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      Someone pounding on my door woke me up. I was out of bed with a sword in my hand before I was even fully awake.

      “Rise, Duke,” a familiar voice barked.

      I had trouble placing it.

      “Valamir?” I asked.

      “Are you awake?”

      “Yes, but—”

      He pushed the door open.

      “A bit naked,” I finished.

      “I have seen the nude form before,” he said dismissively, walking into the room and shutting the door quickly behind him.

      “Is it even morning?” I asked.

      “Of course.” He ripped the drapes open to reveal a sunny garden.

      “Shit. Did I miss the Senate?”

      I scrambled to pull clothes out of the dresser.

      “Not yet, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “Then what’s going on?”

      “I take it you had an interesting evening?”

      “At the ball? Sure. I met the people thinking of running for Emperor. They all seemed kinda shitty, as far as people go, but probably fine rulers. I told everyone I wasn’t going to vote for them. At least not yet.”

      “And Tollendahl?”

      “Oh, that blowhard, yeah. He and I had a chat.”

      “Allow me to guess that it did not go well.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “How would you prefer I put it?”

      “No, that’s accurate. He threatened me, and I told him to fuck right off. But I didn’t hurt him. Nor did I get into any fights.”

      “Well regardless, you wound up in a fight, and it is one you will have difficulty winning.”

      “What did Tollendahl do?”

      “There are many layers of luck that even allow me to posit a means to head off this disaster. But we have little time to get this done.”

      “What?”

      Valamir rubbed his forehead, looking out the window. “Even then, will it work?”

      “Give me a little to go on here.”

      “You will need to go to Arenberg.”

      “And why will I need to do that?”

      “Because it was not a rumor that Mahrduhm has moved an army there, nor a rumor they plan to take the pass and invade Glaton. I have no army to send, so you need to defeat the army there in a decisive victory. Otherwise, you will lose your titles and Coggeshall will be wiped from the map.”

      “That’s a whole lot to lie on my table. And can you clarify this whole Coggeshall-will-be-wiped-from-the-map thing?”

      “I would love to elaborate more on this mess, but on the one hand, I hesitate to spell things out in a way that could turn out false. Bear in mind, I am not operating from a position of full knowledge. I have been warned by two friends who have different pieces of the same picture, and I am forced to determine what is going to happen from those disparate accounts. On the other hand, we are preciously short of time and disturbingly long on what needs to be accomplished. I must tell you what I can on the way to the Senate, and I am very much afraid that you need to simply trust me.”

      “Fuck, Valamir. Why can’t you come wake me up with good news?”

      He gave me a wry smile.

      “Next time, Duke,” the high prince said. “Should you remain a duke, that is. Now, unless you think the Senate will react favorably to you showing up nude, get dressed.”

      “You think that might help me?”

      “It is against the parliamentary rules,” called a voice from the hall.

      “Arthur?” I called out. “Is that you?”

      “At your service, your grace. Pursuant to a ruling in the second session, one must be attired appropriately for one’s task within the Senate.”

      “He, apparently, has not seen the nude form before,” Valamir said, rummaging through my clothes and throwing things at me, “and chose to remain outside.”

      “It was the polite course of action!” Arthur argued. “That I am even here is beyond normal protocol, your grace and your highness.”

      I started pulling all the clothes on, wishing, not for the first time, that zippers had been invented here. Getting dressed required far too much in the way of ties and buttons, which were never made for my seemingly gargantuan fingers.

      “There is one additional thing to consider,” Valamir said.

      “Oh, goody,” I replied, wrapping my belt around my waist. “Hit me with it.”

      “Take whatever you need with you. You cannot come back here.”

      “That doesn’t sound ominous at all.”

      “I will explain on the way.”

      “You keep saying that, and then not explaining anything.”

      “I would prefer to be in the carriage before I begin talking. I worry we have already taken too long.”

      He looked me up and down and gave me a nod.

      “I feel you are dressed enough,” he suddenly said, neglecting the fact I didn’t have boots on, or really anything beyond pants and a single shirt. “You have a helper here?”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call Ragnar a helper, but—”

      “Have him bring your things.”

      “Wait–”

      Valamir grabbed my shoulder and steered me out of the room. I knew I was stronger than him and I could have broken free, but it really didn’t seem like the right move. He was an ally, in theory, and I figured I needed to listen to him. Out in the hallway, I saw Arthur leaning against the wall, looking ragged. Eliza peeked from her doorway, but when she saw me looking, she quickly disappeared. Ragnar was rubbing his eyes, trying to get all the sleep from them, obvious to me at least, that he had been hitting the sauce somewhere the previous night. Baltu was still nowhere to be found.

      A heartbeat later, I was sitting in the carriage with Ragnar, Valamir, and Arthur, somewhat squished together since this clearly wasn’t Valamir’s normal ride. This was a smaller and more discrete whip. But that meant a tighter ride…

      It was not in any way comfortable. Carriages in general aren’t the most pleasant — there’s a certain lack of suspension technology in Vuldranni that makes me miss even the clunkiest cars and trucks from the old world. But add in too many people crammed into a small space, especially when one of those is an oversized idiot like myself, well, it was a ride. The only saving grace was one of us being a Lutra.

      Ragnar seemed to have made a full recovery already, just smiling and looking out the window, his little legs kicking a little.

      Arthur looked a bit like he was going to vomit, while Valamir was gritting his teeth hard enough to crack them.

      And then there was me, crammed against the window, my head bouncing off the ceiling with every bounce, struggling to get the last of my clothes on in a way that didn’t look like I’d gotten dressed in a carriage.

      Oddly, we rode in silence. I’d thought there’d be more chatter. But Arthur was afraid to speak while Valamir was busy thinking about things. Ragnar snored softly, somehow falling asleep after the second block. I was both stunned and irritated. Apparently I needed to take on an entire army by myself, and still no one had explained why.

      “I cannot say this will work,” Valamir said suddenly.

      “With that level of confidence,” I replied, “I’m so glad we’re hinging the future of my people on your nonsense plan.”

      “It is our only way free of the noose you put around your neck.”

      “I know another way.”

      “I think he means a way without wanton bloodshed,” Ragnar mused, still seeming asleep.

      “You mean as opposed to me somehow winning this war against Mahrduhm?”

      “Point.”

      “The Empire does not expect a complete victory over Mahrduhm,” Valamir countered. “Granted, I am sure we would accept their surrender, or even the cessation of hostilities. But you merely need to secure Arenberg and Rumib Pass. Remove them front from active conflict.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Ragnar asked. “Yeah, no bloodshed there in the slightest.”

      “You would cut the heads off the nobility here instead?” Valamir asked. “Is that your answer to this mess?”

      “Seems like it’s worked in the past.”

      “You would have the Empire against you. Civil war.”

      “I have to play the game, eh?”

      “You do.”

      “What if the game sucks? What if the game is rigged? Doesn’t it seem like all this—”

      Ragnar put his hand on my arm.

      “Are you pointing out the stupidity of the game to the man who has been playing it his whole life?”

      Valamir gave Ragnar a smile and winked at me.

      “I can muster the slightest twinge of pity for you having to deal with this,” Valamir said. “Though not much beyond that. As your friend says, I have played this my whole life, born into it without choice. Now I am doing what I can to assist you through the same labyrinth. And yes, it is an unfair game. It’s terribly unbalanced, with rules designed to screw those who have just started to play. We have a slim chance to make a play that will surely ruin their own attempts at the game. And should it fail, and you lose your title and lands… well, then there is little to stop you from laying waste to any and all who you find might have wronged you. Myself included.”

      Arthur gulped.

      “Not you, Arthur,” I said.

      “Thank you, your grace.”

      “Yet.”

      Arthur didn’t catch my smile, and certainly missed the joke. What he didn’t miss, however, was the floor when he vomited all over the carriage.

      “Whoa,” I shouted, trying to avoid the spray, an impossibility given the close quarters.

      Valamir’s eyes went wide, and despite his normally royal demeanor, I could tell he was having a massive internal battle where he did not want to unleash his stomach contents, and he was losing. He clamped his hands over his mouth.

      I’m not sure why people do this — it doesn’t ever do anything except increase spray.

      Valamir’s stomach contents shot out at an increased velocity all over the interior of the carriage, covering those of us on the other side quite liberally. It was disgusting.

      Being covered in vomit wasn’t the newest thing for me — it was sadly routine life in the old world and a regular occurrence in the new world as well, what with all the fighting I seemed to get up to. All to say I wasn’t disgusted so much as disappointed.

      Ragnar was disgusted. And he promptly let loose.

      Which got both Arthur and Valamir.

      Prompting them into a second round.

      I shook my head and kept my mouth closed as I stared out of the window, wondering where my life had gone wrong.

      “None of this shit would happen at a fishing cabin,” I muttered.

      The only response from the rest of the passengers was mutual retching.
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      The recent events required an unscheduled pit stop. Well, not precisely a stop at a pit, which I didn’t realize had to be specified here in the capital, but rather we stopped at a tailor.

      Of the four of us, I was the most disgusting. And of the four of us, I was the one who couldn’t just buy something off the rack. Nor was I allowed inside until I’d been dunked in the horse trough outside. I thought it left me nearly as disgusting. And while the rest of the group easily found new threads, I stood awkwardly with the apprentice tailor as he pulled larger and larger clothes out, none of which had any chance of being altered to fit. The apprentice ran off to check the warehouse, which I took as him giving up.

      So instead, while the other men got gussied up with new clothes, I tossed my old clothes into a pile and used a bit of magic to pull the more functional gear out of the bag of infinite holding, and got dressed as if I was going to war. Which, you know, I was.

      Arthur’s eyes went wide when he came out to see me leaning against the carriage, mithril chain covering my muscled bulk. Though the mithril hood wasn’t on my head.

      “You…” he started, then faltered for a moment before finding his words again, “are terrifying.”

      Valamir came out of the tailor’s shop shaking his head.

      “You are attired inappropriately for the Senate,” Valamir said. “You should–”

      “Not precisely, your highness,” Arthur interrupted. “The Empire is within a time of war, and in such times, dressing for battle is within the realms of proprietary.”

      “I had not known that. But even knowing that, I worry such an outfit might provide clues as to our goal there.”

      “You still haven’t been clear with any of that,” I said. “What’s the actual plan?”

      Ragnar chose that moment to exit the shop with aplomb, coming out dressed to the nines in a deep dark green, striking a pose against the lamppost.

      “I am ready,” he said.

      “Did you even get anything on you?” I asked.

      “Nothing touched me physically,” Ragnar replied, “but I felt dirty. So why not get some new threads?”

      “Especially when someone else is paying?”

      “The added expense is a pittance,” Valamir said. “I humbly request that we focus on the present issue.”

      “His shoddy fashion choices are a present issue,” I snapped.

      “Shoddy fashion?” Ragnar asked.

      “Perhaps an issue, but not the issue, your grace,” Valamir replied right over Ragnar. “We have lost use of the carriage and need to walk. Use your long legs and let us go quickly.”

      Valamir strode away.

      I looked over at Ragnar.

      He smiled at me and promptly scurried up to sit on my shoulder.

      “Is that really necessary?” I asked.

      “You wouldn’t want to lose me in the crowd, would you?” he asked.

      “I might,” Bear replied quietly from my other shoulder.

      “Knock it off,” I snapped, moving after Valamir before he could look back and wonder what the fuck I was doing.

      “Away from the prying ears of the tailor,” Valamir said as I caught up to him, “we are trying to play a bit of a parliamentary trick based on what we imagine Tollendahl and his associates are going to do. Again–”

      “Just a guess,” I said.

      “Correct. We imagine they will call your title into question, that they will vote to strip the title from you and invalidate it, based upon what they can prove toward its provenance.”

      “Even though the Emperor gave it to Cleeve? I mean, to Coggeshall?”

      “The machinations of my brother and the first Duke of Coggeshall were more secretive than I would have liked. I doubt either one expected the end to be quite so sudden, and I would imagine there might have been more done to prop up the title had they known.”

      “It isn’t enough that the Emperor signed it and his viceroy confirmed it?”

      “The signature happened in secret and the viceroy did everything out of sight.”

      “And is now dead,” Arthur added.

      I shot him a dark look.

      “I apologize for my bluntness,” Arthur added quickly.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Regardless of what you think or your feelings on the matter,” Valamir said quickly, glancing around at the people moving by us on the somewhat crowded city streets, “the reality of the situation is simply one of putting questions in people’s minds. If they can convince enough of the Senate that there is reason to question you or your title, they can, with little trouble, table your legitimacy until after a new Emperor is crowned. At which point, you must kiss the ring of whomever you think might win in the hopes they will reinstate you.”

      “I doubt that’ll happen.”

      “It would be unlikely, given your, erm, social capabilities.”

      “Because I suck at being a kiss-ass noble dickweed?”

      “I think it’s because you use words like dickweed,” Ragnar said.

      “Bit of both, really,” Valamir said. “But we digress from the germane topic.”

      “You have a way to prevent this from happening?” I asked.

      “Arthur and I have a theory. It should work, and it should be unexpected. In fact, we need it to be unexpected, because if they suspect what we are doing, there are means to stop it.”

      “Why is it so unexpected?”

      “The last time it was used was nearly six hundred years ago.”

      The Senate was busy as we approached. Crowds had gathered, fighting to gain access to the building. Things hadn’t moved to the point of actual physical violence, but there was quite a bit of shouting, and a few pockets of shoving already breaking out. It was almost as if someone had let the public know there would be momentous happenings in the Senate that day…

      Our little foursome paused at the edge of the growing mob, standing in the shadows at the mouth of an alley.

      “Ragnar,” Valamir said, “your master cannot pause when he leaves the Senate. He must depart the city immediately. Anything you think you will need for the journey, you must get now.”

      “Am I going?” Ragnar asked.

      “You want to go?” I asked.

      “Seems better than hanging around this place. Too many people, not enough fur.”

      Valamir cracked a mild smile.

      “Come with then,” I said.

      “What do we need?” he asked.

      “Food and supplies and shit. Just not literal shit.”

      “I know.”

      “Sometimes you–”

      “Not when it’s important.”

      “Fair,” I said, pulling off my most special bag and giving it to him. “Pack what you think we need.”

      “When do I need to get back here?” he asked.

      “You will hear the bells,” Valamir replied. “And one of mine will guide you.”

      I didn’t even notice Valamir making any sort of gesture, but suddenly a man stood next to Ragnar, looking at Valamir.

      “Lothar,” Valamir said, “Ragnar is gathering supplies for his master. Ensure his safety and see to it he is here when we exit.”

      “Of course, your majesty,” Lothar said, with a slight bow.

      Ragnar gave me a slight bow, maybe to mirror Lothar, and then the two were off.

      Valamir looked over at Arthur.

      “You wish to make your exit?” Valamir asked.

      “Leaving us so soon?” I asked.

      “Ah, your grace,” Arthur replied, unable to look me in the eye, “it’s just, uh, well, there is, my livelihood and I am not fully confident–”

      “I get it. You don’t think this is going to work and you want to ensure you can continue advising others in the Senate.”

      “I would have found a more politick way of saying that, your grace, but—”

      I gave him what I hoped was a warm smile.

      “It’s okay, Arthur,” I said. “You have to take care of your family, and if I go down in flames, you need to not be associated with me.”

      Arthur nodded, barely.

      “Thank you for your help,” I said. “If it works, I’ll tell everyone you did it.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” he asked.

      “We blame Valamir.”

      “Why thank you,” Valamir said with a mild smile.

      “Thank you, you grace,” Arthur stammered. “And your highness. Thank you.”

      “Go quickly,” Valamir said, “before you are noticed.”

      Arthur scurried away.

      Valamir took a heavy cloth from a young woman who walked by and handed the cloth to me.

      “What the fuck?” I asked.

      “A cloak. Put it on,” he said, donning his own heavy grey cloak and pulling the deep hood over his face.

      “Okay, sure, but who was that?” I asked.

      “A servant of mine.”

      “How did–how many people here work for you?”

      “Enough. Now, come, let us try to save an Empire.”
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      While Ragnar went on his errands, Valamir and I walked at the back of the crowds. We kept our hoods on and our cloaks up, hoping to avoid detection. Which worked, for the most part. There were a few people who looked at me, a giant pushing through the crowds, then glanced at Valamir to see who might be so important as to have a bodyguard built like me. Half the time, they had no idea who Valamir was. The other times, their eyes would go wide, and they’d move quickly away, not wanting to see what might happen if they stood in the way of the royal person.

      We skipped the normal entrance as well, going around to something like a service entrance.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Imperial entrance,” Valamir said with a wry smile. “One of the few perks of my station I do not mind availing myself of...”

      There were plenty of Imperial Guard about, and they all snapped to attention as soon as Valamir stepped into view.

      He gave a curt nod as he hurried by, while I followed close behind.

      Moving through the service hallways was a bit weird because they were significantly smaller, with quite a bit less in the way of decor and finery. Mainly just finished brick and stone, with the occasional glowstone mounted unobtrusively to the side. Anyone we came across moved to the side, and bowed their head as we passed, until we came to some unobtrusive doors with the simple sign: Senate Floor.

      “This is it,” Valamir said. “You remember your part in this, yes?”

      “I accept the quest, and then I run,” I said.

      “You move. I doubt running is necessary. But you cannot stop--“

      “—stop until I leave the city. I got it. Let nothing stand in my way.”

      “They might try to stop you, should they remember that part of the rule.”

      “If they remember the rule, they’re going to find a way to stop it from happening in the first place.”

      “I believe they will be unable to do that.”

      “You place a lot of trust in the parliamentary system here.”

      “They play with the same rules. They must abide by them as we do.”

      “What if they don’t?”

      “They only hold power because the rules say they do. If they choose to ignore the Senate, then I can simply assume the throne over their objections and order the Legions about as if they were my own soldiers. Not to mention I could order about my own soldiers as if they were my own soldiers.”

      “You do have your own army, don’t you?”

      “Yes. As do you. And between the two of us, I daresay we could put up one or two hells worth of a fight. But that is not a path worth going down, for if we do, Glaton is already lost.”

      “Got it.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “I am. I think.”

      “You fill me with overwhelming confidence,” he said with a sigh.

      Still, he pushed through the doors and walked onto the floor of the Senate.
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      It would have been much cooler if we’d walked into the Senate already in session, getting to stop the proceedings and make some sort of grand pronouncement.

      That’s not what happened.

      Instead, we walked into a mostly empty room. The chairs were all set up and there were some people already whispering in the upper balconies, but the floor only had about six people, mostly workers. I saw one woman sitting in her chair, reading a book.

      Valamir walked over to the Glaton family section, did a little rearranging of chairs and nameplates, and then sat, pulling out a tiny book and jotting something down.

      I went to my section, the twenty chairs sitting under a Coggeshall crest that had been placed on a pole. It was a nice touch, and for a moment, I thought that someone was sending me a sign because my section of chairs was the only one which had the crest. But then more crests were brought out and set up.

      I sat down, trying to arrange my cloak to look like I might just be cold instead of trying to hide what I actually wore. An entire hauberk of mithril chain wasn’t the most subtle of outfits. A bit of pulling and tugging, and I decided that I both looked normal enough and that I wasn’t a fan of wearing cloaks while seated. I was already sweating. I looked around the large room and wondered how they handled the temperature. Heating and cooling a wide domed space had to have some serious challenges without more modern HVAC systems, and...

      

      quest notice HVAC

      You have been offered a quest (by person if applicable):

      Title of Quest

      Description of Quest

      Reward for success: Reward

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Penalty

      Yes/No

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Motherfucker,” I whispered to myself. “I don’t need a damn quest every time I wonder about something.”

