield bash, clearing out more space in front of me.

      The goblins hesitated, and I took advantage with a quick series of stabs, one after another. The blade slid in deep, and the goblins dropped quickly. The goblins did not seem like they were actually there to fight.

      A good swing, and a goblin head came off, tumbling through the air. The geyser of goblin blood came shooting out next.

      That seemed to give them pause.

      Which was the perfect moment for the Thingmen to smash into the back of the remaining goblins.

      Sometimes plans worked. Sometimes things actually come together in the right way, and all those stupid little moments that often go wrong, go wrong for the other side. In this instance, it all came together smashingly. Much like the Thingmen and I. They pushed the goblins from one side, skewering them with spears and crushing them with shields, and then there was me on the other side, cutting them down like I was mowing the lawn. It would have been a more apt metaphor if these were the green kind of goblins, but the night goblins had their own unique coloring. They still bled and died like goblins, though. After an intense few minutes, we were finished with their slaughter.

      Hennessy, came over to me, quite covered in gore, laughing.

      “Your grace,” he said between guffaws, “that was an excellent plan. But I believe you have some goblin in your beard.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I left the Thingmen there to clean up, dropping a few prinkies to handle the dirty work of transporting the goblin carcasses to the foundry for burning. I only paused for a moment to grab a bit of water and rinse the goblin gore out of my hair, then I headed straight for the escape tunnel.

      It was a claustrophobic walk down a long ramp, as the hallway seemed to take dwarf proportions into mind more so than super-sized variations like myself. I made a mental note to speak to Harmut about expanding the tunnel in case Darius the minotaur ever needed to escape. He’d get jammed — his huge damn horns probably wouldn’t even make it in.

      After a solid ten-minute walk downhill, I paused at the bottom. Was this really something I should go through with? What would happen if someone saw me go through the emergency door? Our secret would be out, and then anyone could come through. We’d have another entrance we’d have to guard at all times, and that could be problematic.

      I had another thought — what was Nikolai going to say when I brought back Northwoods? He’d know. No way I could hide Lord Northwoods from him, so Nikolai’d find out I’d gone through the tunnel. I briefly considered going down the river, but then, how would I get Northwoods back? Carry him on my back? I had no idea where the door let out and I had no way to find out. Unless, you know, I just opened the dang thing and went out.

      I pulled a ring from my pocket, The Ring of MonaHan, that allows you to see what’s on the side of any solid object, and I held it against the door.

      It was dark out, but clear. No one and nothing was there.

      Slowly, as slowly as I possibly could, I pushed the door open, until I could look out with my own eyes.

      Left. Right. Up. Down.

      Clear.

      I was looking down on forest. Heavy forest.

      Finally I pushed the door open enough that I could step outside. Looking back, the door was almost perfectly concealed against the rock wall of the mountain. And that’s with the door open. It was really fucking impressive. I broke a branch off a tree, and used that to slide into the door —  partially to keep it open, partially to make sure I knew where it was. Then, I wrote a note to Nikolai and summoned a prinky to deliver it. And also maybe deliver a small shiny pebble.

      I slipped through the forest as quietly as I could, angling away from the mountain wall until I got far enough into the woods that I felt comfortable I’d be hidden if anyone happened to come my way. Then I stopped and listened. I heard the river, and that clued me in on the direction I needed to go. At least in a vague sense.

      Snow started to fall in thick, fluffy flakes. I started moving a little quicker, thinking the snow might make it harder to hear me. It wouldn’t be a long walk to the road that cut though my lands from the Royal Road. Half an hour, I guessed. When I arrived, I stopped right next to the road, and knelt in some bushes just as I heard the unmistakable sound of horse hooves crashing against the ground.

      Sure enough, a moment later, a horse thundered by. The rider had on livery I didn’t recognize, and his cloak streamed out behind him. The horse was really hoofing it, and the guy was so far gone I couldn’t hear him.

      Something had to be happening. A messenger? What kind of message would need to be delivered in person in this world?

      At the moment, it wasn’t important. I checked once more, then darted across the road, sliding to a stop in the dark underbrush.

      I waited, paranoid most likely, worried someone might have seen me. Or that someone might be coming.

      But nothing and no one was there.

      Walking through the trees, I kept lower than I probably needed, but I wanted to stay out of sight. Just in case. Another twenty minutes, and I came to a large cleared area. Not just a large area, multiple large areas on either side of the road going all the way up to the tunnel we’d cut through the mountains to Coggeshall. At the tunnel, there were some spiky walls built up, about four or so feet high and manned by several soldiers. There were braziers lit quite a ways into the tunnel, and plenty of fires along the spikes to keep the soldiers warm. One side of the road held long square tents that looked somewhat disheveled. There were rows of the things, going a remarkable distance. Plenty of space for an army. Two huge square tents, each one several hundred feet long, were closest to the road.

      On the other side, sandwiched between the road and the river, were the nice tents. Very clearly where the nobles were. These were mostly smaller, but it looked like they were significantly cleaner. And individual. Or, I guessed, these were the tents for each knight and his coterie of helpers. There were small pennants flapping in the cold wind, each one denoting the man or woman who was in the tent. Plenty of lions and bears, a few dragons, and as always in Vuldranni, a cohort of animals I couldn’t identify.

      Down close to where I was, a large open field had been cleared, where hundreds of horses wearing thick blankets lazed about. There was a split log fence around the whole pasture, as well as two tents I figured had to contain the grooms. It made me wish I had the means to contact Fritz. A land shark in with the horses? That’d be a beautiful sight to see. Magical. And by magical, I also mean horrific. It’d be a slaughter. That made me wonder where the fuck Fritz had fucked off to. I hadn’t seen him in a hot minute.

      On the edge of the horse pasture, near the river, were various camp workshops. A trio of blacksmiths were easy to identify, what with the fires burning and the anvils out front. It looked like they were getting started early, stoking their forges. Some younger folk did grunt work around the place.

      It was also pretty easy to identify Caticorix’s tent, given the pennants waving atop the massive tent in the center of all the pretty ones. There was no obvious signs pointing to a prison, though. But given that Northwoods was a lord, I had the feeling he’d be amongst the knights and nobles.

      There were only guards around two tents. One was Caticorix’s, and the other was a smaller tent with no fire inside, no smoke coming out the top. Either it was an empty tent guarded for some particular reason, or it was where our prisoner was being held.

      There were other guards around, sentries and whatnot. They moved mostly in twos, patrolling the open spaces between tents. But there wasn’t any regularity to it, not in a pattern I could recognize at least. It looked like I had to wing it.

      I moved a little quicker around the fence line of the horse paddock, realizing that, one, dawn had to be coming up if the blacksmiths were about to start working, and two, if the blacksmiths were about to start working, I’d have plenty of noise to cover my movement.

      The horses ignored me. I guess I looked enough like a human, or like their humans, that I bored them. Or, you know, they were asleep. My knowledge of horses was limited to, well, it was very limited. Either way, I went around the fence line until I got to the edge of the river without causing a stir.

      Given the time of year, the river was flowing slower than during the summer. I slid down the bank until one foot was in the water and then stopped, crouching low enough that I was in danger of getting a wet crotch. It wasn’t a steep bank — if I stood up, I’d be looking at the feet of the horses in their pen. But keeping down meant staying out of sight, so I essentially crawled along the bank of the river. I moved at a snail’s pace until I got to the spot where I thought the tent would be. Or at least as close to that as I could get and stay by the river. There weren’t any guards posted at the river, so I wanted to stay along it as long as possible.

      There were six tents between myself and the one I thought Northwoods was in. I approached the first one, keeping to the shadows as best I could. Then I put my ear up to the rough canvas, and heard someone snoring. Two someones. I slid the ring onto the canvas, and took a peek. Two figures on two cots. They had their armor on stands, weapons put away, everything nice and neat. A small fire burned in the center of the tent. Everything about the inside of the tent looked thought out and well put together. It was certainly a nicer interior than my own home, even if it was only temporary.

      Despite the temptation to slice through the tent’s wall and dice up the occupants, these were not the men I was looking for.

      I ducked under one of the ropes holding the tent up, and moved around until I got the edge of a shadow. I waited there in the quasi-darkness as two men walked along the muddy path tucked between the tents. They stopped, and I feared the worst, wondering if I needed to fight. But:
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve leveled up the skill Stealth.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t see me. Something else I probably wouldn’t have had concrete knowledge of back in the world. Another bonus for having all the game stuff.