      I supposed the game world would merely reply that the quest was a suggestion, that I needn’t accept the quest if I didn’t want the quest. But , then again, who was going to ignore a quest like that?

      Quest accepted, I could almost hear Bear and Ragnar shouting with frustration, wherever they might be. I leaned back in the chair, tipping it until I got it perfectly balanced.

      A smile spread across my face.

      Crack!

      The legs gave out under me, and I crashed to the floor.

      All eyes were on me.

      I stood up, brushed the splinters from my cloak, and sat down in another chair as if nothing had happened.

      The murmuring in the room started up again, and I could feel my cheeks burning as I blushed.

      I pulled out my flask and furtively drank some root beer. It was perfectly chilled, which brought back my smile. I sighed.

      Two attendants rushed out with a new chair, as well as brooms to clean up the mess of the fallen soldier.

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      They ignored me, not really in an impolite way, but more in a we’re-not-supposed-to-be-talking-to-you way.

      With a blast of noise, the doors opened to allow a group of nobles and their lackeys onto the floor.

      As if the floodgates opened, a veritable horde of people swarmed into the room. All with mostly suitable decorum of course, because as the nobles were clamoring for their seats and all trying to be the first into the space, the three parliamentary leaders were already present, watching over everything with keen eyes. As soon as they handed the first demerit out for a raised voice, everything settled down, and it went from mad rush to restrained excitement.

      I sat alone, no one willing to come over and chat with me. And I was the only one who was completely alone. Nearly everyone else who had the spare seat that is, had at least one person with them. Unlike the first session, every single seat was full, minus, of course, the nineteen around me.

      Karl Lodbrook walked over to me, and stood in front of me for a moment, looking down his nose at me.

      “Have you made any decisions?” he asked.

      “About?”

      “Your future. Our future. Your place in this realm.”

      “Are you asking if I’ve decided to vote for you?”

      “I can appreciate a blunt man. That is what I was asking.”

      “I haven’t made a decision. It’s been a few hours since we last talked, and nothing has changed.”

      “Everything has changed, my boy. Everything. If you want a place in Glaton, you must decide now. Else you will have no decision to make.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Not in the slightest. I am not in the business of making threats, Duke of Coggeshall. There is little point to them unless you intend to go through with them, and I find I have little time for that. So much to do, you see, and were I to become emperor, I would imagine there is only going to be more to do. And I doubt I would have time to mete out all the threats I might have to make were I to make threats.”

      “No offense, but you might find you have more time for things if you tried to be concise. To the point.”

      He actually smiled at that, and gave me a slight nod.

      “That is likely true. Your future in Glaton is in jeopardy, but not from me. There could be the chance I might assist you, but I would need your pledge to back me before I backed you.”

      “Any chance you can tell me what’s coming?”

      He shook his head.

      “Part of me wants to say yes,” I started, taking the time to make sure the right words were coming out of my mouth. “The thing is, that’d be a lie. I honestly don’t know who to support. It might be you, but it’s too early to tell. And I think I have to roll the dice, see what’s coming instead of lying.”

      “I can appreciate the honesty, Montana.”

      “Thank you for understanding, Lodbrook.”

      He nodded once more, and gave me what I thought was a sad sort of smile. Then he walked away to his set of chairs.

      I watched him out of the corner of my eye, at least as best I could, trying to get a sense of whether he was actually sad or just playing it up for me.

      “he give you the I don’t make threat speech?” a woman asked.

      Glancing over, I saw Lodbrook’s main opponent standing there, Katja Baeder.

      “He did,” I replied.

      “Might I sit for a moment?” she asked.

      “Does it mean you get my vote?”

      “Only if the senate is in session.”

      “Is it?”

      “Not yet. Right now, it is merely a place to rest my butt.”

      “Rest away.”

      “Thank you,” she said, sitting down. “All these late night shenanigans are going to be the death of me. First thing I do as empress is move all events two hours up.”

      “Morning person?”

      “Indeed. Do you need more small talk or would you like me to move things along?”

      “I don’t mind the small talk,” I said, but I could also see the people in charge of the session getting ready to start the whole thing off. “But I think we’re almost out of time.”

      “I saw Lodbrook talking with you. He was probably asking for your support for his help, yes?”

      “Something along those lines. You here to do the same?”

      “I am. I despise having to do this, but I fear it is the only way.”

      “You already know what’s going to happen?”

      “I do.”

      “And you’ve been sworn to secrecy?”

      “I have.”

      “But you would break that oath to save me if I swung my votes to you?”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t need to do anything like that. If you would join me, then you would be part of my family, and we protect our own.”

      “I hope you don’t mind that I’m tell ing you the same thing I told Lodbrook, but I haven’t made up my mind yet.”

      “You are out of time to do so, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      I looked up at the ceiling and scratched my head.

      “The balance has shifted in my favor, duke,” Katja said. “I will not beg. Nor will I ask again. I have asked once, that is all you will get. Give your answer.”

      “My answer is not yet. I won’t commit myself and my people to faction unless I know exactly what that means.”

      “Even if it means you might not have your people any longer?”

      I chuckled.

      “You walk a fine line here,” I said, once again measuring out my words in the hopes I wasn’t going to ruin things by talking out of turn. “There’s this illusion of power held here, of what you can do in the real world. And while you can make certain things happen, you can push papers one way or the other, you can draw maps the way you want them, you can even order men and women about, reality is just a little different. And even though some people here think they have power over me, if my people start getting hurt, I’ll be forced to break that illusion. To play by the rules of the real world, not this Senate bullshit that keeps everyone in line. And once we’re playing that game? I can make sure anyone who hurts mine loses first. And worst.”

      “Should I expect the speech about not giving threats now?”

      “Oh, that’s a very direct threat. You come after my people, I will no longer be constrained by the rules of the Senate. Of Glaton.”

      “And what rules will you be constrained by?”

      “Only one. That my people live. Everyone else can get fucked. If necessary, by me.”

      The arms of my chair splintered, exploding out in a cloud of wood particles as I lost control of my grip.

      Katja’s eyes went wide, and she jumped to her feet.

      She opened her mouth to say something, perhaps to admonish me, but I stood up just as fast as she had, and I towered over her.

      For a half second, I stayed upright, glaring at her, before promptly sitting down in the seat she’d been warming for me.

      Katja blinked at me twice, then shook her head, breaking her reverie and stalked away.

      “Nice speaking with you,” I called out.

      She didn’t look back.

      Valamir, on the other hand, glared at me as another set of attendants scurried out with another replacement chair.
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      The Senate chamberlain slammed the gavel down against their lectern once, and the room immediately quieted down. There was a little kerfuffle happening upstairs in the balcony, but a single glance from the woman in charge silenced things.

      “The seven hundred and eighth meeting of the Senate of Glaton is called to sit,” the woman said.

      A bell rang.

      “This, the Second Session of the Imperial Senate of Glaton is a public session,” she called out, her voice echoing in the large chamber. “Have all chairs been issued?”

      “All chairs have been issued,” the woman to the right said.

      “Have there been changes to the chairs?”

      A susurration spread throughout those in attendance, both on the floor and in the balcony, as a man stood up, and it wasn’t really who I’d expected. ArchDuke Edgemond  looked over at me and grinned.

      “The Senate recognizes ArchDuke Edgemond,” the chamberlain said. “Do you wish to advise the Senate on an alteration to the chairs?”

      “It has come to my attention,” Edgemond said, his voice booming through the chambers, “that there might be an imposter among us. Someone who has not earned, properly, their right to be here. Someone who has been flouting their supposed influence in order to get something they have no right to have. I put forth the motion that the Duke of Coggeshall is not—“

      He stopped speaking as Valamir stood up.

      “The Senate recognizes his highness, Prince Valamir Glaton.”

      “What is this? What is happening?” Edgemond asked, looking around, a mixture of confusion and rage on his unpleasant face.

      “I propose a motion—“

      “I am in the midst of a proposal!”

      Valamir stopped speaking and stood there politely.

      “You are no longer recognized,” the chamberlain said.

      “You cannot—“

      “You are no longer recognized.”

      “I demand an explanation!”

      “Is the prince not a higher tier than even an archduke?”

      There were some chuckles around the senate floor, and a cackle from the balcony that quickly roused the rest of the gallery into laughter.

      “Silence in the Senate,” bellowed out the chamberlain, slamming her gavel down once on the podium.

      A hush fell over the enormous room once again.

      “You will be recognized after his highness, your grace,” the center woman said firmly.

      There was a stillness while the archduke remained standing, seemingly determined to push his case, but the older gent to his side grabbed the archduke’s pants and yanked the archduke to sitting.

      “Your highness may proceed,” the Senate chamberlain said.

      “I have received dire news from Arenberg,” Valamir said, continuing on as if the outburst hadn’t happened. “The kingdom of Mahrduhm has renewed their efforts to take Rumib Pass and invade Glaton from the North. The Legions are currently engaged throughout the south and the west. We have no one to send to Arenberg.”

      I could sense the other senators in the room trying to run through the possible motion Valamir was about to unveil, how it might combat the archduke’s motion against me...

      “There is one thing that can alleviate this issue,” Valamir said. “One thing that has long been left aside, because it has yet to be necessary. I speak of the Call of the Imperial Hero.”

      A second susurration moved through the balcony crowd. The Senators on the floor seemed to react more with confusion, as if they had no idea what Valamir was talking about.

      Which is what I expected to be the case, because I’d had no idea what Valamir was talking about when he first broached the idea to me, either. Apparently, even Valamir didn’t know that much about the Call of the Imperial Hero. It was something Arthur had divulged during their late night strategy session.

      Most interesting, to me at least, was that the chamberlain herself had to lean over and confer with one of her side pieces, chatting animatedly about whatever they’d found in one of their very thick books. Finally, she stood upright again.

      “The Senate recognizes the Call,” the Senate Chamberlain said. “Who offers the call?”

      “I offer the call,” Valamir said.

      “And you are?”

      “Valamir Glaton, High Prince of the Empire of Glaton and brother of the seated Emperor.”

      “And what does this call entail?”

      “Pushing back the armies of Mahrduhm and retaking Rumib Pass for Glaton.”

      A palpable silence hung over the whole of the Senate.

      “Is there one who would negate the call?” The chamberlain asked.

      The young, pinch-faced ArchDuke popped to his feet, and barked out, “I negate the call!”

      I could feel the urge to clap coming from those around him.

      “And you are?”

      “ArchDuke Edge-–”

      The older man at his side hissed at the kid, and Edgemond stopped mid-sentence.

      “Nicholas Edgemond. ArchDuke of Edgemond, Duke of Estrece, candidate for Emperor.”

      “Your negation is denied.”

      “What? I demand–”

      “A demerit is issued to the chairs of ArchDuke Edgemond.”

      There was an intake of breath from some of the Senators, and the old man next to Edgemond grabbed the young man and yanked him down. There were barely hushed words exchanged.

      “The call stands,” the Chamberlain said. “Is there any who would answer the call?”

      I gave it a full five seconds before I stood up, throwing off my cloak to reveal the mithril chain underneath.

      “I answer the call,” I bellowed. “Montana Coggeshall, Imperial Duke of Coggeshall, Prince of Eonneque, Fürst of Vreijuirag, Heir of the dukedom of Lattimoore, Count of Duhamel, Count of Helgand, Count of Dunnismeer, Count of Whitelock, Count of Michelgrove, Count of Daroonga, Count of Braewood, Count of Kingshills, Count of Wolveshire, and a host of others, but I’m stopping here. Oh, and of Royal Blood, if it matters.”

      I’m not going to lie— I expected applause, maybe even cheering. It felt like that sort of a moment to me, when a hero rises to the challenge. But there was none of that. It was more along the lines of mostly quiet, mixed up with some confusion. Valamir looked over at me and rolled his eyes, followed quickly by a hand motion telling me to tone it down a little.

      The Senate Chamberlain glanced over at her colleagues on either side. The woman to the left shrugged, the man on her right nodded.

      “The call has been answered,” The Chamberlain said with a swift click of her gavel. “All business pertaining to Montana Coggeshall, the Dukedom of Coggeshall, or votes in which the chairs of Coggeshall would be partaking are hereby put on hold until such time as the Duke of Coggeshall returns.”
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        * * *

      

      You have taken the quest:

      Call of the Imperial Hero

      Push back the armies of Mahrduhm and retake Rumib Pass for Glaton.

      Reward for success: The Imperial Hero indicium, all XP gained during the Call.

      Penalty for failure: Unknown, but might include death or charges of treason. Definitely includes forfeiture of any XP earned until quest is either completed or failed.
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        * * *

      

      Remembering what Arthur said, I gave a nod toward the three running the Senate, and strode out of the room without any further delay.
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      My sudden exit from the Senate went mostly unnoticed, mostly because whatever crowds and excitement had been around the Senate when I’d arrived seemed to have died down. Mostly, it was just the vendors hoping to grab some coins from the balcony viewers who got bored. Also, Ragnar, who was very obviously waiting for me to meet up.

      A few blocks on, I noticed figures following me discreetly. It didn’t take long before I noticed people following indiscreetly along, trying to get in my way. Trying to stop me. I didn’t body check anyone. I moved through Glaton with surprising speed. I wasn’t used to having such a timetable, or being watched as obviously and as closely. There were several men and women who walked alongside me, checking every pause I made against whatever watch or time device they might have.

      The city bustled, being midday. It was a big enough place that even though I drew a measure of attention, it didn’t grow to parade levels. It was more settled than that, with people watching as I went by, but no one attaching themselves to see what was going on. More of a look-what-those-stupid-nobles-are-doing-now...

      Ragnar rode on my shoulder, a short spear in his hand, glaring menacingly at, well, everyone. Being a cute otter-type guy, it really didn’t have the effect he was looking for, but I appreciated his help. Bear was nowhere to be seen, which was pretty par for the course, given, you know, her predilection for invisibility. It was more unusual that I couldn’t see her.

      Twenty minutes into the hike through the city, moving from the Government Administration neighborhood along the avenue south before hooking a sharp left along the Via Pratorious. Or was it the Via Principalis? I got the two confused. Regardless of the name, I went south and then I went east, marching along like a good little soldier.

      “Any reason I couldn’t take a carriage?” I asked.

      “Tired of walking already?” Valamir replied.

      “Where the fuck did you just come from?” I snapped, looking around as if I’d suddenly see his path somehow.

      “I took the shorter way here,” he said.

      “Seems like you could have told me about that shorter way before I hiked all this way. I’m going to get a carriage.”

      “I would advise against it.”

      “Just seems—“

      “Easier to stop a carriage.”

      “So I have to keep moving no matter what? Some beastie rises up out of the sewers and I have to stroll on by?”

      “Depends on those watching you. If they decline to ask for a vote, it matters little how long it takes you to leave the city.”

      “Can I leave via the sewers?”

      Valamir’s eyebrows knit together, his forehead crinkles, and his eyes narrowed as he tilted his head to the side in confusion, as if someone had never asked him such a stupid question before.

      “No,” he said sharply. “You continue along those avenues. Go all the way along, through the gates. I have arranged for an advisor to meet you beyond where you can then travel via, well, via your own means, to Arenberg. I would tell you not to waste time, but oddly, I think you means of travel is a little faster than most and it would seem better if you took a few days to get there instead of winging over in an afternoon.”

      “Fritz isn’t that fast.”

      “Still.”

      “He’s got it,” Ragnar said. “Or I do.”

      “Baltu,” I said.

      “Yes,” Valamir said, “your kobold friend. I will do what I can to track him down. I regret to say that I am, well, I know little of the kobolds in Glaton, or where he might have gone. There is someone who I imagine could help, but I am on the issue.”

      “Eliza—“

      “Miss Northwoods will perfectly safe in your absence. Her father is a, well, I hesitate to use the term friend, but—“

      “How very diplomatic of you.”

      “Yes, well, words are power and all that. I am trying to be honest and yet quick here. I know she is important to you and I want you to know she is important to me. She will be safe until you return.”

      “How long do you think this is going to take?”

      “How long to win one front of a war? Oddly, I am not as well versed in martial matters as I would like in order to give you an accurate answer to that.”

      “Well shit. Kind of makes two of us.”

      “I would hope you have significantly more experience with war than myself, or we have twisted our fates together most poorly.”

      Valamir clapped my shoulder.

      “May Picus guide you,” he said. “I will be in touch.”

      And then he veered away, slipping into a building.

      I’ve never exactly been overly fond of cities, certainly not the bigger ones. Which meant that when I passed under the unbelievably thick wall through impressively enormous gates, which seemed to never have shut, I sighed in relief.

      It certainly helped that my minders weren’t willing to depart the city, so I left Glaton. I also left those assholes behind. And, in theory, I could stop and take a bit of a rest. But taking a rest wasn’t in the cards, not for me, not yet. I still had miles to go before I slept.

      Except, you know, there was a man waiting there for me. A tall man, nearly eye-to-eye with me. He looked like he had once had quite a bit of muscle, something that age had robbed him of, leaving him with a robust if gaunt frame. His face was stern, like he was disappointed with the effort everyone in the world put forth, with deep-set eyes and a really long pointed nose. He had the start of a beard that was fighting with itself whether to be white or red, a thin cloth forming a hood over his head, leaning on a thick staff.

      “Your grace,” he said, bending over in some sort of exaggerated bow.

      I noticed Ragnar leveling his short spear at the man.

      “Easy there,” I murmured to Ragnar before turning my attention to the man. “Hello there.”

      “Lord Valamir sends his regards,” the man replied, still in his bow.

      “You’re from Valamir?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Okay, um, why?”

      “I am to offer my services as an advisor.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Of course, your grace.”

      “Are you also supposed to spy on me and report back to Valamir?”

      “Of course, your grace.”

      “I appreciate the honesty.”

      “There can be no proper advisor-advisee relationship without honesty, your grace.”

      “One would think there’d be no proper advisor-advisee relationship when the advisor is an employee and spy for someone else, but I guess that’s not quite as important.”

      The advisor shrugged.

      “You can choose to reject my assistance,” the guy said, “if you feel it would benefit you.”

      “You know much about war?” Ragnar asked.

      “Me?” the man said. “I am an expert.”

      “I was speaking to the big guy.”

      “You know how much I know about war.”

      “It was a rhetorical question, Montana,” Ragnar snapped, “so you’d realize it’d be a better idea to take this guy even though he’s going to be reporting our every move back to Valamir.”

      “Fine,” I snapped. “He can come.”

      “Thank you, your grace. I would find it distasteful to report my failure to his highness so soon. Also, his highness mentioned you might have an unconventional means of travel, yes?” the advisor who still hadn’t given me his name asked.

      “I do. Why?”

      “It is my suspicion we are still being watched, thus we should hold off on your means of travel until such time as it is dark.”

      Bear pinched my ear and I gritted my teeth. “I can signal Fritz whenever, and I think this guy makes some sense.”

      “Got it,” I said.

      “Got what?” the man asked.

      “I understand what you are saying. Now, let’s keep walking and tell me your name.”

      “Albrecht Wallenstien.”

      “Albrecht, I’m Montana. That’s Ragnar, and you’ll meet Fritz after dark.”

      “I look forward to it, your grace.”

      He started walking before me, almost strolling along as if on a visit to the park.

      “He’s very relaxed,” I said, also starting to walk.

      “What is to be worried about so close to the capital?” Albrecht replied, extending his hands out.

      And I sort of got what he was saying, it was a beautiful slice of the world we walked through, farms extending out as far as the eye could see to either side, mountains off in the distance covered with deep green trees, all contained under a delicate blue sky. It was a glorious day, just, you know, pretty scenery had never been that successful in keeping me safe before.

      It was odd to be walking with a stranger in relative silence, but I didn’t feel like talking, and it certainly seemed like Albrecht preferred the quietude. Ragnar would normally have filled any bit of silence with chatter, but even he seemed to indulge in the stillness as we walked along the road heading east. It was odd to be heading away from home. In a sense, I suppose it also served, somewhat, as a return for me. I was going back to where I’d first entered this world. Back to where I’d first killed in this world, and, likely, fighting against those I’d first fought. How circular. It annoyed me. I didn’t want to go there. I wanted to finish up the business of electing an Emperor and get back to Coggeshall.

      Why hadn’t I just taken up one of the offers from Lodbrook or Baeder? Throw my support behind either one of the potential Emperors and I would’ve been fine. I’d already be winging my way back home, perhaps after having politely refused to attend all the various celebratory balls and whatnot. Would there be some sort of inauguration thing? Well, it wouldn’t really be an inauguration, but there was probably some specific word for the ceremony of crowning a new Emperor. Or anyone, really. Maybe it was called a crowning.

      I paused, waiting for the quest to show up, telling me to investigate the vocabulary of Glaton, but nothing came. For once, my curiosity was just allowed to exist without all that other nonsense. Which felt nice. Sometimes, I just wanted to wonder something.

      As the sun finally set, sending an unreal panoply of colors across the sky, the edifices of Glaton silhouetted startlingly, Albrecht stopped.

      “It is time,” he said.

      “Are you revealing yourself to be an assassin?” I asked.

      He frowned at me.

      “We’re not fighting.”

      “No.”

      “Okay, just, well, you could have, I don’t know, stopped without fanfare.”

      “Summon your means of travel. It is time for that.”

      “Again–”

      Fritz dropped out of the air, slamming into the ground, sending dust flying out everywhere. He stretched up and out, looking very much like the oversized version of the Budweiser eagle. Then he snapped his head right up to look at Albrecht.

      Albrecht, for his part, maintained his cool, mostly. It was difficult to be chill when looking at an eyeball the same size as your head.

      Fritz glanced at me, and then back at Albrecht.

      “I think he’s mostly okay,” I said.

      Fritz made a noise.

      “Mostly,” I said.

      “I assure you,” Albrecht said, “I am an ally.”

      “See, he’s an ally.”

      “This is your mode of transport?”

      “Yup. He don’t look like much, but he’s got it where it cou–”

      The classic quote stuck in my throat as a huge talon smushed me to the ground.

      “Is… joke…” i eked out. “Pretty… bird…”

      “Seriously Montana?” Ragnar asked, dusting himself off.

      Impressively, despite riding on my shoulder, he’d avoided the attack. Or, conversely, Fritz had enough spatial awareness to smash me without harming a hair on the otter’s head. Or body.

      “I see he is quite the intelligent bird,” Albrecht said. “I suppose there is no need for me to address my questions to him through you. Good evening, good bird. Would you mind releasing your rather foolish master so we might make good time?”

      Fritz released the pressure, and I felt air return to my lungs. Also, I felt a few bones shift back into their proper place.

      “It was a poorly worded joke,” I said, “and I’m sorry.”

      Fritz gave me a nod.

      Apology Accepted.

      “You have a map, Ragnar?” I asked.

      “I do,” Ragnar replied, “although you’d think you’d have gotten one yourself.”

      “You do realize that your whole job this trip was to get the shit I need?”

      “Not just that,” Ragnar replied, pulling out a long tube from the bag tied to my belt, “I also write reports of our misadventures back to Skeld.”

      “Great.”

      He spread the map out on the road in front of Fritz, revealing the empire. Most of the empire, I noticed that Coggeshall wasn’t on there. And that quite a bit of the lands to the north were just sort of scribbled in. And that War Waters wasn’t really the right shape. Still, the important bits, for us at least, remained to the east and were quite detailed.

      “Our ultimate destination is Arenberg,” I said, and before I could point the city out, Ragnar had a stick and was using it to point, hitting the map with a dull thwock. “Thanks, Ragnar.”

      Ragnar used the stick to point at himself.

      Thwock.

      I ignored that and continued.

      “I don’t think we can get there in one flight,” I started.

      Fritz screeched softly.

      “I know you can fly until we get there, but we need breaks, bub. We can’t take it.”

      “Are we doing more of the hearts and minds shit?” Ragnar asked.

      “I would prefer not, but Valamir mentioned we should take our time getting there. To not go as fast as possible.”

      “While I hesitate to speak ill of our good lord,” Albrecht intoned, “I feel his desire to maintain secrecy is somewhat foolish compared to the issues we will face when we arrive at our destination.”

      “Do you think you could take longer to say almost nothing?” I asked.

      “Likely.”

      “You want us to go as fast as possible, right?”

      “I think that is the appropriate course of action.”

      “Ragnar?”

      “You seem to attract trouble,” Ragnar said. “I think maybe we skip the whole helping other people in the hopes we arrive at Arenberg without you being injured.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slow, giving myself a moment to think, a moment quickly interrupted by Albrecht.

      “And the last member of our party,” he said, “would he or she like to interject themselves?”

      We all paused.

      “Fritz can’t actually talk,” I said.

      “I do not mean our great bird friend here, Fritz,” Albrecht said, “but the one who has remained unseen until now.”

      He held up his hand in a fist, and slowly let something like sand trickle out of the bottom. It glittered in the air, glowing slightly, a bit like glitter in a spotlight. Then the glitter swirled around until it made a perfect outline of me, and a certain little brownie sitting on my shoulder.

      “Hello there, miss,” Albrecht said with a smile. “Would you care to introduce yourself?”

      “Bear Snowgust,” Bear said, allowing her invisibility to fade. “And I’m impressed. It’s not often a human can find me. Or notice me.”

      “I am not the average human,” he said.

      “Isn’t that what everyone says?”

      “I suppose that is possible. We all think ourselves unique in our own special ways. However, I would posit that I had the levels, skills, and abilities to back up my claims.”

      “Care to show us that?” I asked.

      “Time will tell, your grace. I ask your forgiveness, for I do not trust quite so quickly.”

      “You’re about to get on a big fuck off bird, you’d better learn to trust us pretty quick.”

      “There is much which could be said about the dangers that lurk in this world. I fear my death will come about regardless of whom I trust. Now, do you think it would be possible for us to finally get to the business of our travel? Or should we just dither about here until the war is over and you have failed in your quest, your grace?”

      I didn’t know how to answer that, mainly because I was fucking about.

      Instead of continuing my fuck about, I put my attention on the map. There was a large area that needed covering, technically one quarter of the whole Empire, or more depending on how you calculated total landmass and all that other nonsense. There was one major city in between ourselves and Arenberg, Dreadhaben.

      “Can we stop somewhere near here?” I asked, pointing to the map and the general region of Dreadhaben.

      The others looked at where I was pointing, and Ragnar spoke up, saying, “Seems like that’s a rather large town for us to be visiting.”

      “The otter makes a good point,” Albrecht said.

      I could see Ragnar bristling at being called an otter.

      “Dreadhaben is a very large town,” Albrecht continued, not noticing Ragnar’s irritation. “Not just in population, but an area covered. There are many factories and industrial buildings present there, not to mention quite a bit of housing. I imagine such a bird as your glorious roc here would have difficulty remaining out of sight given the lack of trees, hills, mountains, or anything that might hide a creature of his sides in the immediate surroundings of Dreadhaben. It is little but plains over there, save the occasional gentle rolling hills till you get past the Lanifail Run and into the King-killer highlands.”

      “You know, typically when one shits on a plan,” I started, “they offer an alternative.”

      “And I’m not a fucking otter,” Ragnar said, hand on the hilt of his dagger.

      “My deepest apologies,” Albrecht replied, and it actually sounded like he meant it. Which was odd — the guy came off like such an asshole. But at the same time, I had this sense that he was genuine. Just a little, well, off. “Were I to suggest a path, it certainly would not be to follow the royal road. The royal road forces us due east, and we would be much better served going northeast, flying straight to Arenberg. Being that we have the ability to fly.”

      Bear crossed her arms and leaned against my head, making me wish she wasn’t quite so small, or maybe that I wasn’t quite so big. Despite how often it happened, I wasn’t a fan of being anyone’s furniture.

      “I agree with the asshole,” she said, “much as a regret having to. There’s no reason to go to Dreadhaben right now, really there’s no reason to stop at all if we don’t need to.”

      Fritz screeched, ostensibly signifying that he agreed with Bear.

      “Fine,” I said. “We’re flying straight through. I don’t want to hear any complaints; I don’t want to make any unscheduled stops. There will be no bathroom breaks, no meal breaks, keep your arms and legs inside the bird at all times and —”

      “You don’t think you’re overreacting just a little bit?” Bear asked.

      “Me? I never overreact.”

      She gave me a look. Ragnar held in a laugh, and Fritz just let out a cackle. Which was a weird noise coming from a bird, regardless of size.

      “Fine, I overreact sometimes,” I said. “Where would you like to stop?”

      “Albrecht?” Bear asked. “Of all of us, you probably have the best idea of what is over on the eastern side of the Empire. Where would you stop?”

      “Bearing in mind,” Ragnar added, “that you still need to hide a giant roc.”

      “Such a thing would not escape my remembrance quite so quickly, my little furred friend,” Albrecht said, “If I might be so presumptuous as to call you a friend, that is. That are quite a few small towns that populate this area northeast of us. I have heard you are quite close with the Northwoods. Their estates are more northerly, but it would be a potential stop off place, though a rather short trip. If you are looking—”

      “I get that you’re an advisor and you’re probably used to talking things to death,” I interrupted to say, “but let’s get on the fucking road already. And by road I mean bird.” I jammed my finger on the map, roughly halfway. “Looks like there’s a town right there: Barrowfell.”

      “Sounds delightful,” Ragnar said.

      “Lot’s of places have terrible names and are lovely. Other places sound okay and armpits of hell, like Cleveland.”

      Bear snorted.

      “No objections to Barrowfell besides its name?” I asked.

      No one said anything, mainly because I allowed roughly 2.1 picoseconds to pass.

      “Then everyone aboard.”

      Which was easier said than done because Fritz wasn’t yet saddled. Always seemed like it took longer to get on the damn flight than take the flight itself.
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      Flying was still a magical experience. Sure, the in-flight service sucked royally, but the in-flight entertainment more than made up for it. It was truly incredible to watch the scenery blur beneath us, the hundreds of houses, hamlets, and villages going on by; an entire world that had no idea we were even near them. I’m sure it would have been even nicer to see during the day, when the sunlight put the whole thing out for me to see. But there was something special about seeing it in twilight. I could pinpoint villages from quite far away, the little specks of firelight easy to see even in great distances. Even the smallest of fires was visible, and I wondered about all the lives taking place down there…

      I had the lead position, sitting right behind Fritz’s head. The others sat in the proper saddle area, on what I thought were much more comfortable seats than my own. However, they couldn’t as easily look out either side. If I had to guess, and I did since I didn’t know what was going on behind me in the middle of the night as we traveled through the air, I’d imagine that Bear was projecting some sort of protective field or shield for something to make the cold night air more palatable. Unfortunately, I had no such niceties. Not that I needed them— I was a tough hombre. Still, it was a little chilly.

      One of the nice things about traveling Air Fritz — perhaps the only nice thing — is the sense of safety that I got. I sincerely felt that nothing could harm me while I was kicking back on Fritz. So even though I wasn’t in the most comfortable of positions, I found I always slept well during Fritz flights. Which meant that as soon as I’d gotten over watching the world beneath us, I crossed my arms, sat up straight, and closed my eyes.

      I wished I had someone to talk to, since I wasn’t quite tired enough yet. The events of the day still had me wired, and thoughts about the Empire swirled around in my head. About my place in it. About what I could do differently. There was so much to think about — I had so many fucking responsibilities, and yet here I was, off on some other side quest to help other people that weren’t necessarily my own. And all because of Lord Tollenbutt. I was taking him off my Christmas card list. And maybe adding him to my glitter bomb list. Was a glitter bomb a thing in—I stopped my thought process before the world could offer me a quest about glitter bombs or starting a business myself. Still, it would be nice to have someone to talk to about all the stuff in my head. Talking to people while flying had always been one of those things I enjoyed but never got to do. I knew not to be the annoying guy who talked the ear off of the trapped stranger next to me. So I’d say hello to be polite, and then gauge whether the person would prefer I just kept quiet and didn’t invade their personal space. Which was problematic, given my size. But when I was traveling for work, while being stuck on a flight with someone was kind of how the whole thing with the Girl started.

      See, our social interactions had been incredibly limited the whole time I was working with the circus. At least until that. And then, if it were just luck, or fate, or perhaps even the meddling hands of my friend Normand, the girl and I were kicked off an overbooked flight. We were put together on another flight that left later that night, sitting next to each other as we traveled from Orange County to Brussels — not the shortest flight. And unlike me, the girl was someone who would talk to her seat mate regardless of that person’s desire to be involved in a conversation. So while I had plans to be quiet and sleep, considering how much work I had done that day, and how much I would need to do upon arrival, the girl wanted to talk. And who was I to rebuke a charismatic, cute woman with a disarming smile and a glint in her eye? So talk we did. And like those moments when you meet someone who just works for you, we didn’t stop talk. You could argue we didn’t stop talking for years. Until, you know…

      I opened my eyes. I didn’t want to think about that anymore.
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      Somewhere in the night, I drifted off into a fitful sleep for a while, my dreams plagued by remembrances of a life I had thought close to perfect. Thankfully, the sun came up, we went down, taking a brief break in a small field tucked in between a burbling brook and a leafy forest. It was a nice little place, where we got to eat a bit of food and drink in a bit of sunshine. Albrecht complained about the ride, but it was his first time aboard Air Fritz, which meant his complaints were expected. Traveling Air Fritz was an acquired taste. He got to experience the much harsher daytime travel right after he’d finished his litany of wrongs.

      But, fair due to the guy, he got right back on, didn’t try to extend our break, and didn’t try to change things up. And we were off on Air Fritz’s second leg, somewhere in the middle of nowhere, onward to somewhere else in the middle of a different nowhere.

      After not too long, we moved into different terrain. The leafy forests disappeared to be replaced by verdant rolling hills, the grass waving gently in the wind. I felt like I was flying by Windows XP. Little streams sparkled at the bottoms of the little valleys, and I could see a lake a ways off. Another lake was a few hills farther. There was a pastoral sensibility to the place, but I knew that looks were deceiving here in Vuldranni. It was far more likely that there were monsters laying in wait in the hills. Prepping to ambush travelers and eat children for breakfast. Maybe not breakfast, maybe lunch. That much sweetness in the morning can really run a monster down. A little town sat on a hill in the distance, barely visible except that it was a different color than everything around it. That and the few trees surrounding it.

      Turns out, that little town was Barrowfell.

      Fritz dropped us off in between two hills, weaning away into the distance to go hunting while we went into the town to the townsfolk for the night. The plan was to meet up again the following morning, where we would continue our journey northeast to Arenberg.

      While there were four of us, only two of us tromped our way up and down the hills, as both Bear and Ragnar rode on my shoulders instead of walking themselves. It was a nice little hike between fields filled with wheat. Or some grain. I have no real idea what wheat looks like. Or what barley looks like. So it could have been either. Whatever was planted there was in the middle of growing, still mostly green and lovely to look at. It was only marginally discovering to see no one out tending the fields. But, then again, there’s that whole zero knowledge of farming. Maybe farmers didn’t need to work their fields every day. I half expected Albrecht to make some sort of conversation with me, but he chose to walk in relative silence. He whistled a little, a tune I obviously couldn’t place given my experience with this new world. Mainly, he seemed to keep his attention focused completely on the town in front of us, as if it could somehow see things happening despite the distance.

      Barrowfell was a nice little town, at least from a distance. It continued that whole pastoral vibe, with a short wall that seemed like it served more of an aesthetic purpose than a defensive one, little wooden houses, thatch roofs, some mud and daub walls here and there, with the center of town being dominated by a mill that seemed to be powered by a waterwheel driven by a spring. It was an impressive spring, delivering enough water to keep the wheel going. Smoke curled up from many of the roofs, as if all the little houses were prepping to brace against a cool summer night.

      As we strode up the road toward the wide open gates, I half-expected to find some sullen village bully ready to throw down with the muscle-bound dude who came into his town. That’d be me, by the way. I didn’t expect to find people in tears. People screaming at the ground. At each other. At one poor schmuck who looked to have been, up until recently, the town guard. He wore a uniform, some of it, the parts that hadn’t been torn off by the small mob around him. His scabbard was empty, his sword nowhere to be seen.

      I stopped in the gateway, the vague shade of the arch giving me a measure of comfort, a teensy spot to hide from the chaos happening ten feet from me.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I asked.

      “You know,” Ragnar said from my shoulder, “we don’t have to go in there. We could just as easily mosey right on around this weird place and have Fritz take us somewhere else.”

      “You aren’t curious?”

      “Of course I am, but I also know that if we cross this threshold, or if someone even sees us, then you’re going to get sucked into solving whatever mess caused this.”

      “Your grace,” Albrecht said, a little out of breath, “why have you stop—oh. Oh dear. If I might suggest—”

      “Leaving?”

      “Yes.”

      “I really think we should—”

      “You came!” a woman shouted.

      Suddenly, all the eyes in the village were on me. Not literally, thank the gods, that’d be gross.

      I gave a half-hearted wave.

      “Hello,” I said.

      The woman who shouted raced at me, stumbling along as if her limbs weren’t fully under her control.

      “I prayed to her for someone to come,” she said, her words falling out of her mouth in her eagerness to say them all, “and you did. Here you are.”

      “Do I know you?” I asked.

      “The guard I sent you!”

      “Fuck,” Ragnar said.

      I shot him a dirty look.

      “I prayed for help and you came!” the lady said.

      Other villagers were coming over, with the mob leaving the schmuck alone for the moment.

      “What you need help with?” I asked.

      “He took them.”

      “Who took who?”

      “Whom.” Ragnar added.

      “Shut it,” I said before turning my attention back to the woman busy groveling at my feet. I helped her up. “Who took whom?”

      “The gnole. He took the children.”

      “What’s a gnole?”

      “He came to us, and, then —” she broke down in tears.

      “Is he going to help?” another villager called out.

      “Please help us!” another villager said.

      “Lord help us.” another villager said.

      “My children —”

      All the villagers were shouting at me, and I couldn’t understand what any of them were saying. Their shouts all muddled together. Everyone pressed around me so tight I began to worry, not so much for myself but for my traveling companions. And I didn’t want to trample villagers.

      “You,” I bellowed, “you need to back the fuck up.”

      Silence. No one moved. They stared at me, seeming in shock.

      “Step. The fuck. Back.”

      This time, people moved, hurrying to get away from me. Notable, however, was the one woman who remained at my feet.

      “Outstanding job,” Ragnar said. “Why don’t you scare them some more?”

      I would’ve given him another dirty look if I thought it would do any good, but I knew Ragnar better than that.

      “Is there, maybe, one person, just one, who can explain what happened and what you need me to help you with?” I asked. “Is there someone in charge here, maybe?”

      “Hen!” someone in the crowd shouted while pointing at a window.

      I looked up at the window and saw a forlorn-looking man peeking from behind the wooden shutter.

      “He’s in charge,” the woman shouted. “He’s the burgher.”

      I walked a little closer to the window, the crowd departing for me ever so much.

      “Mind coming down for a chat?” I asked.