      One of them produced a small medical flask. There was a bit of quiet chatting.
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        * * *

      

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

      

      Well fuck, I thought. These weren’t imperials. Maybe I didn’t need to feel that bad, you know, murdering them. They were the enemy.

      I fingered the dagger hanging on my belt, and really gave some consideration to starting a massacre.

      “Smells like goblin shit around here,” one of the two men said.

      “All Imperials smell that way,” the other countered.

      Chuckles. They took a few pulls from the flask, then stamped their feet.

      “Too cold in this fucking place,” one said to the other.

      The other was too busy blowing on his hands to reply, but he nodded and then they resumed walking.

      Next tent, same general story. Two people inside, a small fire, everything perfectly arranged.

      I wished for some sort of view from the air, just so I could get a better picture of where the guards were patrolling. Or soldiers. Were they considered soldiers or guards? Did it matter? Why was I bothering to debate semantics while sneaking around an enemy camp trying to pull off a rather troublesome prison escape? I punched myself in the thigh and tried to get my head back in the game.

      There weren’t any signs of guards — I didn’t hear anything or see anything — so I darted from tent to tent until I was at the last stop, and put the ring up against the only other guarded tent.

      It was mostly empty. There were no lights inside, no fire pit, nothing to indicate even the slightest bit of comfort. However, there were a few chests around the perimeter, heavy wooden things banded with thick iron and kept shut with massive metal locks.

      I pulled the dagger from its sheath, slid it into the canvas, and cut a new door. Stepping through, the air inside was acrid, unpleasant. Like an unwashed man who’d been unable to use a restroom was in there. Bit like the walkways under bridges in Central Park.

      I noticed a figure sleeping on the straw in the middle. He had a distinctive wheeze, as if he were either woefully out of shape, or sick. I stepped over the large chest, and, moving as quietly as I could, I knelt next to the figure to get a look at his face.

      Northwoods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      He looked like shit. I mean, Northwoods wasn’t the best looking man to begin with — he weighed more than he should, he didn’t have the best teeth, and his nose looked like it had been broken a number of times but not always reset. But looking at him sleeping now, things were markedly worse. He had significant bruising over his face. The poor bastard had been worked over. And as someone who used to be a professional worker-over-er, the working over was done by someone well versed in their craft. He wasn’t wearing much in the way of clothes, certainly nothing in the way of armor. His hair was matted with both straw and small creatures. Which, you know, likely meant the straw was filled with small creatures, and I began to itch all over. There was no way the little bugs had infested me that quickly, but it’s amazing how fast the mind will work.

      I pulled a healing potion from my bag as quietly as I could, but then I paused. I had little experience with healing potions, considering they weren’t exactly necessary for my own usage. I knew the basics: you know, drink it, watch miracles happen, that sort of thing. But I wondered if it was possible to use the potions in a more spot-fix manner. So instead of trying to force the liquid down the man’s throat, I gently poured a bit over his face.

      For a moment, it looked like it was a bust, that I’d just gotten him wet. But then the liquid absorbed a bit, and I watched a remarkably quick transformation. His bruises faded, some of his bones shifted slightly, and the grotesque swelling disappeared. He looked back to almost good. His breathing was still pretty ragged, but I figured that was something that could be handled by ingesting some potion rather than bathing in it.

      I clamped my hand over his mouth and gave the man a good shake.

      His eyes snapped open. Like, wide open, and he screamed a muffled yawp.

      “Shhh,” I said. “We’re being sneaky.”

      He shut up, but his eyes were definitely in the crazy spectrum.

      “I am going to take my hand away, but you need to not make any noise, okay?” I asked.

      A mild nod.

      I moved my hand.

      “Do you know me?” I asked.

      “I cannot see,” he replied.

      “Ah, yeah.”

      “But I recognize your voice. Are you, uh, Duke Coggeshall?”

      “That’s me.”

      He struggled to sit up, but then started coughing.

      I pushed the healing potion into his hands.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “Healing.”

      He drank the potion down, and he sighed, laying back down on the hay.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Why are you here?”

      “Your daughter wanted me to ask you over for dinner.”

      He chuckled.

      “You’ve got better plans?” I asked.

      “I appreciate your invitation, but I seem to be a bit busy at the moment.”

      “You think I can’t get you out of here?”

      “I admit to knowing little about you, Duke Coggeshall, but I do know quite a bit about this camp we are in and the man who runs it. You will have a challenge leaving here.”

      “Maybe,” I said, patting his thigh. “But that’s where the fun is.”

      I pulled the blankets from his body, and saw where Northwood’s doubts might have been coming from. His ankles were chained together. I shook my head, and grabbed either bracelet. I pulled.

      “What are you doing?” He asked, trying to pull away.

      I shook my head, not really realizing he couldn’t see that motion, and I tightened my grip and redoubled my efforts. There was a very slight groan, and then a pop as a chain link shot off.

      “What are you?” he asked quietly.

      “Can you move?”

      “Yes. I think.”

      I helped him to his feet, and he swayed a bit. He grabbed onto one of the supports for the tent. I, meanwhile, looked at the contents of the tent. Chests. With big locks.

      “Any idea what’s in these chests?” I whispered.

      “Payroll.”

      “No shit,” I said, suddenly much more interested in what was around.

      “It is a shame they are so heavy,” Northwoods said, “losing this would make things very difficult for Caticorix.”

      Some grumbling came from the guards outside. I worried they’d heard us chatting.

      I put a finger up to my lips, but Northwoods was quicker. He dropped back down to the hay and pulled his blanket up over him. I stepped over Northwoods, and put my back against the tent wall right next to the door the guards would come through.

      A hand reached in and pulled the hanging door out of the way. A small lantern was pushed inside, the flickering light sending shadows dancing every which way.

      “You hear things,” a voice said.

      An ugly mug pushed through — the kind of face even a mother would hate — and he peered around.

      “I tell you,” Ugly said in a raspy tone, “I heard voices.”

      “He is broken and sleeping,” the other guard replied. “Let me just finish this stupid shift and go for a tumble with the ladies.”

      “Then go,” Ugly snapped. “I will cover the rest of your stinking shift if it means I no longer have to listen to your exaggerated tales of your—”

      “They are no exaggerations. My penis is—”

      “Go.”

      There was some laughter, and then the sound of someone walking away.

      The head peeked inside one more time, and I had a terrible idea.

      I grabbed my bag of holding, opened it wide, and then pulled it over Ugly.

      The man disappeared, lantern and all. I let the door close.

      “Get up,” I hissed. “Time to motor.”

      “Motor?”

      “Move quickly.”

      He nodded, and began the laborious process of getting to his feet again.

      I chose to start loading all the chests into my bag. One. Two. Three. I stopped counting because there was no point to it. There were plenty of chests. And they were heavy. Heavy chests meant lots of coin for me, and lots of problems for Caticorix. As I dumped the last chest into my bag, I thought of something I should have realized at the beginning: these fuckwits had to have plenty of food, enough to feed an army larger than my town.

      Northwoods slipped out through the slit I’d made. I followed right behind.

      “You know where the food is stored?” I whispered.

      “I do, but why?”

      “I need to resupply.”

      “You are thinking with your stomach at a moment like this?”

      “I used to always think with my stomach, but I’m much improved in that regard. Right now I’m thinking of how painful it’s going to be if this asshole has no money and no food.”

      “How will you take his food?”

      “With my grubby little hands.”
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      After explaining to Northwoods the barest bones of my plans, Northwoods was frantic in asking me to also make a visit to the main tent, to snag a book from Caticorix.

      “A book?” I asked.

      “It is of vital importance,” Northwoods professed. “I cannot leave without it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of the book’s import.”

      “Yeah, got that part. Why is it important?”

      “Must you know the reason?”

      “I would like to know why I’m risking my life for it, yes.”

      “Are you aware of the magic which allows two individuals to communicate over long distances?”

      “Oh, it’s that sort of book.”

      “Yes. It is that sort of book. And the man on the other side of the page, he is one of the most powerful men in the Empire, someone who listens to my council. Should Caticorix, or the man behind Caticorix, find this out, the damage they might do to the Empire is… it would be bad. Very bad.”