      “They want to kill me,” the Burgher replied, sounding as if he was on the verge of tears.

      “They may want to kill you, but no one will touch you while I’m here.”

      Unfortunately, the villagers weren’t quite on the same page I was, because as soon as he said anything, they started shouting.

      “He deserves death!” the mob shouted.

      Everything seemed to incite the other villagers into more yelling, all in the vein of the burgher being such an ass that he deserved death. Or perhaps a fate worse than death — I heard several inventive tortures thrown out. Despite all that, there were no specifics as to what the incompetent burgher had done.

      “Is that Noel?” I asked. “Noel the burgher?”

      I got no response from the crowd. They were whipping themselves back into a frenzy.

      “Oi!” I bellowed. “Knock it off, or I’ll start thumping heads until it’s quiet here.”

      Oddly enough, it got reasonably quiet. Threats of violence for the win.

      “All of you,” I shouted, “go wait over there.”

      I was unsure what would happen, but it worked. The mob went to the other side of the street, giving me room to actually go into the building where the burgher was without fear of the mob following me in. I gave the mob a moment, glared at them, and then went inside the burgher’s building.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mind coming to talk with me?”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” the burgher applied, his voice floating down the stairs.

      A flushed face peeked over the edge, peering down at me like he was afraid to come off the second floor.

      “What didn’t you do?” I asked.

      “Tough for him to say what he didn’t do,” Ragnar added.

      “You really need to chill with all the semantics bullshit,” I snapped. “It’s getting old, man.”

      Ragnar huffed and turned around, sulking. Notably, still on my shoulder.

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “You were saying what you had done or had not done?”

      “I did it to save the village,” the burgher said. “The crops, you see. We needed the crops, and without them, we would’ve died.”

      “Sure, I get it. You need the crops. But what did you do to keep the crops?”

      “The gnole came. Said he could —”

      “Hold it there for a second,” I said, interrupting the man. “Your name isn’t Noel?”

      “No, it’s Dennis.”

      “Dennis?”

      “Yes.”

      “Montana.”

      “No, Dennis Narita.”

      “No,” I said with a sigh, “I’m Montana.”

      “Ah. Well, I suppose it’s nice to meet you.”

      “Can we just do the whole socialization thing later? You tried to save the town and it backfired when this other guy took the children. Is that right?.”

      “Yes. The gnole. He came and he took the children.”

      “Got it, kind of. The gnole took the children. Did anyone try to stop him?”

      “We couldn’t move. That’s the power, see? He controls movement, with song or something —”

      “This gnole came here and took the children. You couldn’t stop him because you couldn’t move. He was the reason you couldn’t move, because he can do something with music that keeps you from moving. Now you need me to get your kids back. Is that correct so far?”

      “Yes, mostly.”

      “Any chance you know where this gnole fellow went?”

      “He said he’s from the barrow.”

      “The one your fair city’s named after?”

      “Might be that one, yes. But I have no idea where it is. I don’t know why this city is named Barrowfell, just that it is named Barrowfell.”

      “Okay, any chance someone might know the history of the town? Maybe where a barrow might be?”

      “Old lady Winterbottom might, if she’s lucid.”

      “You really call her that?”

      “Winterbottom’s her name. What else should I call her?”

      “I meant the old lady part.”

      “She really is quite old.”

      “Who’s doing the stupid semantics thing now?” Ragnar hissed at me.

      I ignored him.

      “Where can I find Old Lady Winterbottom?”

      “Behind the tavern. Second house on the right.”

      I left the cowardly burgher still hiding on the second floor and went back into the street.

      Albrecht seemed to have gotten the mob to chill out, at least a little. He spoke to them quietly, so no one could be loud and still hear him. Then he glanced my way, and I gave him a nod. He gave me a nod in return, so I knew I didn’t need to go over and deal with him or the mob.

      Walking around the tavern, I came to a series of small homes tucked back there, a vague step above a hovel, but certainly livable. At the second house on the right, I politely knocked on the door.

      “Yes?” a feeble reply came from within.

      “Miss Winterbottom?” I asked.

      The yellowed curtain pulled aside, revealing an old, wise face peeking through the warped glass window next to the door. Someone who I assumed to be Miss Winterbottom stared at me, confused.

      “Who the fuck are you?” She asked.

      I blinked, not expecting the language from her.

      “I’m here to help —” I started, but stopped at her frown.

      “They all say that,” she snapped, the thin glass barely muffling her disdain. She paused a second, perhaps deciding I wasn’t dangerous. Or that she didn’t want to stand next to the wind. Either way, she said, “Might as well come in. Don’t let the cold in either.”

      She dropped the curtain and disappeared.

      I opened the door and went into the cottage, where it was sweltering hot. Otherwise, it was homey, comfortable. It was deftly small, something I found out when I smacked my head against the beam. The old woman gave me a look as if she was angry I’d dare to hurt her house with my forehead.

      She sat next to a crackling fire, her short gnarled fingers wrapped around a steaming mug of some amber liquid.

      “Tea?” I asked.

      “Whiskey.”

      “Hot whiskey?”

      “What you want? To judge my drinking?”

      “I’m here —”

      “I know where you are.”

      “She’s as bad as we are,” Ragnar muttered.

      “You know there’s a talking rat on your shoulder?”

      “He’s not a rat —”

      “Good, you can see it too.”

      “His name’s Ragnar”

      “You gave him that name?”

      “That’s his name.”

      “You know I can talk, right?” Ragnar said.

      “I said he could talk,” the old lady muttered. “Didn’t mean I wanted him to…”

      I open my mouth to say something, but noticed she was looking me up and down.

      “Don’t sit down,” she said, using her foot to push away the one open chair. “You’ll break my chair.”

      “What’s a gnole?” I asked, choosing to ignore her comment.

      “Small hill.”

      “That’s a knoll. I meant gnole.”

      “Oh. A hyena-demon hybrid.”

      “And those things live in the barrow?”

      “Gnoles live in the barrow.”

      “Right, the hyena hybrid—”

      “No, gnoles.”

      “Are those different than the hyena guys?”

      “The gnole is—” she got a haunted look on her face, and then drank deeply. “Gnoles are the things that live in the barrow. Under the barrow. They play their tunes and we dance as they want. This time, they took the children. All of them. Hence the whiskey.”

      “Rumplestiltskin,” I mumbled to myself.

      “Pied Piper,” Bear whispered.

      “Same thing.”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “Are you talking to yourself?” the old lady asked.

      “Sometimes,” I answered.

      Winterbottom grunted. “At least you’re an honest one. You a noble?”

      “I am.”

      “Bah.”

      “You don’t like nobles?”

      “Does anyone? Even nobles hate other nobles, else why we’d have so many stupid wars. My boys both walked off to wars the nobles started, and neither of ‘em yet walked home. And neither will.”

      “Nobles do suck.”

      “Hah. Self-loathing, eh?”

      “Been a hallmark of my life. Do you know where the barrow that the gnoles live in is located?”

      “I do. Or at least I did at one point. It may have moved since then.”

      “The barrow moves?”

      “The one the gnoles live in does. Used to be below us. Barrowfell used to be on top of a barrow. Taller then. It has since shrunk.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “So young and your hearing is already gone?”

      “I have difficulty with comprehension, lady. Hearing is fine. Are you saying there used to be a mountain here?”

      “Calling it a mountain would be generous. There used to be a larger hill here. Now there’s just a hill.”

      “And the barrow—”

      “That’s a story, mind you. Passed down from time immemorial. No one listens to those stories anymore, so I’m probably the only one who remembers it.”

      “Given that she lives in a fucking sauna,” Ragnar muttered as he hopped off my shoulder, “I’m not sure I blame them.”

      He stomped outside and slammed the door behind him.

      “Rude little rat, isn’t he?” she asked, staring into the fire.

      “Lutra.”

      “Hrm?”

      “He’s a lutra.”

      “Big difference.”

      “It is.”

      “Not to me.”

      “Can you just tell me where the Barrow is so I can go get these kids?”

      “Won’t do you any good knowing where it is. You’ll just go be killed there.”

      “If you hate nobles so much, won’t it be a good thing if you send me to my death?”

      “Only thing other nobles hate is when nobles are killed by non-nobles. I send you to die and next thing is all sorts of nasty upper crust assholes gallivanting around trying to claim they’ve been wronged.”

      “I promise that won’t happen with me. There’s a whole host of upper-crust assholes hoping I’ll die. You might even get a present from them if you can prove you’re behind my untimely demise.”

      “Hrm.”

      “Besides, if I succeed, the kids come back.”

      “Bah, no chance of that.”

      “Can you just tell me and let me worry about shuffling off this mortal coil?”

      “Can it with the fancy language. I don’t need to hear it. The barrow is toward the moons. Follow them until you find the darkened earth, as if it had been burned a month ago. At the top, you will find the entrance to the barrow, but only if you bring the key with you.”

      “Any chance you have the key?”

      “I do.”

      “Can I borrow it?”

      “You can.”

      She pulled a large, round rock out of her sleeve and threw it at me. I was stunned she could move that fast. Or throw something that heavy.

      It hit me in the face.

      “You were supposed to catch it,” she said. “No chance you’re coming back if you can’t even catch a rock.”

      “The rock is the key?” I asked.

      “Of course. It’s a key to a mystical barrow. Makes perfect sense to be a rock.”

      “And I go to toward the moon, so east?”

      “No, you go to wherever the moon is in the sky. It will lead you there.”

      “So I need to go at night?”

      “Unless you know where the moon is else wise, yes.”

      “How long ago did the gnole leave?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Last night—”

      “You think the gnole has to follow something to find his home? He knows where he goes whenever he goes there. You have a gnole, you could likely just follow him. You want to find the place without a gnole, you follow the moon. Now leave. I’m busy.”

      She took a drink.

      “Thank—” I started, but she spit into the fire.

      “I said I’m busy,” she barked.

      I left.
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      There were still a few people milling around the village, looking very much like they had no idea what to do with themselves. Which I understood. I’d been in similar situations, where we’d lost a fight, or a battle or whatnot, and we had to pick ourselves up. And in the time immediately after the loss, there was really a feeling of what the fuck am I going to do.

      While Albrecht finished up with the remainder of the mob, I got a better sense of the town itself. The homes were small and clustered together at the opposite end of the village than the commercial buildings. And calling them commercial was being rather generous. There was the mill, the tavern, a store, and some warehouses. I guess the spot where the stuff the mill milled got shipped from. Odd, to me at least, was the lack of any Caravaners’ Guild buildings.

      The former members of the mob, the presumed residents of the town, clustered in the area between the tavern and the store. Some snuck glances my way, but most studiously ignored me. I sat down on the short stone wall well.

      “Something bothering you?” Bear asked, her voice coming from my left shoulder.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “This place is weird.”

      “Very much so.”

      “Some things aren’t adding up. It feels like a fairy tale, you know?”

      “Yeah, the pied piper.”

      “Rumplestiltskin.”

      “This isn’t like rumplestiltskin at all.”

      “Isn’t the pied piper named Rumplestiltskin?”

      “No! Are you kidding?”

      “Which one is Rumplestiltskin?”

      “The spin straw into gold, name guessing one.”

      “And he didn’t take kids?”

      “He wanted to take a kid. The firstborn.”

      “And the pied piper is the one who played a jaunty tune and took all the children away while dancing?”

      “Yep.”

      “But we never knew his name.”

      “Not in the stories I remember.”

      “So it could have been Rumplestiltskin.”

      “I suppose there’s an extremely unlikely chance it could be that.”

      I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead, waiting to hear whatever else my brownie friend was going to say. But she was done talking, likely because Albrecht was now standing right in front of me.

      “You figure it all out?” I asked.

      “I would not say I have figured it all out, your grace,” Albrecht replied. “But it would appear there is a measure of need here, though I wonder if we are the ones who might best serve this community.”

      I ignored his last statement.

      “Did you find out why the gnole took the kids? You know, beyond because he could?”

      “It would appear that this village had a rather intense pest problem in the fields. The gnole appeared, saying it could relieve the farmers and, therefore, the town of the issue. However, it would appear the Burgher did not pay when at the completion of the pest removal.”

      I kicked my feet out and leaned back, feeling a slight cool updraft off the well water.

      “Really a two-part quest, right?” I asked.

      “How so, your grace?” Albrecht asked. I had the sense he knew the answer, but he wanted me to feel smart, and therefore played dumb.

      “Part one: save the kids. That’s obvious. Part twoL figure out why the burgher didn’t pay up.”

      “I suppose that is true. However, I must remind you, this is not your quest. Nor do you have time to intercede in this village problem.”

      “You think it’s not my problem?”

      “I cannot conceive of a manner in which this becomes your issue without you deciding it must be, for there is no connection between yourself and Barrowfell, nor is there any danger to you or anyone you bear responsibility.”

      “Unless the gnole gallivants all the way across the empire, right? Decides it wants to scoop up the children of Coggeshall.”

      “The possibility that occurs is so extreme as to be negligible.”

      “You’re about to see why Montana runs through advisors,” Ragnar said, strolling up to our little group while munching on what looked like a soft pretzel.

      I glared at him.

      “Where’d you get that?” I asked.

      “Tavern,” Ragnar said through a full mouth. “Delicious.”

      “Thing is,” I said, keeping one eye on the pretzel while mostly focused on Albrecht, “I like kids. Kinda really pisses me off when someone decides to hurt them.”

      “Both admirable qualities, your grace. But you are to fight a war, not settle rural grievances.”

      “You think this is a grievance?”

      “I think the burgher agreed to a price he knew he could not pay, thinking the gnole would be unable to remediate the pest issue. And I think the gnole decided to take the children to force the town to pay up.”

      “You think he’s going to give the children back if the Burgher pays?”

      “A very good question, but one we don’t have to answer.”

      “Do you work for me or for Valamir?” I asked.

      “Both. More for you than for him, but I have been quite open about—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, spy for him and advisor for me. Got it.” I stood up and stretched my arms above my head. “When there are kids involved, I’m going to be involved, okay? This place is fucked enough.”

      

      You have been offered a quest by the town of Barrowfell:

      The Gnole’s Know Gnole Knolls From Gnoll’s Nose

      Rescue the children of Barrowfell from the Gnoles.

      Reward for success: Increased standing in both Barrowfell and the surrounding areas, XP, and a gift from the town.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): A legacy of cowardice and shame for leaving children in peril.

      Yes/No

      

      “There it is,” I said, accepting the quest. “I’m going to go sort out this little village grievance. Okay?”

      “Your grace—”

      “He’s not going to listen,” Ragnar said. “And if you get in his way now, it’s only going to end with broken bones.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” I said.

      All the same, I pushed Albrecht out of the way as I strode out of town.

      “You can stay if you want, Albrecht,” I barked. “I’m going to save the day.”
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      Yes, I felt stupid having said what I said, but my overly heroic statement seemed appropriate when I said it, and it’s not like I could take it back.

      We walked along as a group, Albrecht at the back, ready to voice his disagreement with me as soon as I was willing to let him.

      I wanted to call Fritz. I figured that’d he’d be the best means of transportation. However, as soon as I started to tell Bear to call him, she shushed me.

      “We don’t need to do that,” Bear said. “In fact, I don’t think it’s a good idea to get Fritz involved.”

      “Want to explain why?” I asked.

      “Simple,” she replied. “Based on what Winterbottom said, I think this Barrow is a magical sort of place. Being that I am a magical sort of creature, I know that we need to follow the rules. Rules are probably going to be very important here. And there. Which means we need to walk in the direction of the moons. Not fly.”

      “Fine. We walk.”

      Thankfully, the moons were somewhat up, despite it being the last bits of day, meaning we could get to hike before it was fully dark out.

      “You know what bothers me,” Ragnar said, crawling up to his normal riding position on my shoulder.

      “No,” I replied, “but I’m sure you’re going to share it with me, whether I want to hear it or not.”

      “I am. This quest is exactly in your wheelhouse, Montana. Kids in danger from some mystery creature. If there was some way to think this could be an ambush, I’d put money on it. But I can’t see how that’d be possible. No one knows we’re here. And even if someone knew our path, I don’t know how they’d arrange something that’s this needlessly complicated so quickly.”

      “Amazing how fast I could feel paranoid and then calmed.”

      “You’re welcome?”

      I scanned the horizon, looking for a burnt hill, hoping it was close.

      It was not.
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      I lost track of time in the dark. Rather easy thing to happen in the middle of the night. It was also very weird to follow a celestial body that, you know, is moving. I felt like we were traveling in a circle, and wondered if this was some sick joke by Winterbottom…

      But somehow around the time the moons were setting, a large hill, bigger than any around us, loomed ahead, seeming to grow out of the ground as we approached. And sure enough, the grass on the hill was dark, looking as if it had been burned. Even the dirt was charred. Walking up the hill, I heard Albrecht breathe heavier and heavier. I kept expecting him to request a break, but he trooped on, right at my heels.

      From the top of the hill, I thought I’d be able to see the landscape spread in front of me. But that wasn’t the case. I couldn’t see shipped, save a thick dark fog swirling around the base of the hill covering everything that we had just climbed. It seemed almost like smoke, but without the fire. Smoke in total darkness was an odd sight. The sun definitely wasn’t rising anymore, and the sky remained a dark purple, with the moons sitting on the horizon no longer moving. The top of the hill was wholly nondescript. Nothing to indicate there was anything special about the hill. Minus, of course, the whole burnt thing, and the whole time seeming to have stopped thing. There was definitely no identifiable door/entrance.

      I pulled out Winterbottom’s key, also known as a rock, and as I did I felt the surface of the stone warming up. I dropped the stone, half from surprise, half feeling that the stone wanted to be dropped. Because I suddenly could vaguely sense the desires of the rock.

      The smooth stone rolled around the top of the hill, ignoring gravity and the other supposedly immutable laws of physics, until it settled in a slight depression about 8 feet from me. It vibrated, spun around a few times, and then it started to expand. Bigger and bigger, until the originally fist-sized rock grew to be the size of a door, just laying flat on the ground.

      It sprung open on a hinge, popping straight up to reveal a stairway leading down into the hill. Or Barrow. Skulls, human or humanoid, lined the walls, while other bones made up the stairs like a more intensely macabre version of Paris’s catacombs. Albrecht, who looked sweaty and pale, stared down into the Barrow, his mouth hanging open as he breathed heavily.

      “You want to stay here?” I asked.

      “Your… Grace… Shames… Me…” He replied.

      “No heart attacks.”

      “Of course not, your grace.”

      And so into the barrow we went.

      It smelled dank inside, a bit like wet rot. I could see rivulets of water weaving between the bones packed in between the skulls making up the walls, could feel the endless eye sockets glaring at me, like I’d just entered somewhere I wasn’t wanted. Which was likely true, as I wasn’t exactly invited. And I was coming to kick ass and save children.

      The stairway went on for eighty-three steps made of bone, though it seemed like no two steps were made of the same pattern of bones. Each was unique. Big bones, short bones, leg bones, arm bones, some tiny bones as if from a bird or owl. Based on that, I could easily see the gnoles wanting the children purely for their skeletons, perhaps to build out some more of the barrow. But why just children? There were plenty of variety in the bones present. It didn’t seem as if they would want anything so uniform. If, you know, this was their work.

      When I reached the flat area, I took a moment to pull a short ask for my magic bag. I gave it a quick swing to make sure I had room to attack in the corridor.

      “Can you see something, my — your grace?” Albrecht asked, eyes wide and hands outstretched.

      “Oh shit,” I replied. “Yeah. I’ve got dark vision.”

      “Quite useful in this type of situation. Sadly — oh.”

      “Fixed it for you,” Bear said.

      “Rather a grim place,” Albert said.

      “It is a barrow,” I replied. There was a long hallway with a hint of a curve to the right a ways down, probably forty yards. The floors were roughhewn stone and slimy pale algae. Or fungi. Something whitish, semisolid, and vaguely organic.

      “Guess we know which way we’re going,” I said.

      “Back out?” Ragnar offered.

      I frowned at him, and instead, strode on down the hall.

      Only about ten yards down the hall, a part of the wall moved aside to allow some things through.

      We all froze.

      A bipedal creature stepped out of the bone wall and crossed the hall, pushing into another section of the bone wall which promptly moved, opening it like a door. The thing was almost all the way through before it, too, stopped.

      Slowly, it leaned back and turned its ugly mug our away. The thing stared at us, tilted its head, perhaps confused that we were in its tunnel.

      “Why do you come?” It said, its voice a lilting in a human tone that grated on my nerves.

      “You took some children —” I started.

      It made a tittering noise, as if it was laughing.

      “Our children,” it corrected. “As owed us.”

      “Yeah, you can’t buy children.”

      “Not buy. Bartered.”

      “Nope. Doesn’t work. Can’t buy them, can’t barter them. So you need to give them back now. Or else.”

      It did the creepy laughing again, then said, “You have no power here, human.”

      Music started to play. Like a flute, or some wind instrument, but — there was more than one note. Accord. It was haunting and beautiful and came from the creature, emanating somehow from it even though I couldn’t discern where. I could sense the meaning in the music, a desire welling up inside me telling me not to move, to holdfast where I stood. I felt my muscles tense, and I stood rigid, my back up against the bone wall where I hadn’t moved. But somehow I was there, and Ragnar was off my shoulder, standing opposite me, next to Albrecht. Both of whom stood stock still, rigid like myself. My hand axe clanked dully against the ground as I lost my grip on its haft.

      Suddenly the creature was right in front of us, the song coming from it loud and clear. Though once again, I couldn’t tell you how the notes were being made. And as grating as the creature’s voice had been, this melody was beautiful in a way I had never experienced music before.

      The creature peered at me, and I got a good look at it. It was pale, with skin basically translucent. Thin yellow veins traced a horrific roadmap across its entire hairless body. It wore crude pants, kind of like tanned skin poorly-sewn together into a pants-shaped object. Big glossy eyes protruded from a disturbingly human-like skull. Just close enough to be human if you weren’t paying attention, and yet so different to be disturbingly inhumane if you got a good look at it.

      “Little sister,” it said, somehow continuing to sing/emit music while speaking. “How interesting to find you here. Yet here you do not belong. Begone.”

      I heard a vague pop, and no longer felt Bear’s weight on my shoulder.

      The thing whipped its head around to look at Ragnar and Albrecht. The music continued as it sort of strolled the yard across the hall.

      “Another human,” it said, I assume looking at Albrecht. “Droll. And what are you…” bending over to peer at Ragnar. “I think you might very well interest the king.”

      I hated the sound of its voice. It irked me to the core. It sounded smug, completely confident that it was always right and you were always wrong. I hated smug fuckers. Especially smug fuckers who were singing in front of me. It bothered me when people sang to me — I hated it. I didn’t like karaoke for that very reason. Might be something wrong with me, because lots of people think it’s romantic to be sung to, but not me. And that anger started down in the sub cockles of my heart, rising up and burning through my inner self, igniting my primal fuck-you in a way that hadn’t happened in quite some time.

      It was hard to move, but not impossible. My body was mostly under the thing’s control, but not completely. My arm was moving out, my teeth clenched together.

      “You,” the thing said to Ragnar, “kill that one. But keep the bones togeth—”

      It stopped talking, turning to face me, as if it could tell I was rebelling against its song.

      The head went sideways, not completely, just a tilt.

      “How are you doing this?” it asked, not concerned so much as curious.

      I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. It was all I could do to move my arm, reaching out toward the thing, hand open wide.

      If it had had eyebrows, they would have scrunched up. The creature was clearly confused, and maybe a little disturbed that I was moving.

      “Stop,” it said. “Answer me.”

      I did neither.

      Instead, I reached my damn arm up and got my hand around its throat.

      The song faltered for a heartbeat, as if the creature was so stunned by me that it stopped singing. Except it didn’t sound like a song, and it could still talk while making music. And the faltering was so slight that I didn’t register any sort of change in its sway over me. I couldn’t move more. I couldn’t do anything beyond what it was I was doing.

      The creature stared at me, incredulous, as my fingers reached his throat. Its skin felt gross against mine, somewhere in the neighborhood of wet paper or a soggy cast.

      “Stop,” it said again, voice a mixture of panic and demand.

      I didn’t stop. That wasn’t my style, not when some asshole was messing with me and mine. That sort of demand had always had the adverse effect, and while I might have considered just choking the asshole out, now I wasn’t willing to stop at anything beyond destruction.

      I clenched my hand around it, and its neck basically crumpled in my grasp.

      It batted at my arm in panic, slapping me in a feeble attempt to get me to stop. Mind, the music kept going this whole time. The desire to stop and be beholden to the music’s orders was still tickling the back of my mind. I felt like I could just stop and let go, just be still and everything would be better. That all would be will in the world if I could just relax and let the music take control.

      Well, there’s a reason I stopped going to concerts. Live music didn’t do anything for me.

      I brought my arm up, feeling the slack weight of the stupid creature. Its black orb eyes were as wide as they could go, its feet dangling free beneath it. Slowly, I brought my other hand up and palmed the creature’s face. Then I crushed it.

      For the same amount of time the song had stopped, the head resisted. And then it didn’t resist any longer. The head popped.

      A discordant note echoed through the hall, and it felt as if the entire barrow groaned.

      Fetid jellied goop ran out between my fingers, likely a horrific mixture of its eyeballs and brains.

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Gnole Singer (lvl 9 Singer).

      All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero.
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      I tossed the corpse to the side, where it hit the wall before sliding down to form a misshapen lump on the floor. It seemed to me, at least, that it didn’t have any bones inside it. Maybe that explained the decoration. Overwhelming jealousy at endoskeletons.

      Across from me, Ragnar had a dagger out and had stopped mid-stab of Albrecht.

      “I’m sorry,” Ragnar hissed, holding the knife, unsure whether to pull it out or leave it.

      “Quite alright,” Albrecht replied through clenched teeth. “Not your fault.”

      “Take the dagger out,” I said.

      “But–” Ragnar started.

      I pulled a healing potion out and had it ready. As soon as Ragnar pulled the dagger out and the blood started to leak, I uncorked the vial and poured half on the wound itself. The other half, I gave to Albrecht, who drank it down and with a disgusted look.

      “Not your cup of tea?” I asked.

      “I hesitate to speak poorly of a drink which saved me from such an injury,” he said, “but perhaps your alchemists might take a moment to consider the positive effects of flavor?”

      “I’ll let them do.”

      “Many thanks, all the same.”

      “You two should get out of here,” I said.

      “You cannot possibly go on by yourself.”

      “He can and he will,” Ragnar said.

      Notably, he hadn’t moved.

      “What if we stuff our ears?” Ragnar asked.

      “We’re in their house,” I said. “I think normal rules might not really apply here.”

      “We could try it.”

      “But then I’m on the hook trying to keep you two alive if something happens and the whole cotton-in-the-ears-thing doesn’t work. Do you even have cotton?”

      “No, but I have ears. So, halfway there.”

      “I think I’ll be fine. It seems like they’ve got one trick, and it doesn’t even work that well on me.”

      “I’m not supposed to leave you alone,” Ragnar said.

      “Says who?”

      “Skeld. And, like, everyone else back home.”

      “I’ll be fine. Better than if I have to worry about keeping you both alive. Wait for me at the top of the hill. See if you can find Bear.”

      “That’s right, she’s gone.”

      I reached into the bag, pulled out two spears and a lantern, and passed them over.

      “Can you two still see?” I asked.

      “Her spell remains active,” Albrecht said. “Though I admit I have no idea if it is a localized spell or–-”

      “Feedoheem magic. Doesn’t really use the same rules as what’s here. But the little sister statement makes me think these assholes are Feedoheem fuckers as well.”

      “Logical.”

      “Makes me worried we might be in a corner of the Feedoheem.”

      “I hope not,” Albrecht said.

      “Me too. Still, if her spell is active, I’d imagine she’s still around. At least, still in the same dimension as us, if nothing else.”

      “How lovely. Master Helfdane, shall we go look for our erstwhile companion?”

      “First of all, I want it on the record I am leaving because my boss said so, over my objections.”

      “So noted int eh official records no one is keeping,” I said.

      “Perfect.”

      “Second?”

      “I mean, if we aren’t keeping records, who cares what I was going to say second?”

      Ragnar twirled his spear and snatched the lantern before tromping back up the stairs.

      “Interesting company you keep,” Albrecht said, sliding his toe under the other spear and kicking it up to his hand. “How long shall we wait for you?”

      “Sunrise,” I said.

      “See you then,” Albrecht said, and he went up the stairs.
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      I knelt down at the ruined creature to give it a once over, poking it with the handle of my hand axe. It didn’t have bones. There was definitely some weird shit going on inside it, because it’d been able to stand up and had had regular joints, but as a corpse, nothing. I didn’t really do a thorough analysis of it, nor any sort of autopsy, so there were probably all sorts of things I could have discovered that I didn’t. It had some rocks in its pockets, as well as a small pouch tied to its pants. The pouch functioned similarly to my bag of holding, in that it held more on the inside than it seemed to judging the outside. Inside the little magical pouch, however, were bones. Just bones. Nothing else. Strange, but kind of reinforced my jealousy theory.

      I tied the pouch to my belt and put the pebbles in my pocket. Given the key/door to the place had been a rock, there was a good chance these were doors or keys themselves.

      Then down the hall I went. I paused at where I thought the creature had opened up the wall, but it was just bone.

      I paused at the curve, and I peeked around. More hallway. And another right-hand curve at the far end. There were no gnoles in sight. Or anything, really. Nothing but the bones that made up the walls and ceiling.

      Down another hallway, my footsteps sounded wet. And muffled. It seemed like sound wasn’t behaving correctly, that there should have been more echoes. Or more sounds in general. There was a weird muted sense to the place.

      Another right turn was at the end of the next hall, which was a little shorter, which made me think I was going around and around the hill.

      Two more hallways, two more right turns. More bones. No sound.

      Until the third turn, I heard muffled noises coming from ahead. Something that sounded a lot like singing, a chorus. Or a symphony. A darker yellowish light leaked into the hallway, maybe from candles or fires. Definitely not glowstones.

      I moved slower, leading with the axe. Midway down the hall, I pulled a helm out of my bag and plopped it on my head. Better safe than sorry.

      Right at the corner, I paused and put my back against the wall. I didn’t really feel like moving. I wasn’t necessarily nervous, but feeling like there was something I was forgetting. Or something I should do instead of what it was I was doing. For a moment, I lost track of why I was in the dark, dank, underworld, and wondered if I’d gotten lost on my way through Coggeshall.

      I dug down and found the reservoir of rage waiting for me, ready for me to grab a hold of it and direct it toward where I would. It gave me a sense of purpose to turn the corner, to override the magical music that was trying to tell me where to go and what to do. I didn’t need to listen to it anymore. I had my own internal engine raring to go.

      And I stepped out around that corner, ready for war.

      I was not expecting to interrupt a children’s choral concert.

      In front of me, on the other side of a large domed room were children singing songs before large group of foul creatures I now knew as gnoles. The gnoles were spread throughout the room, sitting at horrific tables in what I can only describe as a great hall built in the middle of a catacomb. Walls of bone rose up and up into a grand dome, bones fitting together in a phantasmagorical way, bones of such scope and variety that my mind swam just trying to understand where they all could have come from. A femur from some massive creature, bigger than any dinosaur, served as an entire table, while a host of bones tied together made up chairs and benches. Delicately spaced throughout were candles melted onto skulls balanced delicately on vertical spinal columns, eking out just enough light to show the space and where the people were, but not so much to actually illuminate the true horrific nature of the audience in front of those children.

      For at the far end was a stage made of bones sanded flat and glossy, and on that stage were the children of Barrowfell. They stood on risers and they sang out loud. Not phenomenal singing, not any sort of glorious song to make a man weep, rather this was just happy kids singing untrained, singing silly songs about harvest day, about pulling water from the well.

      To the right-hand side of the stage sat a massive throne of bone, and in that bone throne was a larger gnole than any else in the room. The big gnole wore more clothes, almost approaching what might have been decent attire, you know, if it wasn’t made of some random skin I didn’t want to believe was human. A shiny bone crown sat on his head, a jaunty tilt to the right.

      I stood there, frozen in place not by any mystic or arcane means, but just the sheer weirdness. It felt odd, disconcerting, disgusting, and I realized while standing that the choir of kids wasn’t the only music I heard there was something else happening underneath it swelling orchestral sort of thing that was reminiscent to the harmonics I heard during my initial confrontation was the first gnole.

      But in that momentary realization of the full nature of the music I heard, an unsettling silence fell over the domed hall.

      All gnole eyes in the room were on me, their black glossy orbs glinting the candlelight back at me. But none of the children saw me. They’d stopped singing and were now standing stock still. Frozen in place, not out of fear or any normal human reaction. No, they were stuck there by some magic or arcane nonsense.

      The gnole king clicked, the sound reverberating through the space unlike anything else had in the Barrow. So far everything else and been muted, but the sound carried and there was a deeper, more profound silence that followed.

      “An intruder,” the gnole king said. “Or perhaps a waylaid traveler searching for home?”

      “Me?” I asked, despite knowing he was speaking to me.

      The gnole smiled. At least I think it was a smile that played across the rictus of his face.

      “Yes,” he said, his voice delicate and soft, pleasing to my ear, despite the lilting nature. “You, who have stumbled in here, interrupted our little audition.”

      “Audition?”

      “Would you like to sing for us? Perhaps you would make a worthy selection for one of our esteemed members.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “But you are a fine specimen.”

      “I’m pretty tone-deaf.”

      “Ah, but I would wager quite the sum you merely lack a proficient instructor to help you full realize the instrument you hold.”

      “I’m pretty good at holding my instrument.”

      Another smile, as the king understood my stupid joke.

      “I really just came for the kids,” I said.

      “These ones?” he asked, gesturing with a limp hand on the end of a too-long arm.

      “Are those the children from Barrowfell?”

      “Hrm, I would need to check the records to see where we acquired this payment—”

      “Kids aren’t payment, asshole.”

      “Oh, such a treat to find a man with such rough language who is so confidently incorrect. These children were payment for services rendered as agreed to by the burgher of Barrowfell.”

      “You check the records already?”

      “I am quick when I want to be,” he said, and in the blink of an eye, he was standing in front of me. “You smell of blood. Whom did you slay?”

      “I’d need to check the records to figure that out.”

      “Ah. Is that humor?”

      “No, I’m not funny. I’m willing to show a measure of restraint, though, and try to settle this amicably instead of, you know, the mass slaughter I normally go for.”

      The room filled with the chittering, awful sound I knew to be gnole laughter.

      “You may leave now,” the head gnole said. “I have grown tired of you.”

      “I’m not leaving without those children,” I replied, trying to cool my heels, realizing that while I could overcome a single singing fuckwad, it might be slightly more difficult to overcome an entire room full of the assholes.

      He stared me up and down.

      “Regardless of what you might think will believe,” the king gnole said, “the deal was struck. These are ours. And you will have no power to —”

      “What was the deal?” I asked.

      “Which deal?”

      “You know what deal. I’m trying to be civil here.”

      “Your continued insistence of being able to do something, your threats, all of it wears quite thin when the full truth of the matter is known to me. You are powerless —”

      “Just show me the deal,” I snapped. “If it’s legit —”

      “I kindly offered to remove the pest problem from Barrowfell, and all I asked in return was work carrots. If they couldn’t pay, I got the children. And it was a deal the burgher agreed to.”

      “Carrots? And the Burgher didn’t pay?”

      “He would not pay.”

      “Could not or would not?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Just seems suspect, being they grow carrots. Seems weird they wouldn’t pay you your carrots.”

      “Perhaps had they the correct carrots…” the king gnole said snidely, barely hiding his smile.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The deal was for karats, not carrots.”

      “You know, asshole, you’re saying the same word.”

      “And yet they hold such different meanings.”

      “Oh, gems. You’re saying you want gems.”

      “That is an overly plain way of putting it.”

      “I’m a plain sort of guy. How many karats did you want?”

      “Want? None.”

      “Okay, what was the deal for, exactly?” This dude was annoying.

      “Three karats per pest removed.” The king gnole gave me a smarmy smile and crossed his arms over his translucent chest.

      “Did you count how many pests you removed?”

      “Of course. Seven thousand, five hundred and twenty-six.”

      “Okay, give me a second to do some math…” Normally I would’ve had to use pencil and paper, but somehow dancer just popped into my head. “Twenty-two thousand, five hundred seventy-eight. You need that many karats?”

      “Need? No. But that is what was agreed upon. Now you have heard the deal. I would’ve permitted you to leave had you any measure of hospitality —”

      “Whoa whoa whoa. You’re the host, you’re supposed to be hospitable. I’m a guest, I’m supposed to be polite. That’s the usual deal between guest and host, asshat. Now,” I said, reaching into my bag while thinking about a barrel of sapphires I might have forgotten to hand over to the treasury, “I might have something for you.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Paying.”

      “You cannot.”

      I pulled out the barrel and set it on the floor. I ripped the top off and tipped the barrel over. The fortune of sapphires spilled across the room, and there were cries of surprise and audible gasps from all the various fuck-face gnoles in the barrow.

      “More than enough,” I said. “Count what you need —”

      “I will not allow this —”

      “Isn’t this fulfilling the deal?”

      “The deal was concluded!” the king gnole said, his voice going into a surprisingly high register.

      “Was there a time limit ion this thing? Did you specify that?”

      “It was implied that—”

      “Oh, see, this one time, I was told by someone probably close to you, that specificity matters a whole hell of a lot when it comes to making deals with those from the Feedoheem. Which you lot are, right?”

      He stared at me. All of them did.

      “You know nothing of the gnole,” he said softly, but threatening.

      “I know a few things,” I replied, nonplussed. I’d been threatened by much worse things than him. “And one of those things I know is that you were negotiating with that poor Burgher in bad faith. You didn’t put karat or carat down in writing, because he’d see what you were trying to pull. Which, to my non-legal eyes, makes this contract null and void. I mean, it’s really just your word against his, isn’t it? Did you tell him karat or did you say carrot? I mean, that’s a pretty weird little slice of technicality there, isn’t it? Because if he heard carrot the vegetable, does it matter what you meant? Why does your saying overrule his understanding? I don’t think it does, but I’m being nice, hospitable to use the wrong word you wanted to use, and I’m giving you what you claim you said instead of what you deserve. Which is your face squeezed so hard your eyeballs paint the ceiling.”

      He stared at me. I could sense him trying to understand who I was, to gain a better sense of what I might be capable of, if I was bullshitting or if I really could throw down and tear his head off.

      “You can choose which way we go,” I said. “I’d kind of prefer the violence, since I could use a catharsis after the time I had in the city. I wasn’t really allowed to deal with my emotions the way I like, which might be wrong, probably is wrong, because I probably shouldn’t look toward bloodshed to make me feel better. But it does. And I’m really good at it. It might be the only thing I’m really good at. Sop why don’t we forget the gems, or the carrots or the carats or the karats, and I’ll kill a bunch of you in really horrible ways, okay? And then I get some XP, the world loses some assholes, and the kids get to go home to their families after seeing a fun blood sport. Okay?”