      “Dude. Saving you isn’t enough?”

      He shook his head. “Were I to choose between myself and that book, I would ask you save the book.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest Lord Northwoods:

      The Book Score

      Lord Northwoods has requested you retrieve his book from the tent of Caticorix.

      Reward for success: (unknown), XP

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): (unknown)

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck me,” I said, looking down at the mud. I knew I’d say yes. I barely ever said no. “You know where the book is?”

      “It’s in his tent,” Northwoods replied with half a smile. “Blue book, about three inches thick. Scent of the Sea. A tawdry tale if you can bear to read it, but that is just for shock value. To keep prying eyes out.”

      I escorted Northwoods down to the riverbank, and then directed him along the edge, telling him to get past the horse field and wait for me there. He’d pointed out the larger tents on either side of the road. One was the mess for the nobles, as well as the officers of the mercenary army, while the other was the spot for the common folk. While Northwoods crawled along the muddy bank, I decided it was time I found out what happened when you put living creatures into bags of holding.

      Spoilers — it’s not pretty.

      Northwoods’ former guard came out dead. Which was about what I’d expected. It didn’t seem to be a particularly violent death, but an expiration nonetheless. I stripped the armor from him, and the clothes that weren’t soiled, and then I kicked the body into the river. I put his clothes and armor on, and tried my best to look like I wasn’t wearing something two to three sizes too small.

      I walked into the camp and strode along the path towards the kitchen and the mess hall for the nobles. I passed by other guards, but I didn’t deign to look at them, and they dutifully got out of my way.

      The only other tent with static guards was Caticorix’s, and it was a posh affair. The fabric wasn’t the shitty canvas of the other tents; it was shiny and dark blue. Maybe silk, maybe some Vuldranni equivalent. I thought about casting my identification spell on the thing, but then I started to get paranoid: what if the hotshot dude who casts all these illusion spells has anti-magic guards or alarms on his tent?

      I didn’t want to chance waking up the camp because I needed to know what his stupid tent was made from. I pulled out the ring and put it to the tent, peeking through. There was no alarm, but as I peered through the golden circle, I realized that would have been just as likely to cause an alarm as an id spell. More or less.

      Internally, the place was pretty much wide open. There were layers of carpets down, a massive platform bed, and a big table with a map on it. A large three-paneled wooden screen covered with intricate carvings provided a modicum of privacy on one side. There were multiple figures on the platform bed, and as someone who’s had some experience with paid pleasure, it seemed pretty clear there were some people in the bed whose job it was to be there. It was just the way they slept together. Or, you know, slept in the same bed with as much space between them as possible.

      I could see a stack of books on the table with the map, and I figured that was the best place to start. I wondered how in hell I was going to break in, but then I remembered it was just a tent. All I had to do was to crawl under the edge.

      It smelled inside, a heady mixture of unwashed bodies and the intense use of perfumes. Basically, like the medieval version of a middle school boy’s locker room. Very weird.

      Keeping crouched, I moved the short distance across the tent to the table. I had to open each book to check the title, partially because the titles weren’t on the spines, and partially because I was using dark vision, and I couldn’t tell any colors, let alone differentiating dark blue from light blue. It was the third book in the pile. I took all of them, just to be sure. Then I snatched the map off the table, for good measure.

      A small piece of wood representing some military unit tumbled to the floor, and I shot my foot out. The carving hit my boot, flipped a few times, and bounced off the carpet.

      There was a sharp inhalation of breath from the bed, and one of the figures sat up quickly.

      I rolled under the table.

      Light flared as the woman lit a match.

      She stood, and I saw ample evidence proper foot care was not in evidence in Caticorix’s camp. Also, bare legs.

      The woman looked around for a moment before some grumbling came from the bed. The match went out. The woman struggled to get back to bed, hitting a few things on the way.

      And then she was none-too-subtly coerced back to work.

      I crawled from the table out of the tent, and knelt there for a moment. Waited for things to pass, trying to see if guards might come on by on their patrol. I waited for noise. Nothing. I mean, there were the sounds coming from the inside of the tent, but other than that, nothing. So I got up, brushed the bit of mud and dirt from me, and headed for the food tents.

      The kitchen tent was still empty, and even though I wasn’t exactly sure why, I didn’t question it. The place was divided into two sections, food prep and food storage. I started in food storage,  grabbing everything I could and shoving it into my bag. Sacks of potatoes, hundreds of pounds of flour, all sorts of dried and fresh meats. It was a frenzy as I loaded up. Casks of wine, ale, and other liquids went in. Breads, oils, pickled vegetables of all kinds, everything went into the bag. Within minutes, the tent stood virtually empty. I even took the knives from the butcher’s table and the tripod and cauldron hanging over the fire.

      I stepped out of the kitchen, and headed towards the other side of the road. The bad side of town, as it were. I walked past several groups of patrolling guards, and I suppose because I made sure I answered their greetings in their own foreign tongue, they thought I was part of their army. Remarkably lax security, though I had the feeling that this sort of escapade likely wouldn’t work twice. It took a minute to get over to the common man’s food area, but once there, I realized how much more storage was involved. The second largest tent was the cooking area, and the larger of the tents was the storage area. It was a space nearly 80 yards long, maybe twenty wide. Definitely the biggest of all the tents in the encampment. And full.

      The kitchen was awake, cooking breakfast, baking bread.

      The head cook looked at me, and shouted, “Oi, what do you think you are doing here?”

      “Special request from Caticorix,” I replied.

      “That fuck needs to stick to his own supplies,” the man shouted. I was about to respond when the large man waved at me.“Bah, not your fault soldier. Get what he needs. Just stay out of our way.”

      “Will do,” I replied, and slipped through into the massive storage area.

      It was wall-to-wall crates, barrels, and sacks. Just as before, I started filling up the bag. More and more and more stuff went in. Fruit. Meat. Vegetables. Grains. I started to get a little overwhelmed by the sheer amount of food the assholes had, and I started to wonder if this was enough to take Coggeshall through the winter. I kept thinking one of the cooks or assistant cooks would come into the storage area and see I was liquidating it. There was a growing tension, wondering how long I could keep stealing from them before getting caught. But somehow, I got to the far end of the tent, leaving almost nothing except for a few barrels overflowing with rotten produce.

      Then, I slipped out the bottom, and strolled down the road as if hadn’t a care in the world. No guards were posted at any point along the southern portion of the road, nor the horses. I leaned against the fence for a moment. I really considered walking into the field and slaughtering the horses. It didn’t make me feel good. I didn’t want to do it. I understood the tactical advantage I’d gain if I took out all their horses, but it just wasn’t something I could do. Stupid love of animals…

      Northwoods was kneeling in a slight depression, popping up here and there to look around. It was like watching a giant hairless groundhog. He had no chill.

      When I got to him, he wasn’t quite frantic, but he wasn’t far off, either.

      “Where have you been?” he snapped.

      “Had to pick something up real quick,” I replied, tossing the blue book to him.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      The Book Score

      You have retrieved a book.

      Reward for success: (unknown), 1200 XP
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        * * *

      

      That was a remarkably underwhelming quest.

      Someone back at the top of camp started shouting.

      Northwoods flubbed at catching the book. Then he snatched it off the ground and smiled, relief flooding over him.

      “Time to go,” I said with a smile. Then I tackled him into the water.

      The man was not happy about my chosen escape route. And, well, I couldn’t exactly blame him. The water was quite cold. Frigid, perhaps. I mean, it was kinda snowing out, but there weren’t, like, chunks of ice floating down the river. I pulled him out about two hundred yards downriver, and then propelled him up the bank and into the woods.

      “What in gods’ names was that for?” he asked.

      “I thought you were a hunter,” I replied. “Makes it harder to track us.”

      Then I started booking it through the woods. Not full speed, since naturally, the older man was having trouble keeping up. After five minutes, his breathing got seriously labored, and he needed a break. He plopped down on a log, and I leaned against a tree. There was certainly some camp kerfuffle happening, but it was nice and distant. I imagine it was incredibly confusing. The prisoner disappears, along with the money chests and all the food. That had to be both frustrating and mind-bending.

      Still, not my problem.

      Not any longer.

      I got Northwoods on his feet, and we were off running once again.