      “The offering is acceptable,” the king said, glaring at me.

      It was abundantly clear he did not appreciate the deal we’d just completed. I glanced around the room, doing a quick head count, best I could given the strange lighting and effects of the dome. There was that old nagging feeling scratching at my head, that things were about to go sideways.

      “The children will return,” the gnole king barked.

      With a pop, the children just disappeared. No more choir concert, no evidence the children were ever even there. Nothing.

      An impressive display of arcane power, if you ask me. I hadn’t really realized that something like that was possible, which made me a little worried. Maybe I’d bitten off more than even I could chew. But, then again, I’d killed one god-type thing. Couldn’t hurt to add another notch to the ol’ deit-i-cide bed post.

      “Quick question,” I asked. “Are you a God?”

      The gnole’s smile spread, enjoying my question, letting it feed his pride.

      “You will think so before your bones adorn the top of my dome.”

      And the music started.

      All the gnoles sang, and I felt my body slipping out of my control. Yet, at the same time, my heart started to pound out rhythm, a thundering that woke me up. Even as I could feel the push of the gnole magic all over myself, rage responded, bubbling just under the surface.

      It was calling, begging for me release it.

      Now, surrounded by enemies, it seemed as if my rage asked me to give in, to let go.

      I felt a smile spread across my face, despite the magical music telling me to hold still as my bones were removed.

      The king gnole’s eyes widened in absolute disbelief.

      “I warned you,” I eked out through a mouth that didn’t want to work.

      “You have no power—” he started.

      “Time to pay the piper, Rumplestiltskin!” I said as I got my hand around his skull.

      “Who’s Rumple—” he got out, but I was tired of him talking.

      So I popped his skull.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t a literal bloodbath. That would’ve required a bathtub or a vessel of some sort in which I could’ve soaked.

      There was plenty of blood, though. Or the stuff that equated to blood with these creatures. It wasn’t red, nor was it fully liquid. It was more along the lines of blood that had coagulated somewhat while stuck inside a large hematoma. Chunky and thick and goopy with a coating of liquid-ish stuff.

      I didn’t enjoy being covered in the stuff. I wasn’t looking for chances to bathe in gore. It was just an unwelcome side effect of the career path I’d stumbled into here in Vuldranni.

      What did happen was someone with extreme physical prowess and a penchant for violence (me) went up against a bunch of soft beings that had never actually had to engage in any sort of physical combat. They had magical capabilities, sure. But occasionally, when the magic stuff fails the magical creatures depending on that magic, they get the short end of the stick. In this case, it wound up being the short end of my axe, which is where the blade was. Lots of choppy, choppy, all throughout the dome. So much so that my shoulder got tired.

      In the end, as stillness overtook the space, I stacked what remained of the gnoles in a big pile in the middle. Not quite corpses so much as meat sacks.

      I stood there, looking around to see what was next. Who was next, if anyone.

      Three very frightened gnoles remained alive, doing their damnedest to blend in to the bone walls. Poorly, because the bone walls were a stark white, especially compared to the sickly yellowish-white of these assholes.

      They weren’t interested in interacting with me, and wouldn’t make eye contact.

      “You,” I said to one, “come here.”

      Very slowly, the creature stepped over to me, never looking at me directly.

      “Are you going to make any more trips to the village?” I asked. “Barrowfell or otherwise?”

      The thing shook its head.

      “Good,” I said. “You’re going to stay here, right?”

      A nod.

      “Great. Any chance there’s a shorter way out of here back to the village for me? Like, can you do that pop thing?”

      A shake.

      “Pity,” I said.

      I resisted the urge to kill the gnole. It was surprisingly difficult, because I want to kill all the gnoles. I didn’t see any reason they should be left alive with the things they’ve done, and the things they could potentially do. What was going to stop them from marching back out to some other village and forcing another set of children to follow them?

      But these precise assholes, these gnoles had stood down. They were completely broken, and killing them would just be in cold blood. Straight-up murder. I didn’t like murder. It was really in my bottom six things to engage in, and at least four of the things in my bottom six were activities I’d never actually done.

      Maybe it was better to show some mercy. Leave the gnoles with a healthy dose of fear but a sense that we humans, despite my inhuman nature, I think they thought I was human, weren’t that bad.

      I looked over and saw one of them staring at the other. And I realized I could hear something, just barely. The slightest little tune that I probably wouldn’t notice if I hadn’t been so keyed into the noises the gnoles made.

      “You motherfuckers,” I said, knowing they had to be altering my behavior.

      So much for mercy.

      My fist snapped out in a powerful jab and went right through the face of the gnole standing in front of me.

      I felt marginally bad having to sprint after the last two, but I dispatched them with a gruesome ease. And then, I was the only thing alive in the dome. It was a weird, creepy space when it was silent. For a moment, I thought about the potential for loot. For fortune. Things I could take with me. It was a barrow, which meant there were probably bodies buried here with trinkets and treasures. But all I saw were bones. Furniture made of bones just was not my aesthetic. Despite my bloodthirsty tendencies, I was more into cottage-core. Not like shiplap shit, or farmhouse chic. More flannel sheets and crackling fires. I liked to feel comfortable, like the deep carpet I could wiggle my toes in. Suffice to say, I wasn’t going to take a candelabra made of a spinal column.

      I took a deep breath, ignored the rising stench, and I tromped back through the winding halls until I got to the stairs and left the barrow.
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      My comrades were waiting outside: Ragnar throwing pebbles down the hill, Bear weaving the burnt grass into strands, and Albrecht somehow managing to take a nap.

      They looked at me, covered in gore.

      Albrecht sighed.

      Ragnar went over to me, opened my bag, and pulled out a surprisingly large water skin. He uncapped the skin and squeezed, shooting water across my face.

      “Stop,” I blubbered through the water.

      “Not until you’re clean,” Ragnar shot back.

      And he didn’t.

      I pushed the barrow’s ‘door’ shut. The stone spun around several times, blurring from the high speed, until it was just another smooth stone laying on the hill. Which was odd, because there hadn’t been any stones on the hill before…

      “Do you know which one is the right stone?” I asked.

      Bear pointed.

      “Are you sure?”

      “These are my people,” she said softly. “Of course I’m sure.”

      “Are we in the Feedoheem?”

      “More like we’re next to it.”

      “Any chance you know how to get out?”

      She laughed a little. “Out’s easy, any way but here.”

      I thought about leaving the key/door/stone. I couldn’t see a good reason to take it, to give anyone back in Barrowfell a reason to come back to this barrow. But, then again, maybe this wasn’t the end of the gnoles. Maybe they’d come back and some other sad sack son of a biscuit was going to have to venture into the barrow and lay waste to the gnoles once more. I took the stone.

      Then it was another hike, going down the hill into thick mists that surrounded us tightly until they seemed to fall away all at once, revealing sunlight and waves of wheat fields. We paused to get our bearing, and realized Barrowfell was almost perfectly behind us.

      For the second time, I approached Barrowfell and was met by weeping, crying, and screaming, as the parents who’d been held by the gnole’s magic, forced to watch as their children were abducted, were reunited with those children. They were overcome with emotion, children and parents alike.

      I, as I came through the gate, got what I had grown to love, the notification of a quest complete:
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      The Gnole’s Know Gnole Knolls From Gnoll’s Nose

      Rescue the children of Barrowfell from the Gnoles.

      Reward for success: Increased standing in both Barrowfell and the surrounding areas. XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero. Also, a gift from the town…
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        * * *

      

      Annoyingly, all the XP was being withheld… stupid Call of the Imperial Hero…

      The burgher came forth from his hidey hole, trying to stay in the background as much as possible.

      “Hey there, hot shot,” I called out. “You come to see us off.”

      “You are leaving so soon?” he asked, his face a mixture of relief and confusion. I think, perhaps, he might have enjoyed us sticking around a spell. Our presence likely had something to do with the townsfolk not laying into him.

      “We were only coming to spend the night in your lovely tavern,” I said, looking a little mournfully. “Have a beer, a nice meal—”

      “Those things can be arranged!”

      “Bit early for beer. And we got places to be.”

      “But, but—”

      A woman came running out of the tavern holding a clay jug covered with a wax top.

      “Sir hero!” she called out. “I have a small present for you on behalf of the town.”

      “I don’t need anything,” I said, being polite and fully knowing that I’d be foolish to refuse the quest reward.

      “We noticed how your friend there,” she nodded her head at Ragnar, “enjoyed our baked goods so. Therefore we are presenting you with our starter and our recipe.”

      She held out the jar.

      I gave her a nod and a genuine smile. “Thank you,” I said.

      A small girl stepped out from behind the woman and held up a paper bag filled with pretzels.

      “And a snack for the road,” the little girl said, as if she’d rehearsed it.

      “Thank you very much,” I said, giving her a deep bow.

      The little girl giggled, then ran away.

      “Thank you, my lord,” the woman said. “You have saved the village.”

      “I only did what was right,” I said, passing the jug to Albrecht and the bag of pretzels over to Ragnar.

      Ragnar licked his lips, and I gave him a quick shake of the head.

      “Is Ms. Winterbottom around?” I asked.

      “As far as I know,” the woman replied, “she’s still in her home. The fire is still going, at any rate.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Just have to return something. Then,” I looked over at the burgher, who seemed as if he was ready to say something, “we’re going.”

      I walked around the tavern to the second house on the right and gave a polite knock on the door.

      The curtain was pulled to the side, and the wizened, wrinkled face of Old Lady Winterbottom pressed against the wavy glass.

      “You came back,” she said.

      “That I did,” I replied, and I held out the rock. “To return your key.”

      “Bah, come in.”

      For a woman who kept her house so warm, she was certainly cold.

      As I went inside, she was already sitting on her chair, fingers wrapped around a steaming mug of what I assumed was still straight whiskey. I held the stone out.

      She looked at me, then at the stone, then nodded at the table.

      I set it on the table.

      “You found the barrow, then?” she asked.

      “I did, yeah,” I replied. “Thanks to you.”

      “And the children?”

      “They’re back.”

      “All of ‘em?”

      “As far as I know.”

      She grunted.

      “Is that a bad thing?” I asked.

      “Would’ve enjoyed the quiet,” she replied.

      “Oh, come on, you’re not that much of a curmudgeon.”

      She took a sip of her whiskey.

      “And the gnoles?” she asked.

      “Handled.”

      “Dead?”

      “As far as I can tell.”

      “Good.”

      “How come you didn’t warn anyone about them?”

      “No one asked.”

      “Okay, but—”

      “Town’d prefer me dead already. Disappointing them is all I have left.”

      My impulse was to pry. I was so fucking curious about this old lady. She clearly had had one hell of a life to know about the Barrow when no one else did. And the gnoles. And to have the damn key.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Just one?”

      “You want to know how I know what I know?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “One part curiosity, one part wanting to know the gnoles won’t come back.”

      “They’ll come back.”

      “When?”

      “No idea. Likely a longer spell than between their last visit, given… you know… what you did.”

      “But what are they?”

      She shook her head.

      “That is not a question I can answer,” she said. “What I know about the gnoles and the barrow is because I was you the last time. I had to save the children the last time the gnoles came out to harvest. But I wasn’t like you. I wasn’t a hero. I was just the only one desperate enough to go try to save my children. Though I wasn’t very successful. Not like you. I brought back some of the children, along with my own. But those who lost their loved ones ever forgave me for my failures to bring back their children. I wasn’t welcome in Barrowfell. My children weren’t welcome here. They left when they could, marching to die in a war to avoid living here. I had no one. I have no one. The gnoles cost me everything. And you… they cost you nothing. The world is not fair, mister noble, and I would prefer if you left now. If you did not ask me any more fucking questions.”

      I nodded once, and then I left the house, not knowing what else to do, not knowing how I could have possibly responded to her.

      

      Leaving Barrowfell flying on Air Fritz was not in any way bittersweet. There’ve been times where I’ve been happier to leave a place, but not many. Barrowfell itself just sucked. In really every possible way.

      Fritz was in grand spirits when he picked us up. He seemed to have had whatever would equate to a pleasant night by roc standards, theoretically hunting elephants somewhere, I suppose. Although given the terrain, maybe mammoths or some other plains-based megafauna.

      Albrecht was quiet on the ride, seeming to have fallen asleep almost as soon as he was strapped into Fritz’s giant saddle. Similarly, Ragnar snuggled right down and zonked the fuck out.

      Bear, however, was completely silent, staring out at the horizon. I felt like there was some sort of conversation that needed to happen between Bear and myself. She was clearly having feelings about what had transpired in the Barrow. I wasn’t sure what those feelings were, but I imagined they stemmed from her being thrown aside by the gnoles.

      We flew across Glaton, across a thousand farms, the plains in front of us having been turned into a grid long ago by the Empire, and dotted with little walled towns here and there. Nothing large, nothing that I could even really I identify on the map. Partially because I didn’t have a map, but mostly because they were just tiny hamlets.

      Around nightfall, we went from plains to heavy forest of a very different kind then we had around Coggeshall. Coggeshall was all giant pine trees, redwoods, firs, the random patch of aspen or a cluster of maples. But the eastern portion of the Empire was dominated by heavy, verdant, deciduous forests, and even though we were on the cusp of summer, there was a decided chill to the air.

      I wished I could see a world map, just to have some sense of the latitude, to gauge how the seasons might behave. The only thing I’d ever been told was that this planet, Vuldranni, was closer in size to Jupiter than Earth. Being that Mister Paul was the source of that information, I figured it was as close to true as anything in this second life of mine.

      We hadn’t taken many breaks during the day. It seemed as if the night of reprieve had wound up Fritz so that he really wanted to fly. But around dusk, he found a small clearing, about a hundred yards across, where he landed. We made a small camp, and Fritz actually hunkered down with us, which gave me an added measure of security. I didn’t expect much of anything would try to sneak up on a roc. That meant we had a fire. Nothing huge, but something big enough to cook some trout I caught in a nearby brook.

      I waited until Albrecht was snoring before I came back to the fire.

      “Coming to talk to me?” Bear asked as I approached.

      “Yeah,” I said, “that obvious?”

      “I haven’t exactly been subtle myself. You want to know what’s bothering me?”

      “That’s the main topic of conversation. You know, once we got over the small talk we really don’t engage in.”

      “I failed you.”

      “You didn’t fail me.”

      “Multiple times, Montana. Not just now, but..”

      “You haven’t—”

      “Part of my purpose is to help you,” she interrupted to say. “That’s part of being in your hirð. My life is for you. And two times on this trip alone, I’ve fucked up hard enough that I would’ve been fired from a normal job.”

      “This isn’t a normal job.”

      “Yeah, you can’t fire me.”

      “Not what I meant.”

      “I know. But I’m supposed to be like your guardian angel, and I can’t do that.”

      “Who told you that’s your job?”

      “No one had to tell me, Montana. I saw that position sat open, and I took it.”

      “Maybe your skills lie elsewhere.”

      “Obviously.”

      “I disagree, however.”

      “Look, Montana, I appreciate what you’re doing. I really do. You’re trying to make me feel better. But I don’t need to feel better. I need to think and understand what I did wrong and make it right, okay? I’m not you — I’m not going to throw myself into the void, hoping a sacrifice in this life might make up for whatever wrongs I committed in the last one.”

      “You think that’s what I do?”

      “You think that’s not what you’re doing? Is there some other reason you’re constantly putting your life at risk?”

      “Because I can’t die.”

      “That’s not true, and you know it.”

      “All evidence points to the contrary.”

      She threw a twig in the fire, and an unreasonable number of sparks danced into the air.

      “People care about you, Montana,” Bear said. “They don’t want you to die.”

      “How did this get turned around to be about me?”

      “I’m a skilled conversationalist.”

      “Clearly you should be the face and I should go back to just being the muscle.”

      “I don’t really have the build for it,” she said, standing up and showing off all almost a foot of her.

      “Can’t you be bigger if you want?”

      “To an extent, but not if you want me to stay invisible. Or do much of any other magic. Being you-sized takes a lot of juice.”

      “And Ragnar-sized?”

      “Less juice, but that’s also less use to be him sized, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe?”

      “It is. Your kind are very size biased.”

      “My kind?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Your kind are bloodthirsty children stealers.”

      “That’s very true. We’re well known for our kidnapping. Pretty sure that’s half the stories your kind have of us back on the home planet.”

      I glanced across the fire at a snoring Albrecht, hoping he was actually asleep, not just faking it to see what we might say.

      “Sorry,” Bear said, shaking her head. “Talking too much, aren’t I?”

      “No, it’s fine. Have you ever heard of gnoles before?”

      “No. But there’s far more I don’t know in the Feedoheem than I know. It is a vast and bizarre reality that contains multitudes upon multitudes.”

      “But they recognized you.”

      “They recognized me as being from the Feedoheem, as did I upon meeting them. They were just faster and more powerful, at least there, in their home.”

      “Were we in the Feedoheem there?”

      “No, not really. I think we were between both realms. I’d bet there’s actually an entrance to the Feedoheem through the barrow.”

      “Is that,” I paused, leaning back and staring up at the sky to find my words. “Is there any benefit to that?”

      “Like, should we try to gain passage to the Feedoheem that way for Coggeshall?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No. Because then you’ll have something from the Feedoheem coming to live in and around that area.”

      “What if it’s more brownies?”

      “Unlikely. Brownies like to live wholly in a new world, not in the liminal space betwixt them.”

      “Do you think I could find the entrance to the Feedoheem if I went back to the barrow?”

      “You thinking about going home-home?”

      “It’s crossed my mind.”

      “I think you could, yeah. If I helped, definitely. But I have no idea what you’d find on the other side. It could be a simple matter of crossing the street to get back to your first home. Or it could be on another side of the planet. You could walk through the portal and wind up inside some sleeping leviathan, and we’d need to sneak out of his gullet before he wakes up and swallows.”

      “That’s disgusting. Have you done that before?”

      “Not personally, no, but I know a brownie who has. I’d prefer to leave that particular experience off the bucket list.”

      “Same.”

      “Can I go back to sorting out my shit?”

      “You need some alone time?”

      “As much I as I love you as a boss, and as a friend… you’re really not the best at helping me work through my own personal emotional trauma.”

      “Hey, I get it,” I said, getting to my feet. “You let me know if you need anything.”

      I walked into the darkness a bit, and then did a loop around the clearing, checking for anything trying to sneak up on us. I figured I’d get sleep on the plane the next day. And, yeah, by plane, I meant bird.
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      As had become the norm with our travels and Air Fritz, we got dropped off about an hour outside the city, far enough out that we could approach the city with no one knowing exactly how we’d traveled. I knew we couldn’t keep Air Fritz a secret forever. Hell, I imagined the truth would be out before I made it back to the capital. Too many people knew already, and Fritz was going to be too useful to keep him out of the Mahrduhm party.

      Arenberg seemed a tad different from the last time I’d been through. That’d been nearly a year ago, but when I’d left, the city had been bustling and bright. The gates had been thrown open and there was a perpetual flow of people in and out of the city. Commerce was in full swing, are there were people everywhere. While there were rumors of some conflicts starting with Mahrduhm over Rumib Pass, the truth of the conflict hadn’t yet been public.

      Now, they’d been at war for nearly a year, and the city showed some of that. The gates were very much shut, and the tops of the walls were dotted with guards, lots of guards. More than I anticipated. I could see them moving about and they clearly saw us.

      No one shot at us, but I could see crossbows pointed our way from far beyond any sort of lethal range.

      I waved, perhaps a bit over-enthusiastically, as if I was just damn excited to see Arenberg.

      It didn’t seem to mollify the soldiers.

      A series of flags flew over overtop the city, the Imperial banner whipped in the wind over lots of buildings. There were a few others I didn’t necessarily recognize, although Albrecht told me the second most prominent was the standard of Archduke Oldenberg, the archduke of the region, while the next one was for the Count of Arenberg. The city of Arenberg had their own flag, and it was up in a few places,

      We climbed up the mild hill, trudging up the royal road until we got to the walls of the city. A large arch stood there, shaded underneath. Walking into the shade provided by the grand arch above felt ominous, and more than a little terrifying, considering the provision of murder holes set to rain down violence and death if we said the wrong thing. There was so much stone around us, and the giant closed doors in front of us. It felt like walking into a trap.

      There was no one to greet us at the gate, and it didn’t magically swing open upon our arrival, so I had to engage in the rather unusual practice or knocking on a giant gate. These are the full-on gigantic doors that were normally open to allow the passage of caravans, huge wagons, full compliments of mounted knights. It felt a bit silly to be knocking, but I didn’t know of another way to go about things. I mean, I suppose I could grab an axe and start chopping, but that seemed a bit much as a means of saying hello.

      A moment passed, then another. I could hear people talking, and extending out my tremorsense, I could tell there were six people on the other side of the gate in a tight huddle having an intense conversation. Too bad my tremorsense wasn’t sensitive enough for me to understand what they were saying. Finally, one of them started over to the little door within a door, and I took up a position to make it seem like I’d gotten bored. Which wasn’t that far from the truth.

      Amazingly, the door within a door had its own tinier door that allowed the gate guard to peer at us through an eight-inch portal with two iron bars to make sure no one could reach through. I was impressed by the design, and made a mental note to see if we could add that to our external doors.

      The gate guard was a young man with an early weathered face and matching scars across his face, like a bear had clawed him.

      “Can’t let you in,” he said.

      “I didn’t even ask to come in,” I said.

      “You have some other reason for coming here?”

      “I was ordered to come here.”

      “By?”

      “His highness, the High Prince of Glaton, Valamir Glaton.”

      The gate guard scratched at his scars.

      “Seems unlikely.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Albrecht, who just shrugged.

      “No one comes in,” the guard said.

      “Can anyone leave?”

      “Not sure. My orders are about coming in. And no one comes in.”

      “Even a duke?”

      “Orders come from the archduke Oldenberg hisself, so, maybe if’n the prince shows up, or the Emperor rises up from his grave, then I would consider breaking the orders what’ve been given to me.”

      “But not a duke ordered here by the prince?”

      “No.”

      “Can you ask your boss?”

      “Sure.”

      He slammed the tiny door within the little door within the big door.

      “You think we’ll ever just be welcomed somewhere?” Ragnar asked.

      “Maybe Coggeshall,” I replied.

      Another moment passed, and the tiny door opened up. A new face looked out, this one belonging to a woman, probably somewhere in her mid-twenties or early thirties. She wore armor that looked well used, but not exactly Legion. Maybe some combination of lord’s retinue and Legion.

      She stared at me for a moment.

      “You… are a duke?” she asked.

      “I am.”

      “Small retinue.”

      “Travel faster that way.”

      “You want to see me for a reason?”

      “I came here to help fight Mahrduhm.”

      “I have orders to keep anyone and everyone out. No one comes into Arenberg.”

      “Even though I’m here at the request of the Senate?”

      “I thought it was the prince.”

      “Well, the prince thought it up, and the Senate made it happen.”

      “Must be the only thing the Senate’s made happen in the past decade.”

      “They do have a tendency to talk.”

      “I still can’t let you in.”

      “What about your boss?”

      “He’ll tell you the same thing.”

      “And his boss?”

      “You can go all the way to the top if you’d like—”

      “The archduke is here?”

      “Not at the moment, though if you are who you claim to be, I would presume you know where the archduke is at present.”

      “Busy not doing things with the Senate.”

      “Your words, not mine.”

      “Any chance you could let whomever is currently in charge know that Montana Coggeshall, Duke of Coggeshall, is here, and he’d like to come in?”

      She rubbed her forehead, but kept her eyes on me. Then she leaned left and right, looking at Ragnar and Albrecht.

      “That everyone?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “Might be a minute,” she said.

      “I’m happy to wait.”

      She took another moment to think, and then nodded and shut the tiny door.

      “Have to say,” Ragnar said, “I think you’re growing. Showing some restraint in that you haven’t started destroying things yet.”

      “Ten minutes and no bloodshed,” I replied. “Is that a new record?”

      “I worry for my safety around you two,” Albrecht said.

      “Wait until you have to worry about your sanity,” Bear chimed in.

      There was a very quiet creak as the tiny door opened a smidge. Scarface peered out.

      “Are you really here to fight?” he whispered.

      I nodded.

      “Then you best skip waiting for the count to send some sad sack lackey to come out and talk to you and go right up to the pass.”

      “Why?”

      “You might be too late.”

      “How’s that?”

      “There—none of this comes from me, right?”

      “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Sheldon.”

      “Dammit, Sheldon.”

      “Oh. Right. Forget I told you.”

      “Already forgotten.”

      “Most every soldier has been pulled into the city already. The only ones left are the auxiliary, and they’ve been pushed back by constant attacks for the past month. Last I heard, they are sitting right at the edge, just about to be pushed down the path, and once that happens, they have to come all the way down to the city. There’s no other rally point between the pass and our wall.”

      “Shit.”

      Sheldon, whose name I’d totally forgotten, nodded. “Count Arenberg is shitting his pants because he’s no fighter. His dad is a bit of a tactician, but the Archduke is in the capital. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “So there’s no… I mean, the only thing that might happen is we get sieged. Not counting all the weird stuff happening with the dark queen’s army, the count doesn’t want any new mouths to feed once the siege begins.”

      “What do you mean, weird stuff?”

      “Dark Queen has… different morals, I guess. Been worse up top, dealt with goblin attacks, night attacks by these things that came from underground, slimes dropped on us from catapults and the like. Down here, in the city, there have been poisonings. But worst has been doppelgängers. Coming in and just killing. Slaughter. Spreading fear, maybe. They tried… just, if you really want to help, get your prince friend to send us a full strength Legion. Anything less… we will lose Arenberg. And soon.”

      He looked at me a moment longer, perhaps waiting for me to say I’d deliver an army. But I didn’t know how to tell him I was the army, that I was all Arenberg was getting.

      He gave me a half-smile, showing me his extreme disappointment at my inability to deliver him an army. Then he shut the door. The tiny door. Which really had substantially less impact than had it been a full door.

      We waited and waited and waited, long enough that Albrecht and Ragnar moved out of the shade and into the sun, Ragnar ‘borrowing’ my flask so he might introduce Albrecht to the glory that is Faygo Root Beer.

      I’ll admit, while the wait dragged on and on, I was pretty damn tempted to just bolt, and head up to the pass in the mountain. Sheldon felt like the Legion was about to lose, enough so that he’d put his job on the line to tell me about it.

      And yet, here I was, waiting, hanging out, trying to put some sense into the baby count left in charge when his ArchDuke father was called to the capital. Nearly everyone around me and had made it clear that I was not supposed to just go out and slaughter things, despite that being my major reason for being in this new world. Instead, I needed to learn the game that was being played. And a major part of that game being played, unfortunately, was dealing with the nobility of Glaton.

      Ragnar busted out the pretzels. He and Albrecht were sitting on a small grassy bump in the sunshine, passing the root beer flask back and forth while chowing down on my quest prize pretzels.

      I really wanted some, but as soon as I took a step in their direction, I heard someone at the door.

      The tiny door in a door in a door opened, and a man was looking out at me. He was a beautiful sort, with a perfect, delicate, black goatee framing a smile. His eyes were twinkling as he looked at me, as if he’d heard a great joke and was really hoping to share it with me.

      “Your lordship,” I said with a very slight bow of my head.

      “Oh, me?” the man said. “Not me. I’m, well, I have worn many hats for his lordship, both figuratively and literally, but I am currently serving as his, well, I suppose I organize his social events and he thought it best if I were to meet you here. He thinks I have a more diplomatic demeanor than himself.”

      The medium-sized door opened up, and the goateed figure stepped through. He closed the door behind him.

      “Hello there,” the man said. “I do apologize for the delay. Things are a bit, well, strange here right now.”

      “I can understand that. You’re here to tell me I can’t come in, right?”

      “Yes. I’m afraid my hands are quite tied in the matter. Not literally, of course — more a figurative matter — but either way, the count and the archduke have both ruled on this matter, and we feel it is the only safe option for those of us in the town. Especially given the oncoming siege.”

      “You’ve given up and accepted the siege is happening?”

      “Um, yes. I mean, not me. I have no say in the matter. I’m just, well, I am more of a social secretary than, well, anything to do with the military or defense, you know.”

      “Social secretary?”

      “Yes. Philippe Courcillon, at your service, provided, of course, your service extends to this conversation.”

      “Montana Coggeshall.”

      “A due pleasure.”

      “So what do you do as the count’s social secretary?

      “Largely, I have been in charge of the count’s balls since coming to Arenberg.”

      I stifled a chuckle and bit my lip to keep the smile from forming.

      “His balls?”

      “Yes.”

      “Both of them?”

      “Oh, we have had several of them, way more than two. In fact, we held one last night, which,” he leaned toward me and shifted into a whisper, “might be the reason I am here talking to you. His lordship was a bit overly fond of the punch last night and, whew. Bit surprised he managed to rise today.”

      “He had a party last night?”

      “Yes, a soiree with some of the finest families in the city. As well as a few of the Legion commanders, of course.”

      “Seems a bit, um, weird to be preparing for a siege in the midst of a war and hold balls.”

      He gave me a wan smile, clearly not about to disparage his boss, but also, maybe for the first time, seeing the problem with what he’d been doing.

      “Yes, perhaps,” he said quickly. “Though what is the point of fighting wars if not to have enjoyment of life, right?”

      “Hey man, no need to have an argument about war with me. I’d really rather not fight at all.”

      “Quite my feelings on the matter as well. I much prefer a good party.”

      “Or some balls.”

      “Yes, I do appreciate quality balls.”

      Every part of my brain screamed for me to continue the testicular jokes, but I knew that I was wasting time. I knew it was a much better idea for me to get moving, being that I would not get inside the city.

      “Perhaps,” I said, instead of another ball joke, “you could pass a message on to the Legion commander for me.”

      “Oh, of course, most certainly,” he said, and he pulled out a little notepad and a pencil. “I am ready.”

      “Let him know that Montana Coggeshall, Duke of Coggeshall, is joining the fight. I’m going up to hold the line. If he wants to come fight, I’d be happy to see him there.”

      “I will give him this note, though I doubt you will see any results. The General is quite satisfied to remain within Arenberg while sending orders to his troops.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “Just need to make sure I try.”

      “Yes, no, I understand.”

      He slipped his notepad into a pocket on his coat and gave me a half-sort-of bow.

      “A good day to you, your grace,” he said.

      He turned around and grabbed for the door.

      Obviously, being a defensive sort of structure, there was no exterior handle. He gave me a smile over his shoulder, and a little waggle of his head.

      He gave a little knock on the door.

      The tiny door opened, and a new face appeared.

      “Yes?” the new face asked.

      “Um, can you open the door?”

      “I am afraid that no one is allowed into—”

      “I just came out!”

      “Ah, then you realize you are outside the city, and not inside the city.”

      “You are being ridiculous.”

      “The rules are the rules, and his lordship—”

      “This is the sort of churlish prank his lordship has expressly forbade.”

      “This is coming directly from his lordship. He requests that you remember your actions and understand that the consequences of your actions have caught up with you.”

      The tiny door slammed.

      There was a momentary pause. Philippe looked over his shoulder at me, smiling.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but he turned away from me and slammed his hands against the door.

      “I demand to speak with the count this instant,” Philippe shouted.

      The tiny door opened up again.

      Same face.

      “The count says he has nothing to say to you.”

      “This is outrageous. All my things are inside! I am—what am I supposed to do?”

      “That is your concern,” the man in the tiny door said. “Although I am sure your things will be safe here until such time as the city is open once again.”

      “This is outrageous.”

      The tiny door shut.

      I stood there, trying to think of what to say.

      Philippe just stared at the door. Or, at least, I assumed he stared at the door because he didn’t turn around.

      “Um,” I started, ever so eloquent, “you okay?”

      “It would seem I am,” Philippe said, lifting his head up high but still facing the door, “out of a job.”

      “And a home.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Sorry.”

      “His lordship is willing to listen to any argument you might have as to why you should be allowed back in,” a voice called out through one of the murder holes above. There were definitely some titters that went along with the statement. Some stupid joke was about to happen.

      I picked a small rock up off the road, just in case I needed to throw it to distract someone from shooting at me.

      “Thank the gods,” Philippe said. “Of course I am willing—”

      The tiny door opened, but instead of the count being there, we were presented with an ass. Someone was mooning us through the tiny door.

      Frankly, because I’m remarkably immature, I was impressed that someone could get their butt up high enough to make sure their asshole would be exactly at eye-height.

      Philippe shrieked, in what I had to surmise was a mixture of disgust and surprise. Also probably realizing how far down the social ladder he’d just fallen, and that he was most certainly not being let back into the city.

      Now, because I was immature, and also annoyed at the treatment I’d received, I side-armed the small rock I’d grabbed off the street right at the butt in the tiny door.

      I wasn’t aiming for it, but I hit the bullseye.

      There was a shriek from the other side of the door. The butt disappeared from view, followed by the sound of a ladder falling over and the soft thunk of a body hitting the ground. Then there was shouting.

      “Might be time to leave,” I said, already hurrying away.

      “What have you done?” Philippe asked.

      “Kill them!” shrieked the count.

      For better or worse, the soldiers or Legionnaires on guard ignored the orders of the count. No one unleashed a volley of arrows or bolts on us. There was, rather, quite a bit of laughter from some guards, and barely contained laughter from others.

      Ragnar looked up as I power-walked in his direction.

      “Successful meeting?” he asked.

      “Not sure I’d qualify it as such,” I replied.

      “Are you walking that way for a reason, your grace?” Albrecht asked.

      “Probably pissed someone off,” Ragnar replied, sighing as he put the pretzels away.

      “I threw a rock I shouldn’t have,” I said, not stopping as I walked on by.

      “Who’s following us?” Ragnar asked as he climbed up my hauberk.

      “Philippe.”

      “Who?”

      “Philippe, introduce yourself.”

      “Philippe Courcillon,” Philippe said, huffing and puffing even though we’d walked all of a hundred yards, max. “Social secretary to… no one.”

      Not just out of breath, he sounded on the verge of tears. And I could get that. Being fired is always a kick in the teeth, especially from a job which provides housing and friends. Now he was on his own, down on his luck, and at the edge of a war. And given the look of him, a bit rounder than robust, I had the feeling he wasn’t used to the hard life. Or used to life in general.

      “Is he coming with us?” Ragnar asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “Where’s Fritz?”

      “Probably hunting.”

      “Can you call him?”

      “Ask Bear.”

      “I can call him,” Bear said from my shoulder.

      “Who said that?” Philippe shrieked.

      “Not a concern of yours,” Albrecht said, his voice steely.

      “No killing Philippe,” I said. “At least not yet.”

      “Why would you kill me?”

      “I said we aren’t going to kill you. I strictly forbid it.”

      “Why would you need to forbid it?”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “How could I not worry about it?”

      “Drink this?” Ragnar asked, and tossed my flask at Philippe.

      It hit Philippe in the face. He fumbled about for a minute before giving up and letting the flask drop to the ground.

      Albrecht grabbed the flask and took a sip, then held it out to Philippe.

      The delicate man took the flask, took a drink, then made a face.

      “It is cold,” he said.

      “Doesn’t taste good warm,” I said.

      “But how is it cold?”

      “Fritz is on the way,” Bear said.

      “That voice again,” Philippe said.

      “Can I show him?”

      “I am not moving any more until you tell me what is going on here,” Philippe said, somehow mistakenly thinking we’d care.

      I didn’t stop moving. Nor did anyone else.

      Ragnar hopped off my shoulder and grabbed the flask out of Philippe’s hands, though.

      Barely a moment later, and Philippe was nipping at our heels.

      “Wait for me!” He called out.

      “We’re not waiting for anyone,” I shouted over my shoulder, “we’re late as is.”

      “Late for what?”

      “The war.”

      “The what?”

      “The fight over the pass with Mahrduhm,” Albrecht clarified.

      “The pass is the other way!”

      “Yeah,” I said, “but our ride isn’t.”
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      It’s safe to say that Philippe had never seen a roc. I’d venture a guess that he’d never really seen a rock with a ‘k.’ He was very much an indoor cat type of person, with lily-white, delicate hands that had never seen an instant of hard work. Or a monster, likely, of any kind. I wasn’t sure how such a thing was possible in the world of Vuldranni, where monsters and horrors were lurking around basically every corner, and often popped out of random holes in the ground when you were least expecting it. Maybe he’d led a lucky and blessed life up to that point.

      However, it was very much ‘up to that point’ because after five minutes of walking, we were at our meeting point, and the magnificent beast that is Fritz came down like a flying freight train, using his powerful and surprising landing to make it clear he did not appreciate cutting his evening off short.

      Philippe screamed once and then tried to run away.

      Ragnar ran after him, cheekily running aside Philippe for a few steps before casually reaching out with his spear and tripping the poor former social secretary.

      Philippe crashed against the ground with a resounding thud.

      Fritz squawked out something that could be taken as an apology.

      “You okay?” I called out.

      “He’s fine,” Ragnar answered. “Whimpering a bit.”

      I rubbed my forehead, realizing I needed to deal with the Philippe situation before winging it out of the immediate area.

      “Fritz, buddy,” I said, “I do apologize for revoking your day pass and fun times.”

      Squawk.

      “I appreciate it. We’re heading up, going to survey the pass and see what we can see. I’d like to get a glimpse of Mahrduhm’s position and then land where we can join in with the Legion up there. Which I believe is just the auxiliary. Albrecht,” I turned to the older man, “I have no idea what I’m looking at or for. That’s your job.”

      “Of course, your grace,” he said. “I have studied our maps of the pass, and I believe I have some idea of how we can best scout it from the air, should our great host be agreeable.”

      Squawk.

      “I’ll let you two hash it out,” I said, already walking over toward the still prone Philippe. “Ragnar, get the saddle on with Bear.”

      “How can I help?” Bear asked.

      “Magic.”

      I could feel her eye roll even if I could see her.

      Kneeling down, I looked at the forlorn face of Philippe.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “No,” he said softly, “I am very far from okay.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “Not physically, no. But—”

      “Emotional wounds need to wait, bub. You got a multitude of choices you’re going to need to make. Immediate question, simply, is if you want to come with me or if you want to walk down the road on your own.”

      “I will die.”

      “We all have to die at some point.”

      “Yes, but I’d prefer if it were not today, your grace. If you even are a duke.”

      “I am.”

      “You look like a two gold mercenary.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      “Then fuck you. I don’t particularly care either way, much to the detriment of my, um, court, I guess. Would I have a court?”

      “I don’t know, would you?”

      “I admire the sass in this sort of situation, but it won’t serve you too well.”

      “I will do my utmost to remember to respect the wolves before they tear the flesh while I yet live.”

      “They’ll probably kill you first.”

      “What joy. Now I can walk to my death with excitement.”

      “You think these forests are filled with wolves?”