      It took three more rest-breaks to get to the mountain wall, and then another two rest-breaks before we got to the secret entrance. An entrance guarded by two Lutra.

      “Morning, boss,” Ragnar said.

      Skeld just nodded at me.

      “Brought a friend over for breakfast,” I said, gesturing to the red-faced and out of breath Northwoods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Unloading the food turned the morning into a celebration. The cooks were flabbergasted to see so much coming from the bag, and while there wasn’t much chance of the food taking us all the way through winter by itself, it certainly seemed within the realm of possibility that we’d be able to supplement enough with foraging and hunting to make it until spring. Or, at least, until the underground farming complex came online and started producing.

      I brought Northwoods to his daughter, who shepherded him to the healers, promising me we’d talk later.

      I also got a quest completion notification, which was always nice.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a  QUEST!

      Farther and Father

      Rescue Lord Northwoods and return him to safety.

      Reward for success: 4500 XP, Unknown
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        * * *

      

      I felt pretty good about things, right up until I saw Nikolai. He glared at me.

      I waved.

      He continued to glare. He obviously wanted to yell at me, but he didn’t have a place where he could do that and still maintain the illusion of proper protocol.

      “Good morning Nikolai,” I said.

      “Your grace,” he said. “Perhaps we could take a walk?”

      “I suppose,” I replied. “Are we looking for something that resembles privacy?”

      “That would likely be best, my lord, considering my office is somewhat destroyed at the moment.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.”

      He just glared at me. It was becoming his go-to expression when I was around.

      I headed west, angling towards the southwest corner of Coggeshall, trying to get as far away from everyone as possible. Essentially, I took him to the former sleeping spot of Amber the Kitsune-girl.

      Nikolai refused to do any climbing, so we were forced to stand below her sleeping platform. And stood there we did.

      “What in the fuck did you think you were doing?” Nikolai asked.

      “Saving Eliza’s father,” I said.

      “You do understand that these are not our friends?”

      “They are now.”

      “They never will be.”

      “Nah, they owe me.”

      “You seem to forget how this works here,” Nikolai said. “I know your world is different. I know you seem to have momentary lapses in concentration. Perhaps you need a refresher. At the top there is an Emperor—”

      “Not right now.”

      “Do you mind not interrupting me?”

      “It’s a bit hard when you’re being so fucking patronizing.”

      “I will stop patronizing you when you start learning. This is the simple version, okay? Emperor - Archduke - Grand Prince - Duke - Sovereign Prince - Margrave - Count - Viscount - Baron - Baronet - Knight - Squire - Gentleman. You only have the Emperor above you and no one yet below you. You answer to no one right now, because there is no one on the throne. And, with no counts, barons, or anything below you, yet, you owe nothing to anyone. But all that is because you are new. The Northwoods family is old. They exist deep within the Imperial hierarchy. Your new most loyal friend Lord Northwoods is actually sworn to the Mikkelsen family and their dukedom. So no matter how close you feel he might be to you, no matter how much he even feels he might owe you, if Duke Mikkelsen decides to call you an enemy, Northwoods will side with Mikkelsen and go to war opposite you.”

      I looked out at my little slice of land. I wasn’t sure how to reply. The man had a point. A good point. I hadn’t even considered the hierarchy I was a part of. Likely because I felt I was basically at the top, and so didn’t need to think about it. No one asked me to do anything. Well, scratch that, people asked me to do shit all the time, but no one ordered me to do anything. I had the choice. There were certainly people beholden to me, like a ton of them, and while I might be disappointed if some of them decided to jump ship and swear to a new lord, I was starting to realize that it wasn’t done. That these people who had sworn to me had sworn themselves to me for life. It was a very strange thing to contemplate, especially given the upbringing I’d had back on Earth. Moving from a representative democracy to a feudalistic absolute semi-elective monarchy (or whatever someone who’d actually studied this shit would call it) was bizarre.

      “Okay,” I said, “but my choices were: save the man and potentially get some juice from him later on, or his son, the one that had me imprisoned, gets the whole Northwoods estate.”

      “You made the right decision,” he said. “I am not upset at you, necessarily, for the decision to save Northwoods. I am more concerned with your reasoning behind it, as well as the manner in which you chose to go.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means that you still view yourself as the right tool for every job.”

      “I did a good job.”

      “What was your goal? To rescue Northwoods? If so, why then did you steal the payroll? Why did you take the food—”

      “Uh, we need food.”

      “Yes, and now Caticorix knows we are low on food. And he knows that you took Northwoods. He knows that you snuck out and got him.”

      “How the fuck is he going to connect those dots?”

      “Do you think your magical bag of holding is a well-kept secret? Hell even the cooks know about it now. And this man has spies in camp — those spies will have told him about your magic items. So he knows it was you who came out. He knows you did not come through the tunnel, so he knows we have a back entrance somewhere. His spy is likely looking for that entrance as we stand here having a pointless conversation. Do you see the problem?”

      “That our enemies might find a way around our big wall?”

      “Yes. That is our largest problem.”

      “Maybe they won’t.”

      “And that way of thinking is how we lose Coggeshall. Do you want to lose Coggeshall?”

      “I’d really prefer not to.”

      “Then smarten up and—”

      Nikolai shut up, and put a hand on me before pointing over my shoulder.

      Eliza and her father were walking towards us.

      “It was the only thing I could think of doing,” I said softly. “We needed food, I saw the opportunity, and—”

      Nikolai nodded at me.

      “In the future, bring these issues to me so I might assist you, your grace, in making decisions which will impact us as a whole.”

      Northwoods had a hunk of bread in his hand and was just going to town on it. Eliza just smiled, holding both hands together as if she were a little girl. Maybe she had that thing, which we all kind of did, where we regressed around our parents.

      “I want to thank you once again,” Northwoods said. “You have saved me, and likely saved my family as well.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      “I imagine your advisor is not pleased with you,” Northwoods said.

      “You clearly know Nikolai,” I replied.

      “I am sure I will have a long conversation with my own advisors the next time I am permitted to see them. But I feel we need to talk.”

      “Agreed,” Nikolai said. “What do you know about the army outside?”

      “They are not what they seem,” Northwoods replied.

      “I noticed they’re speaking another language,” I said. “Carchedonian”

      “So not from Valamir, then.”

      “It is not Valamir,” Northwoods said. “I would not have been held prisoner by Lord Valamir.”

      “It surprised me that you were held prisoner by anyone,” Nikolai retorted. “This is unusual behavior.”

      “These are unusual times. There has not been a contested election for Emperor in generations.”

      “It is not necessarily contested now,” Nikolai said.

      “I have heard the princess might be nearby,” Northwoods said with a bit of a side eye towards me.

      “She might be.”

      “She is,” Eliza said. “But in my conversations with her, I doubt she will step forward to take the crown.”

      “That’s not the way I felt,” I said.

      Northwoods frowned, and shook his head. “Even if she comes forward, even if she tries to claim her father’s votes, I fear she would face the rest of the Senate turning against her. She is not right for the Empire.”

      “You would vote against her?” Nikolai asked.

      “I would.”

      I thought about it for a moment. I considered what the option would be. The way the Senate worked, the Emperor had exactly one fewer vote than the entire rest of the Senate, so a single vote dissension would end everything in a tie. Me, as a duke with no counts, no barons, no-one below me, I controlled all my votes. Multiple. So if I voted yes for the princess, she’d be the Emperor. Or Empress. However she chose to have it styled.

      “I don’t know that I would vote against her,” I finally said. And it was a bit of a lie. I wasn’t exactly ready to proclaim leader of the country I’d tied myself to, but, at the same time, she seemed a hell of a lot better than Valamir. “And doesn’t that mean she’s Emperor?”

      “I would have to see how the votes are being tabulated at present, but more than likely, yes. A duke voting for her would give her enough votes to move to the Testing. But would you trust her with the Empire?”

      “Is Valamir better? He killed my father.”

      “That is rumor and conjecture,” Northwoods said. “It borders on libel. Were he the emperor already, it would be treason.”

      “See, that’s horseshit,” I said. “The people should be able to talk shit about their leader without fear. Especially when it’s true.”

      “Unless that is the pathway to rebellion,” Nikolai said. “There are reasons certain rules are kept in place, your grace.”

      I frowned, really wanting to launch into a diatribe about the importance of free speech. But I knew this wasn’t the right place to have that fight. And certainly not with people who were still my potential political enemies.

      “Perhaps,” I said softly, quietly, “you are right. I have much to learn.”

      “I urge you to consider Valamir when you think about the position of Emperor,” Northwoods said. “He is a man of honor who has held many positions of power. He will lead this Empire in such a way that we all come out victors.”

      “Unless he has me killed,” I said.

      Northwoods started to get red in the face, and I noticed Eliza put her hand on his forearm. He took a deep breath at her touch, and let it out ever so slowly.

      “His Royal Highness Valamir Glaton would not engage in such underhanded behavior.”

      “Certainly not—”

      Nikolai kicked me in the shin. I shut up.

      “My lord duke has not had the greatest of interactions with His highness so far,” Nikolai said. “I cannot say for certain if it is fair to ask Coggeshall to support Valamir until such time as better relations are given time to form. Regardless, unless we are able to dig ourselves out of this current predicament, I doubt we will need to bother wondering which side of Valamir’s bread will be buttered by Duke Coggeshall.”

      “If these are just mercenaries outside the gate,” I said, “and they aren’t from the Empire, is there any reason I can’t just go out there and fuck them all up?”

      “Besides you being outnumbered ten to one?” Northwoods asked.

      Nikolai rolled his eyes, but it wasn’t exactly clear if it was at me and my violent nature or if it was at Northwoods thinking I’d be outclassed even if I was outnumbered.

      “It is not a good idea to do that,” Nikolai said. Given the tone, it was pretty clear Nikolai had no desire for me to say anything about my warfighting potential.

      “They are mercenaries,” Northwoods said. “That I can confirm. And I have it on good authority that the funding for this army has come from outside the boundaries of the Empire.”

      “Being they speak Carchedonian,” I said, “I think that’s a safe guess.”

      “If they are from Carchedon, that makes things much simpler,” Nikolai said. “In some ways. If I might, my lord, perhaps we should relax the restrictions we placed on our soldiers. Let them actually fight back.”

      “That’s not going to make us into assholes?” I asked.

      “It makes a big difference if they attack us.”

      “I suppose that sounds like a plan,” I said. I was about to say more about the plan, but I heard something. Just barely.

      My name. Someone was yelling for me. Quiet and distant, and I couldn’t make out who it was, but someone was calling my name over and over again. I turned to look back towards the rest of Coggeshall only to see Ragnar sprinting my way.

      “This can’t be good,” I said.

      “I imagine it is not,” Nikolai replied.

      We were right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline.

      She’d been found.

      In her room.

      Well, some of her.

      I stood in the doorway and looked at the scene in front of me. No one else was there. Ragnar hadn’t been willing to tell me what had happened, just that both Nikolai and I needed to come with him, that it was bad, but not immediately in danger bad.

      Emeline’s room was virtually unchanged from when we’d investigated it. I mean, there was one very large and important difference. Before, Emeline hadn’t been in there. But now, Emeline was only mostly missing. Her head had been placed on her desk with a smear of blood around the ravaged base of her neck, as if the person, or monster, who’d put the head in place had needed to shift it ever so slightly before he, or she, was happy with the positioning.

      Her eyelids were up, but her eyeballs were missing. There was no other obvious trauma to her, though one would imagine decapitation would probably be sufficient trauma to end anyone. All I mean is that there was nothing to go on in terms of investigation. Sure, if Coggeshall CSI was in session, we’d probably be able to get hair or fur fibers and trace all sorts of DNA, if DNA even existed in this twisted fucking world. But sadly, the civil services Coggeshall had to offer at the moment were limited. And medical examiners were low on the list. We were still trying to figure out how to keep people alive. How people died was usually pretty evident. In this case, the separation of head and body could be blamed.

      But right, the who was the real question.

      As I stepped over the threshold and put my foot firmly into the room, there was a slight tingle across my whole body, as if I’d brushed ever so slightly against a dying electric fence. I saw a flutter of color around Emeline’s head, an aura so brief that had this been back on Earth I would have attributed it to a blip of fluorescent lighting, or a bit of quantum shit zipping through my brain. Here, though, it could only mean one thing: magic. Emeline’s mouth opened.

      I stopped, leaning back, worried poison gas or something else equally nasty was about to come pouring out.

      Nope.

      Nothing so dynamic.

      Instead, there was a square of paper. Bright white that stood out in impressive contrast to the dark flesh all around that used to be Emeline’s mouth.

      “Should I take the paper?” I asked without looking over my shoulder, knowing that Nikolai would still be there.

      “Yes,” he said. “Clearly it was meant for you.”

      Almost delicately, I reached my fingers into Emeline’s mouth, careful to touch nothing but the paper, and I plucked it out.

      It was thin — bible paper thin. And folded. It took a moment to unfold, and I saw that there was a very neat rolling script on the inside. A note:
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        * * *

      

      Your Grace, Duke of Coggeshall.

      I regret the impersonal nature of this style of communication. It irks me we have yet to meet, but, alas, the gods seem to have their own plans for us at the moment. Nonetheless, I wished to let you know you have been in my thoughts of late. I hunger for the moment when our paths may cross once again. Your follower, here, was ill-equipped for the mission she hoped to accomplish, and I fear it unwise for her to have even attempted it. She was, however, formidable in her own way, you should feel proud of her for that. I know you were too busy to have ordered or arranged this particular trespass, and so I do regret, ever so slightly, the outcome. In that regard, I have provided a modicum of recompense for your loss. I have requested my servant clear the corrupted ones inside your walls. It should be complete by the time you read this. The corruption is quite a thorn in my side. I do not like what it does. So, be a dear: clean up that mess without delay, else, I might have to intervene myself, and I fear you would find that most unpleasant.

      All the best.

      The Master.
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        * * *

      

      My hands trembled, and the blood drained from my face. An intense cold welled up from my center, and my brain started to shut off anything not related to rage and violence. I barely noticed the note light itself on fire. It flared, the feat scalding my face and hands before disappearing, leaving a soft dusting of ash against my beard.

      I blinked a few times, the remnants of the letter still seared into my eyes, dissipating slowly in flashes of color.

      “What was that?” Nikolai asked.

      “A letter,” I said softly. My mind whirring, but it was like I was two separate people. In the background, my mind zipped along, putting things together, trying to comprehend who this “Master” guy might be. Or, more importantly, what this guy was. The other side of my brain was quiet. Tranquil. It lusted for revenge.

      “What did it say?” Nikolai asked.

      I turned to speak to him and realized the spectacle of the duke and his chancellor running into Emeline’s room had caused a bit of a hubbub, and a crowd had gathered in the hallway trying to peek in on the drama.

      “Everyone not in the hirð, get the fuck out of here,” I snarled.

      The hall emptied out in a hurry. I didn’t know if they’d just got out of sight, but, then again, I didn’t really care. I pulled the hirð boys into the room, and I shut the door.

      I went over the letter to the best of my memory.

      A heavy silence hung over the room.

      “I’m going to Osterstadt through the tunnel,” I said.

      “You cannot go to Osterstadt,” Nikolai said.

      “That’s where he is,” I replied.

      “There are issues that must be resolved here.”

      “This asshole killed a member of our family—”

      “Correction,” Nikolai interrupted to clarify, “whoever this is killed someone who is a member of the underworld’s family. Her father is going to find out about this, and I cannot imagine he is going to be particularly happy about what happened to his daughter, regardless of how he treated her in life.”

      “Not our fault.”

      “He will not see it that way. As I remember from what you told me about the quest, he entrusted the girl into your care. You were supposed to keep her here, and safe.”

      “I was supposed to keep her out of Osterstadt.”

      “Partial success then,” Ragnar said.

      I shot a glance his way. This wasn’t the time for humor.

      “Regardless of the quest,” Nikolai said, “you cannot slaughter your way through Caticorix and his men—”

      “Why not?”

      “Beyond being branded a blood-thirsty monster?”

      “People already think I’m a blood thirsty monster.”

      “People may think that, but if you do this, an entire empire will know it.”

      “So? At least no one will fuck with us after that.”

      “Unless they decide you are too great a danger to exist, and band together to wipe your from Vuldranni.”

      “Let them try.”

      “Then all the rest of us die in that process, Montana,” Nikolai yelled. “You agreed to be a duke. You agreed to have people follow you. To trust in your ability to keep them safe. You routinely forget that aspect of the deal. You must look out for everyone here. And if you slaughter your way from here through Osterstadt seeking vengeance, you doom all those here to suffer a fate you cannot.”

      I grabbed a table and snapped it in half as if it were made of balsa wood, roaring my disapproval at everything, then threw the wood into the fireplace. Ragnar and Skeld just got out of my way.

      “I can’t sit here and do nothing,” I said, getting in Nikolai’s face, “pretend this didn’t happen.”

      “When did I say that was the plan?” Nikolai retorted. “As much as it pains me to admit the grain of truth in that letter, it is plain the corrupted ones are a legitimate threat. You want to be violent? You want revenge? Go outside of the walls and get rid of the ursus there. Break one siege, and it matters not what Caticorix wants. Or Valamir for that matter. We will survive. He can break his forces upon our walls until his men climb the ramp of their bodies, and we will still shove him back. But go out there now, and you may defeat Caticorix, but Coggeshall will have lost everything.”

      I wanted to reach out and strangle Nikolai. Well, not really him. Mainly I wanted to take the pain and anguish I felt and deal that to someone else. But in that back of my brain, the part that was still working and thinking, I knew Nikolai was right. In the past, I had always allowed the violent brain to do what it wanted. But that was ultimately selfish. I had to think of how my actions would affect those who’d tied their lives to mine.

      “You’re right,” I said, doing my best to let the rage quell for a moment. “It is time to go out and deal with the ursus at our back gate.”

      “Yes, your grace,” Nikolai said.

      “I want limited people out there,” I said. “It’s too easy to get infected. I’m not sure I can be, and—”

      “I suggest taking just the hirð and the cleric,” Nikolai said.

      “Except you.”

      “Exactly, your grace.”

      “If you’re staying,” I said, “I want a few things to happen. First, send an envoy to the kobolds. Make sure they know the night goblins won’t be a threat for the moment, at least not through the tunnel. Ask them if they are open to trade. Second, anyone you don’t know, you investigate. I want you to personally interrogate everyone who is new. Find out who they are and why they came here. Third, find out who was killed along with Emeline.”

      “Yes, my lord. And might I suggest you taking a sneak over the wall? Might be a bit better than going out the gate.”

      “Got it.”

      “Happy hunting, your grace.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I took a few minutes to get armor on, and sent Ragnar and Skeld to snag the cleric. We met up under Amber’s tree fort, along with Tarryn. I passed around magical weapons and items from the treasury, anything I thought would help keep them alive.

      “Listen up,” I said. “It’s going to be nasty fighting out there. I am the tip of the spear. You two,” I pointed to Ragnar and Skeld, “will keep me from getting flanked and Tarryn from getting shanked. Tarryn, you’re there to clean up after me. Nothing gets left alive, nothing escapes. These fuckers are just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Understand?”

      Nods.

      “Meikeljan, you’re keeping our asses out of the fire. I don’t really know what you bring to the party, but I suspect you can help keep us alive and uncorrupted.”

      The little white head nodded at me, his tiny eyes wide.

      “Right,” he said. “I can do that, my lord. Just, uh, I believe it is very important to keep, uh, all fluids from you.”

      “Yup,” I said, “good safety tip. Helms on.”

      The group all pulled out the full coverage helmets I’d asked them to bring, and everyone plopped them on their heads.

      I thought about pulling out Eona’s bow, and while that was definitely staying with me, I worried the noise of the bow would make it hard to keep things secret for long. I also worried it would do serious damage to the rest of the dudes around me. I felt mildly annoyed when I  made myself deaf, but it probably wouldn’t go so well for someone who couldn’t just regenerate like I could. Instead of the bow, I pulled out the Sword of Weight and a large heavy shield that gave me a little more oomph when I bashed my shield.

      Finally, I took the little glowing rock out, my handy guide to hunting the corrupted ones, and tied it to the inside of my shield arm. At a glance, I could see the direction of one of the corrupted. A quick twirl of the giant sword, and I was ready to go. The boys had their spears out, and Tarryn’s smiling face was lit by the small fireball he held in his hands.

      “Let’s hunt,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was low over the mountains – our little corner of the valley had yet to get the light. Fog swirled low amongst the trees and grass. It was a sharp cold, like winter was here, but playing with us. All the little animals of the forest had gone silent. Or just gone. It wasn’t clear.

      We slipped over the wall and followed along the mountain wall until we were in the trees.

      It was mere moments before the enemy found us.

      I think they thought they’d catch us by surprise, but the little glowing rock was going crazy. So as soon as they burst through the undergrowth, I was ready. Three of the huge bears, one ahead of the other two, leapt through the air.

      I caught the lead bear’s attack on my shield, and stood up to lift him high above my head. He continued flying, with only a slight alteration in direction. I used my momentum to bring a great underhand chop right through the legs of the next of my opponents. The sword bit deep into the bear, and blood poured forth. Behind me, I heard the grunts and squelches indicating the end to the first bear I threw.

      Number three seemed completely unconcerned with what happened to his comrades, and came at me with a giant metal club aimed for my head.

      A small stream of fire shot right by me, splashing over the bear. The bear’s heavy armor seemed to keep some of it at bay, but it seemed like the magical fire was a liquid sort, and that meant it splashed. And once it got on the fur, things went south in a hurry. He went from fur ball to fireball in 1.8 seconds flat.

      I gave him a swift kick and sent him fumbling away from me, screaming. He tripped over a large root and hit the ground. I put the poor bastard out of his misery with a quick swing.

      I looked over my shoulder to see one shocked face, Meikeljan, and three grim faces. The lutra nodded at me, and I nodded back. This was just beginning.

      We worked from camp to camp, following the glowing rock. We had a real advantage in the ursus army being so spread out in order to cover the entire forest surrounding Coggeshall, meaning that we never faced overwhelming odds. Sure, there were times when we were pressed, but perhaps because of my Choice as Burgmann or because Eona was watching over us, we managed to hold on. I had to change out my shield twice because the ursus beat on them so hard. Another time when stats came in handy – I could see when a shield’s durability was just about done, and then switch it out before it failed completely.

      My hunting party downed potions of stamina, healing, mana, just pouring elixirs down their throats on the regular. The wounds they received were never horrific, but they mounted up until we had to take a short rest. Meikeljan was quite useful in that regard, because he was able to provide spot healing during conflicts, even for me.

      As night neared, we came to a clearing. Finally, we saw the thing I’d been worried about.

      The bulk of the corrupted ones were there, arrayed for battle. I wasn’t positive it was the entire remainder of their forces, but it seemed likely. They knew we were coming, they knew we were able to find them, and they knew they only had one real advantage – numbers. I couldn’t imagine their overconfident commander sending anyone away. He stood in the middle, looming over all the other ursus.

      They hadn’t seen us yet; we were still in the underbrush.

      I looked at my comrades.

      They looked like shit.

      We were all covered in blood. And other gross things. There’s an unfortunate amount of gnarsty shit that comes out of bodies during fighting, though blood is usually the only thing talked about. Let’s just say that if we walked into Doctor Frankenstein’s lab, he’d be able to make a new monster or two just out of all the ursus bits spread over the five of us. My comrades were breathing hard, even though we weren’t moving. No one seemed able to focus on anything. Essentially, they had nothing left.

      And yet, if I asked, they’d follow.

      “Change of plans,” I said. “I’m going in solo on this—”

      Ragnar raised his paw, but I pushed it back down.

      “You guys need a moment of rest,” I continued. “Maybe more than just a moment. You four sit in here, wait for the right moment, then attack. Or, you know, if I can manage, just wait it out.”

      Tarryn was the first one to nod. Which was understandable – he looked far worse than the others. His skin was drawn in tight around his body, like he’d lost muscle during the day. His eyes were dim, and dark circles radiated out from under them. He dropped back on his butt, and let his hands fall to his side.

      I gave him a pat on his knee, and then backed away into the forest again. I wanted to walk around the clearing a ways so the corrupted ones wouldn’t think to look for my party where they rested. When I felt I’d gone far enough, I closed my eyes and took a few calming breaths.

      I realized I might have accumulated a few points throughout the day, so I decided to look over my notifications. There were quite a few.

      The death notices were practically legion, and I felt pretty terrible just looking at them, so I dismissed them immediately. Plus side to killing so many things:
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 25! You receive 3 attribute points to distribute in the next 36 hours or you lose them. Prepare for your Choice. Dare to believe you can survive, and achieve greatness. Or don’t.
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        * * *

      

      So that was cool. Also cool:
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        * * *

      

      Through hard work and extra-judicious use of violence, you have unlocked an additional aspect of your indicium 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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I rolled my shoulders back, dumped all the new points I had into Con, took a step forward, and tripped over a rock sticking out of the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Whether luck or chance or whatever, I landed in a soft clump of dirt, and made nary a noise. I rolled over and looked at the rock, realizing that it wasn’t, well, a rock. It was a fin. A fin of a bullette. And as I lay on the ground, the ground moved out from under me, depositing me to the side as a bunch of loam cascaded on top of me.

      “Fritz,” I whispered.

      The big bullette eye looked at me, and I had a feeling he’d have smiled if he could.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I asked.

      He looked at me.

      “Right — no talking,” I said. “Guess that makes it hard to tell me where you’ve been, too.”

      He looked at me. But I felt like he was looking at me harder.

      I motioned for him to follow, and I crawled away from the clearing until I felt like I could stand up without being seen by the corrupted ursus.

      Fritz dropped back under ground, and burrowed his way to me, popping up again in front of me.

      “Buddy, it’s been crazy around here,” I said. “Lots of weird shit going on since the ursus guys came along. I appreciate you jumping to their defense, by the way. Really cool of you to be there for that. But then you left for, like, the length of a bible. What’s up with that?”

      Naturally, no answer.

      “Okay, let’s simplify this,” I said. I looked around the heavily wooded area, and found an orange and yellow mushroom. I snatched it, and put it in front of Fritz. Then, I got a pine cone, and put it in front of Fritz. “Mushroom for yes, pine cone for no. Got it?”

      Fritz pointed to the Mushroom. So, yes.

      “Were you in trouble?” I asked.

      Pine Cone. No.

      “Were you hunting?”

      Mushroom.

      “Just digging and exploring?”

      He tapped the ground between the two objects.

      “Is that a sort of?”

      Mushroom.

      “Are you back to be a companion again?”

      Mushroom.

      “Okay, so, these ursus are the bad guys, got it?”

      Mushroom.

      “I have to kill all of them. Not just here, but, like, everywhere. Which is kind of fucked up—”

      Mushroom.

      “—but I guess just what needs to happen. You want to get in and fight with them?”

      Mushroom mushroom mushroom.

      “You seem eager for something. Are you bored?”

      He vacillated between the mushroom and the pine cone.

      “Angry?”

      Mushroom.

      “Okay, so angry about what…”

      He stared at me, and I thought about Fritz as a manticore. He’d been a pretty interesting companion. Sassy in his own way, making a few jokes. And he seemed to like playing with the kids. And the adults. I remembered seeing him almost cackling with glee when he got to drop people off in the river. He definitely liked flying around, which, to be fair, I loved as well. But his current form was remarkably limited. No flying. No talking. No playing.

      And I got it.

      “You don’t like being a bullette,” I said.

      Mushroom.

      “Well fuck, why didn’t you say so?”

      Despite not being able to talk, a bullette can glare with the best of them.

      “If you die, like in combat, do you come back again?”

      The middle spot.

      “You don’t know, got it. So let’s keep you out of the fight here, but I can do the absorption thing again, and you can swing back to Typhon and he’ll pick a new form.”

      Mushroom.

      I reached out, and then I paused, thinking about the upcoming fight.

      “Could you do one little thing first?”

      Mushroom.

      “I’ve got this plan…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      After waiting for Fritz to do his dirty work (literally), I put my hand on his tough skin.

      “Absorb,” I said.

      Fritz’s eyes closed, and I swear he was as close to smiling as he could have gotten.

      There was a bit of magical swirling, some flashing lights, and a few fun noises. Then he was gone, and I had a little notification.
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        * * *

      

      Ability Gained: Armored Hide
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        * * *

      

      That was nice. My armor rating basically doubled, and my skin thickened measurably. It also had a slight grey tinge to it, so I looked a bit like the love child between a bodybuilder and a rhino. But hey, it certainly helped combat survivability. And as I thought about the members of my hirð, I realized I couldn’t wait for things, I couldn’t leave things just sitting when I could give my hirð a better chance at making it through the corruption. So, quick as I could, I spent the hirð points, buying two levels of Hit Harder. The first for two hundred hirð points and the second for four hundred hirð points. Now, for each member of the hirð in combat, we’d do an extra 10% damage. That was huge. And it was time to throw down for one more fight.

      I walked, nonchalantly, through the woods, and stepped into the clearing.

      Immediately, the posture of the ursus changed. Shields and weapons went up, and snarls echoed around me.

      “Good evening,” I said.

      I don’t know why I thought there’d be some sort of conversation with the big bear. The main guy. Maybe because that’s the way things always happened in movies. There’d be some discussion. Some sort of trading of one-liners and insults. Or that rare grudging respect wherein the bad guy says you’ve done well, or some bullshit along those lines.

      None of this happened.

      They just charged at me.

      The big dude came first, holding a wicked blade up high and giving a tremendous roar. But the rest of his soldiers followed quickly behind him. Suddenly I had a veritable horde coming down on me.

      Shield up.

      Sword to the side.

      Low to the ground, feet planted, ready to receive the charge.

      Which was a bit of a show, because midway through the charge, the ground fell out, and the corrupted ursus dropped out of sight.

      There were a few screams of surprise, followed by more than a few of agony.

      I wasn’t sure how deep Fritz had dug the ditch, but it seemed like it was enough for some serious damage.

      It didn’t kill them all, though, because it was only about ten seconds before the first one crawled out of the ditch. And as soon as his feet were on the ground, he was charging again.

      This time, I did it for real, shield up, sword out to the side, low to the ground, feet planted, ready to receive the charge.

      As soon as the impact came, I pushed forward at full strength, holding nothing back.

      The big motherfucker came to a stunning stop, getting crushed against his own soldiers by my push.

      I stepped back and reset immediately. The fight was on.

      The training with Carpophorus paid off. I felt how to parry the ursus’ hits into their comrades, how to position my shield not just to block their blows, but set them up to be eviscerated.

      Bodies were falling.

      I left my sword stuck through a bear’s skull into his spine, and took his war hammer. Then I spun it through the air and hit a big dude, just in time for the grey furry dude to throw his spear right into his buddy’s back. I kept grabbing weapons from dead hands, and plunged them into living bodies as deep as I could. Somehow I kept moving faster and faster. My heart was thudding in time with the smashes on my shield, a shield I was using just as often as a weapon. Pushing bodies back, catching snouts and breaking teeth, slamming down on feet and severing more than a fair share of toes.

      Despite everything, my preternatural prowess, all the boons, abilities, and skills, I was so outnumbered that I took wounds as well. Nothing horrible at first, but they began to add up. The bleeding debuff activated, and my health steadily dropped. Then I got hit upside the helmet, and my head bounced back and forth off the steel. My vision blurred, and I saw bears everywhere. Which, to be fair, wasn’t that different than before the smack.

      I slipped on entrails, and dropped to my knee.

      A great huge fucking bear swung a spiked club my way. I raised my shield with just enough time to send it bouncing off, but it forced me further into the ground.

      Then there was a bright flash and a loud boom, and that bear was gone, his boots still in the ground, smoking.

      Tarryn was back on line.

      He slung spells left and right, faster than he had ever before. Darts of fire set fur ablaze everywhere.

      I noticed the bleeding and concussed debuffs were gone. Meikeljan. It was good to have friends.

      With a barbaric yawp, I sprang to my feet and reentered the fray. I felt renewed, like I hadn’t been fighting literally all day.

      With everyone back, fighting turned to killing.

      The gruesome work was done just as the sun settled behind the mountains. As the day slipped to twilight, I stood in the clearing, gore up to my knees. I let my arms drop, releasing a stolen sword, and just looked at the carnage. A hundred, two hundred bodies. Maybe more.

      Many had been dropped by Tarryn, who was currently wiping vomit from his mouth while leaning against a tree. Ragnar and Skeld worked their way through the clearing, making sure all of the corrupted were dead.

      All the while, Meikeljan walked around, blessing the ground and the corpses.

      It was an odd thing to see, because it turned the dark black blood and ichor of the corrupted ones to a deep red.

      I hurt.

      My HP had dipped way down several times, but with combat finally over, I started to heal and feel better. Physically, at least. The rage over Emeline had gone down somewhat, but every time I thought about her, I remembered The Master, and thought about going to Osterstadt and killing him. Or kill everyone there, and assume I got him in the bargain. So maybe the rage wasn’t quite gone yet.

      I began to follow Meikeljan – after he’d cleaned an area, I’d scour it for loot. There wasn’t much in the way of coinage or armor, and their weapons were so rudimentary they’d probably be more useful as raw materials. But there was quite a lot of precious metals and gems. The corrupted ones had them weaved in their fur. Perhaps, back in the world, I’d have felt weird going over bodies like this, but I knew these gems could help feed kids. Or build a school. And that made it worth it. Even if it continued well into the night.
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      We staggered back to Coggeshall in the light of the four moons. Exhaustion rested heavy on all of us, and I had to carry Tarryn. We all stunk. But a saving grace in the cold: there weren’t many flies swarming us. Some came around the bodies, but they seemed happy to stay on the bodies and let us be.

      The Thingmen at the gates stared, and it took Wian coming and yelling at them before they let us in. Mercy and Essie grabbed Tarryn from me, and took him into the mountain to get his healing started. I sent the three little furballs off to the healers to do the same. I wanted to get to my room, take a shower, try and become marginally human again.

      Nope.

      Nikolai came up.

      “There is someone here to speak to you,” he said.

      “Are you kidding?” I asked.

      “Caticorix.”

      “Fuck him.”

      “I think you would do well to speak to him in this state. He will not be expecting it.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Get him to attack.”

      “Do you have something prepared?”

      “You might say that.”

      “How long has he been waiting?”

      “Not that long. Perhaps an hour.”

      “And he can’t wait longer?”

      “I am sure he would, but it behooves us to make him attack as soon as possible. I doubt anyone outside of this valley knows he has foreign mercenaries. And the rest of the Empire will not like having foreigners meddle in our succession. If word gets out, Legions will come. So he must attack us, and he has to crush us. Completely. However, he clearly came here to talk to you to buy time. Either he has more soldiers coming or he is betting on finding a way around our walls. So for a short while, we maintain the advantage, we have him where we want him, we just need him to commit his forces and attack. So go piss him off.”

      “That sounds like something I’m good at,” I said.

      Nikolai gave me a smile. “Indeed you are.”
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      I walked up the wall and hopped off, landing on the other side to see Caticorix on his horse.

      The man’s eyes went wide at my appearance.

      I took two big steps and swung my fist around, catching the horse in the side of the head.

      It dropped, unconscious.

      Which was not at all what I thought might happen. I thought the whole thing was an illusion, and, instead, I accidentally knocked a horse the fuck out. And, to be honest, I felt pretty bad about that. The horse was just being a horse, minding its own business, and here I come, boom, punch it.

      The illusory Caticorix remained in place, floating in the air with the slightest of visual flickers. He screwed his face up, doing his best to be political and swallow the anger. A moment later, and he was standing in front of me. Still an illusion, but at least I knew it now.

      “You are a disgusting excuse for a human,” Caticorix said.

      “Yeah, well, you’re a disgusting excuse for a goblin.”

      He was confused.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I asked.

      “Why are you covered in blood?” he replied.

      “Because I fucked your wife. You want to tell me what this is all about?”

      “I know you are a man of no honor, but to stoop to thievery when—”

      “Dude, you’re the one here sieging me. You’ve sent soldiers against my gates. Stoop to thievery? The fuck does that mean?”

      “We may be at odds, but we are still men of the Empire, and—”

      “Fuck you. You bought a foreign army. I ought to get the Legion out here to kick your ass.”

      “You dare accuse me of—”

      “Come on, man. There’s no one left to believe your shit. I know you’re here to kill me, kill the princess, and take my home. You know I know you know. So you can blow smoke up my ass, but I’m not going to enjoy it, and you’re not that good at it.”

      “You wish to die, do you?”

      “I mean, at least then I wouldn’t have to see your ugly face any more.”

      “I am looking forward to placing your death mask on my wall of fame.”

      “Okay, you have a wall of fame full of desk masks? What’s a desk mask?”

      “A death mask, you moron.”

      “Ah, death mask. Still sounds stupid that you’ve got a wall of death masks. No wonder your wife is sleeping around.”

      “You dare speak of my wife in that way?”

      “You dare wear those shoes with this tunic?”

      He huffed, then said: “I thought we were done with questions.”

      “Hey, man, I’m just buying time until you want to bring your pasty ass up here and fight.”

      “Oh? The fight can start at any time, your grace.”

      He vanished.

      Then there was a flash, and suddenly the tunnel was filled with soldiers carrying huge shields and long spears. And they were already advancing as one.

      “Shit,” I said.

      They lowered their spears, the tips coming out a solid fifteen feet. I was staring into a phalanx.

      “Your grace,” called out Wian above me. “Might I suggest you move.”

      I heard the gates opening, and I turned to run back into Coggeshall, but, instead, there was a massive stone ball there. It looked almost too big to even fit through the gate.

      A hundred Thingmen shoved, helped by a few of the big draft animals. And that ball moved. I ran as far to the side as I could, feeling the ground rumble as the massive ball rolled by. I couldn’t help but want to get in on it, so as soon as I could, I ran behind the ball and gave the thing a shove.

      It slipped into the tunnel, and you could barely hear the screaming over the noise of the ball mowing down the phalanx.

      I stood there, my jaw hanging open, looking at smears of blood and broken bodies. It was incredible and horrible at the same time. Also, remarkably effective.

      Behind me came another noise: boots.

      The Thingmen and the Legion were all armed and armored, and swarming past me, chasing the ball and getting ready to engage the enemy on the other side.

      I turned to go, but there was a hand around my elbow.

      “Not this one, your grace,” Wian said. “Let your Thingmen handle this battle. Apparently there is a war you have yet to finish.”

      I was confused, but also exhausted, so I nodded.

      He smiled, and pushed his helm down further on his head.

      “For the Empire,” he shouted, “and Duke Coggeshall!”

      There were cheers from the soldiers, and it echoed down the tunnel.

      I stood there and watched them until they disappeared from view.

      “There is much yet to do,” Nikolai said.

      I jumped a little, startled at how he’d snuck up on me.

      “Yeah, building buildings, making the place safe, I get it,” I said.

      He pointed to the rock still tied on my wrist. It was pointing to the northeast, and glowing.

      “You have a sacred quest, my lord,” he said. “I wish it were as simple as you assigning others to take this over, but it is quite clear this, in particular, is a quest you alone must complete. And soon.”

      “What else did you learn while I was gone?” I asked.

      “There were one hundred and twelve bodies discovered in Coggeshall. Their blood was black. They were in the process of changing. These were the corrupted ones who had managed to remain hidden from us. And had this Master not revealed them to us, we would have most certainly been destroyed from the inside.”

      I sighed.

      “The corruption is, perhaps,” Nikolai continued, “the most dangerous thing I have yet seen. It is insidious in the manner of its attack, and I fear it may slip out of control. You must complete this quest as quickly as you can.”

      “Fuck, dude,” I said. “I was really starting to like staying in one place. I have a bed. I want to sleep in that bed.”

      He chuckled.

      “You will yet have time to sleep in your bed, Montana. I advise you leave in the morning. It will give me time to put together a party to join you.”

      “Wait, I can shower? Sleep? Leave tomorrow?”

      “You must get your rest, Montana. At least what little you can. Tomorrow, you go on a bear hunt.”

      “Gonna catch a big one?”

      “Your grace, you are going to have to catch them all.”
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      Me too! Here’s the thing, though. I’m taking a brief hiatus from The Good Guys to write a new series called — wait for it — The Bad Guys. It’s about a thieves’ guild in the capital city of the Empire. Here’s the link to Book 1:

      

      Scamps & Scoundrels

      

      BUT WAIT! Don’t go! Montana’s adventures aren’t over, far from it. Book 7, The Bare Hunt, comes out on December 14, 2019. Want a reminder?

      

      Sign Up Here

      

      We’ll tell you as soon as the preorder is live.
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