      “Yes?”

      “I doubt it. Too close to Arenberg. Lots of little hamlets and whatnot. Maybe coyotes, wild dogs—”

      “Slimes,” Ragnar called out.

      “Don’t need the help, Ragnar,” I replied. “You can come with me if you like.”

      “Where?”

      “The pass.”

      “Ah, yes, where there are no wolves, because everything has been killed by Mahrduhm. Much better for staying alive.”

      “I mean, I’ll be there, as well as some Legionnaires—”

      “Auxiliaries.”

      “Still professional soldiers.”

      “Who have been losing.”

      “Maybe, but I’m here to change that.”

      “You seem to have misplaced your army.”

      “Nah, I know where my armies are.”

      “Where?”

      “My sleevies,” I said, and waggled my arms in my mail sleeves.

      He blinked a few times.

      “Leave me for the wolves,” Philippe said. “Or the vultures. Whoever comes first can have me as long as they promise to kill me before I hear another of your jokes.”

      “That is an option.”

      I stood up and saw that Fritz was saddled and the crew waited on me.

      “Are you serious?” Philipe asked.

      “Not about much,” I replied. “But yeah. If you want to come, I’m sure we have a use for you. Right Albrecht?”

      “What?” Albrecht asked.

      “We have use for a social secretary, right?”

      “In the midst of the battle for the pass? Not in the slightest.”

      “See, we can use your skills.”

      “That is not at all what he said,” Philippe replied.

      “Only because he doesn’t know what you can do.”

      “It is pretty much limited to organizing parties and such.”

      “Logistics and personnel management.”

      “Your grace, I would be a burden.”

      “But probably a little one. Besides, have you ever gone flying before?”

      “Flying?”
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      Philippe had never been flying. Philippe did not like flying. He made that very clear when he screamed: “I do not like flying!”

      That, and the prodigious screaming coming from him without end as we rose higher into the air. As Fritz took a gentle curve from north into a more easterly direction, the screaming stopped, and I wondered if Philippe had finally had a moment to understand the grandeur of what he saw, being that the whole city of Arenberg was laid out to our right, and it was truly a sight to behold.

      Nope.

      He’d passed out and was currently being held by mostly upright by Albrecht. I gave Albrecht a smile; he gave me a frown.

      Going from Arenberg to the town of Rumib Pass was a pain in the ass. I didn’t have any firm numbers, but I was guessing there were several thousand feet of vertical climbing involved. The first part of the journey seemed easy, a bit of flat, Legion-built road. Then the switch-backs started. And they just kept going up and up and up. I remembered the switch-backs being the worst part of going down. I couldn’t imagine how much of a pain in the ass they were going up. At the very top of the switchbacks was an open flat area that had all the hallmarks of a place cleared out originally to be a work-camp. It served as a good spot to prep for the hellacious trip down the switch-backs. Or, alternatively, to throw up when you finished the climb up. It was a few hundred yards wide by a few hundred more yards long. A decent size. One side of it was, obviously, the switch-backs. And open space looking out over Glaton. With the right pieces of artillery, I figured it’d be possible to hit Arenberg from that spot. Of course, being that we weren’t trying to fight Glaton, it was better to think of it as a last-stand spot for the Legion. They would have to hold out there or die. There’d be no way to retreat down the switchbacks without being slaughtered from above.

      The road went from the Last Stand at a mild upward slope, edging around a deep crater until it got to the next open area, something in the shape of a heart with the point facing almost due east. This area had some hot springs and was heavily wooded when I’d gone through before.

      Next up was where the trees ended, the road crossing over the tree line in a long mountain meadow about a hundred yards wide and something nuts like a thousand yards long. Past the meadow, the road kicked back west, giving a little peek at Glaton via a flat outcropping in the shape of a pear before a tight squeeze between tall columns of granite that led into an open area the shape of an aircraft carrier flight deck. Past the flight deck was a short, tight, and rather steep bit that led into the largest open area of the whole pass.

      The town was built at the high point of the pass, but also in the largest open spot, where there was room for several buildings. They had built quite a few more in the village than when I’d first visited.

      That was all I knew. Everything east of the town was a relative mystery. On my second visit to the area, I’d skipped the pass entirely.

      Our flight over showed the Legion’s current position: the last stand. The typical Legion encampment, or tent-city, had been set right up against the edge of the plateau, making any sort of fall-back dangerous. Soldiers would either have to run to the far end of the camp to get onto the switch-backs, or slide down the rocky face to get to the switch-backs.

      Moving east, we flew past the crater, and I looked down inside. Little more than darkness. Maybe I could go down into the hole and pick up my lost sword. Naturally, it’d likely be in the first hole in the mountain I looked in…

      There were troops mustered in the Heart, lots of them. Ranks of spearmen prepping for battle.

      I leaned forward in my saddle.

      “We need to get back to the Legion camp,” I shouted. “They’re about to be attacked.”

      Fritz gave a nod of his head, somehow hearing me despite the rushing wind. He banked hard to the right, pulling a fast turn and getting us back to the west.

      Moments later, as we got close to the ground, I hopped off.

      I waved Fritz off, making sure everyone else stayed on the roc. The scouting mission needed to continue, but I needed to meet with the Legion.
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      As I walked briskly up the single switch-back, I tried to think back to what I’d seen of the Mahrduhmese soldiers. They were in tight ranks, and there were lots of them. Dark uniforms — I shook my head. That wasn’t a useful thing to tell the Legion commander. Oh, hey! Guess what? I figured out what the Mahrduhmese soldiers are wearing… I wasn’t cut out for this military thing. Not really.

      They were spearmen, which I thought would be useful information. And I’d guess there was… I mean, I didn’t really know. A thousand? More? I didn’t really count them.

      As the path leveled out, there were some sad shrubs and bushes clumped at the bottom of gnarled trees. The tents lay beyond, almost shockingly close. I had the sense desertion had to be a problem. But I didn’t see any guards posted. Which, maybe was a good thing? Probably not.

      “Hold,” bellowed out a voice that was really trying hard to sound imposing. It came from the clump of bushes, but I pretended I didn’t know, making a show of looking around. “State your business.”

      “Montana of Coggeshall,” I said. “I was doing a scout of the pass, and I need to speak to your commander. Mahrduhm is about to attack.”

      “They’re always about to attack,” another voice said.

      A young woman popped up from the bushes. She wore Legion armor, but it had most certainly seen better days. And likely hadn’t been made for her. The sleeves had been tied up to keep her hands from disappearing, and the helmet kept dropping over her eyes. Eyes that were a surprisingly piercing green. Dark hair peeked out from under her helm in several places, and I couldn’t tell if her hair was short and unkempt or long and being used as padding for the ill-fitting helm. She had a crossbow, but it was neither loaded nor ready to shoot.

      “Who are you, really?” she asked.

      “Montana of Coggeshall,” I answered.

      Another young woman stood up from the bushes. And kept standing. Whereas the first was short, the second was very tall. And lanky. Her uniform and armor didn’t fit either, being too small in the pants and too wide in the torso. As with the first guard, this second girl had a crossbow, also unloaded.

      “How many of you are in the bushes?” I asked.

      “Two,” the first answered.

      “Don’t tell him that,” the second hissed.

      “You think he’s an agent of Mahrduhm?”

      “I don’t know who he is. Why would I think him anything?”

      “I need to speak with your commander,” I repeated.

      “Why do you need to speak with Lieutenant Witherspoon?”

      “Is that who’s in charge of the Legion here?”

      “He’s in charge of the guard.”

      “I need to speak to the commander of this outpost.”

      “Prefect Eridan is in charge,” the first said.

      “Stop telling him things,” the second said.

      “You told him about Witherspoon.”

      “Yes, but Witherspoon is just a lieutenant.”

      “Tell you what,” I said. “You two can have this argument, and I’ll just go chat with Eridan.”

      “I suppose that seems fair,” the first said, frowning.

      “Lirien!” the second snapped.

      I dashed through the two of them.

      “We aren’t supposed to let anyone in!” the second continued.

      “I thought we were keeping people from leaving,” the first, Lirien, countered.

      I kept thinking they’d come after me. Or call after me. But they just bickered until they were out of earshot. I assume they are still bickering to this day.

      As I’d learned from my adopted father, and several other instructors, the Legion made the same camp every time they set up, which had two basic pathways cutting the place into quadrants, with the commander’s tent smack in the middle with the main pathways running into it. I followed the main path past lots of tents. Tents that didn’t look occupied. I could tell there were soldiers about — I could hear them. Some snoring, some whimpering. The sounds of people in pain were commonplace in the camp. There were, however, very few soldiers up and about. The few I saw didn’t exactly ignore me, but also didn’t interact with me. Rather, they’d glance me up and down and then continue on.

      The pathway was muddy, not deep sticky mud, it had been cleared several times, almost like snow, and there were piles of mud between the tents, some heaping piles. This tent-city had been here for some time. Snow wasn’t on the ground, though there was still an early spring covering of mud. I’d bet there was still snow at the town of Rumib Pass, or, rather, where the town had once been. Trees were small and gnarled along this bit of flat area, telling me the weather here was windy. Intense. Much like the soldiers. You know, in tents.

      Oddly enough, when I got to the spot where I’d been taught to find the command tent, I found the charred remains of a tent.

      There was, however, another large tent set to the east about ten yards, something that had, at one point, probably been some officer’s quarters. Like everything else in the camp, it’d seen better days, with quite a few hasty-looking patches poorly sewn in place. Additionally, there was a big burnt area, clearly still awaiting repairs.

      I could hear people talking inside as I walked toward the entrance.

      “—not if we go now,” one voice said.

      “Leaving now or later makes little difference,” a second voice quickly countered. “Going down the road makes us vulnerable to arrows, spells, fucking rocks, and dead animals. Anything they can throw down at us. And that will be for hours. No one will make it to Arenberg alive.”

      “Staying here, no one will make it to Arenberg alive. We’ll all die in the mud and snow, whittled away until no one remains.”

      “Retreating is giving up, running away.”

      “That’s the general idea, yes. Running away to live to fight another day.”

      “Except you won’t live to fight another day. You’ll just die on the run! Is that what you want?”

      “That’s what you surmise will happen, not what will happen.”

      “You surmise something different might occur? That Mahrduhm will see us retreating and just say, fuck it. Let’s not kill those ones where it’s easy. We’ll let them get behind the walls and rest up to fight us again?”

      “If we move swiftly, when they least expect it, when they—”

      “When is this magical moment of them not knowing what we’re doing?”

      “Perhaps we can leave behind a group of volunteers who can hold off the Mahrduhmese while we—”

      “What do you think we are? We are them. We are holding off Mahrduhm.”

      “I did not volunteer—”

      “Enough of this chimchaw!” bellowed a third voice. “I have heard both your arguments more than I ever wished. We have orders. We are following those orders. Should you choose to desert, that is upon you, but I warn you—”

      “I know what the penalty is.”

      I knocked on the small wooden plaque hanging next to the entrance flap.

      There was some minor kerfufflement inside.

      I’d had my fill of waiting for the day, so while a hushed conversation started inside, I just pushed aside the tent flap and stepped inside.

      My eyes adjusted after a second to see three soldiers standing around a shitty map of the pass tacked onto a broken shield, which had been up-cycled into a crappy table. A quick glance at the map told me they had similar problems to me, in that they didn’t really have a good grasp of what terrain lay on the other side of the town of Rumib Pass.

      One soldier, an older man with hair that used to be red but was now streaked with white, was leaning on the table, looking up at me with confusion, his mouth hanging open as if I’d caught him mid-speech.

      The other two soldiers were younger women, one with blonde hair and one with black hair. Both were quite good looking, both were probably quite shapely under their armor, and both seemed to have a certain upper-crust bearing. In my head, I’d already labeled them Betty and Veronica.

      Both women were already drawing their swords.

      “You’ve got an attack coming,” I said. “Spearmen, lots of ‘em.”

      My words didn’t stop the swords, and both women had their respective blades pointed at my chest. It didn’t seem as if either woman took quite as good care of the swords as they should have, because I definitely saw a little rust.  Zoey would have had a fucking fit.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “Montana of Coggeshall,” I said.

      Betty frowned.

      “It’s a trap!” Veronica said, and she lunged forward in a perfect stab.

      Her point lodged in the mithril mail, the tip barely even scratching the tight metal weave. The blade bent in a delicate curve.

      I looked at it, and then at her.

      She blinked at me, then slowly took a step back and pulled her sword close to look at it. Then she stabbed me again.

      Same thing happened.

      “Will you stop that?” I asked.

      She stabbed me a third time, and I grabbed the blade and wrenched it out of her hand, tossing it behind me. It bounced off the wooden floor of the tent into the mud outside.

      For a moment, the four of us stood there in a weird and extremely awkward tableau.

      “You think we can start over?” I asked.

      “Why are you here, Montana of Coggeshall?” the man asked, putting a gentle pressure on Betty’s sword arm so she’d lower her weapon away from me.

      “I’m the Duke of Coggeshall. The Senate sent me.”

      “You are the relief?” he dropped to his knees. “Thanks the gods!”

      “I am so sorry,” Veronica said. “I didn’t mean—we are just so tired—”

      Betty sagged onto a camp stool, letting her sword drop to the ground.

      “Whoa there,” I said, “let’s not get into the wrong idea here. I’m basically it.”

      “What do you mean by it?” Red asked from his kneeling position. “Just your troops? No other Legion?”

      “Half right.”

      “There is a Legion coming?”

      “No, there’s no Legion coming. Or troops of mine. Just me.”

      “Just you.”

      “Yes.”

      “A duke?”

      “Yes.”

      “Of where again?”

      “Coggeshall.”

      “Where is that?”

      “Over by Osterstadt.”

      “And you’re here because?”

      “Apparently you’re losing? I’m here to help you win.”

      “Oh. And you are by yourself? A one-man army?”

      “I’m not by myself, by I don’t have any other soldiers. And I have been pretty successful fighting on my own.”

      Veronica frowned and pushed me to the side, stomping out into the mud.

      Betty slowly picked up her sword and sheathed it.

      “All the Legions are embroiled fighting Carchedon to the south. Or that other country to the west. So I’m here to help.”

      “Great,” Betty said. “Mahrduhm is that way,” she pointed. “Go give them the business.”

      “I will, but I think they’re on the way here.”

      “I am sure they are,” Red replied.

      “Spearmen, and a lot of them.”

      “You already mentioned that.”

      “Isn’t that, I mean, aren’t you worried?”

      “Why would I be?”

      “Are you ready to repulse an attack?”

      “I am sure the line is ready to fight. But oddly enough, we don’t fight them here in the tents.”

      “I feel like there’s a lot I don’t understand here, and I get that I’m not exactly the sort of reprieve you hoped, but I am here to help. And I think I can help. But… maybe you could tell me what’s going on here?”

      “Forgive me,” Red said, wincing a little as he got to his feet, “you caught me at a moment of, well, weakness. Vulnerability. I am—”

      “Eridan?”

      “Ah, no, Eridan is, well, cooling, I suppose.”

      “Dead?”

      “Cooked quite thoroughly.”

      “Ew.”

      “Yes. I am now, I suppose, acting prefect, Rufius Trifer.”

      “Montana of—”

      “Coggeshall, yes, I remember. I hesitate to believe you implicitly, as I have no real idea who you are. Or how to judge anything you say. Which can be a bit of a challenge, all things considered.”

      “I mean, you can check my character sheet, or my indicium. Or both.”

      “I appreciate your honesty in the matter, but there are ways to make either one of these things appear in whatever manner one could choose. Regardless, I suppose it matters little if you are who you say you are, or you are someone else entirely. You are here, and I suppose here to help. Sent by the Senate?”

      “Yep.”

      “Are you some grand commander come to take over defense of the pass?”

      “No. I’m, um, I don’t have much in the way of command experience. Or, really, fighting with the Legion experience.”

      “Are you here merely to die at the hands of whomever Mahrduhm sends next?”

      “I certainly hope not.”

      “A ringing endorsement of your own abilities,” Betty said.

      “Maybe he’ll take a few arrows for us,” Veronica sighed, dropping into a chair to clean her sword.

      “Maybe,” I said. “I am quite the fighter.”

      “One man can only do so much,” Red, aka Rufius, said.

      “I’ve managed to do quite a bit.”

      “Anything I might have heard of?”

      “I saved Rumib Pass the first time.”

      “When might that have been?”

      “Last year, about this time.”

      “Ah, before the invasion. Quite a bit of saving it likely needed.”

      “True. Look, I’m here to fight. Show me where to go, give me a sword and make me look like one of your Legionnaires. Better I demonstrate what I can do, and, you know, if nothing else, like Veronica said, I can take a few arrows for you.”

      “Veronica?” Veronica asked.

      Rufius stared at me a moment, then sighed, as if he was giving up and giving in.

      “Follow me,” he said, walking from the tent.
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      Going through the camp with Rufius wasn’t much different from walking by myself. The few soldiers who saw him stiffened slightly, but most tried to pretend they hadn’t seen their commander. It was an odd sort of thing to see in the Legion. Betty and Veronica, I still didn’t know their real names, moved behind us, not quite Rufius’s bodyguards, not quite his lieutenants.

      “This is an auxiliary company, right?” I asked.

      “Correct,” Rufius said. “Or what remains of it is. We were tasked with holding this position as long as possible. First to allow the main body of the Legion to get down to Arenberg and behind its walls. Second, to give the Legion time to fortify and prepare the city to withstand the oncoming siege.”

      “But there was no mention made of when you’d be able to leave?”

      “No. There were promises made in terms of supplies and the reinforcements, that as long as we were able to hold this point, we would be kept holding it. However, it would appear the Legion General has had other ideas.”

      “Apparently, he’s been going to some parties. Or balls.”

      Rufius stopped and turned to face me.

      “Balls?”

      “With the count.”

      “While we starve and fight day and night?”

      “I guess?”

      Rufius clenched his fists and jaw. I had a feeling he was probably clenching most everything.

      “I would hope he has a reason for that.”

      “I’m sure he does,” I lied, knowing that was what Rufius needed to hear at that moment.

      He pulled off his helm and rubbed his thinning hair. Then he plunked the helm back on his head and resumed walking.

      “We had had some success holding Mahrduhm within the narrow road between here and the next open space–”

      “The heart?”

      “Heart?”

      “It’s shaped like a heart.”

      “I—perhaps? Regardless, the last few attacks have pushed us out, and now we face the regrettable and untenable position of being in the open.”

      We were at the end of the camp, and I could see where the bulk of the soldiers were, currently arrayed in their lines, awaiting the attack. The field of battle was wide and muddy, with the pass road running through the middle, toward a gap in the cliff about ten yards wide. I could see Mahrduhmese soldiers arrayed around the cliff, making sure the Legion couldn’t go on the offensive. At least not without facing serious casualties.

      The Legion was arrayed out in what I thought was a pretty traditional formation, with a line of soldiers with the big Legion shields. Then a second line of soldiers stood behind the first. But unlike the Legion in Osterstadt, that’s where the soldiers stopped. No more backup, no real reserves.

      “Bit short on bodies, eh?” I asked.

      “That would be one way to describe what we face,” Rufius said. “The constant attacks are draining our manpower, and I fear we are at our limits.”

      “Do they attack every day?”

      “They do, nearly. Most nights as well. I have whom I can spare resting in their tents. That and the injured. Should the lines break, there is a small reserve. I advise you to sleep in your armor, with your sword and shield ready at your side.”

      “You mean if I don’t wind up a pincushion.”

      He gave me half a smile.

      “Exactly. If you truly wish to fight with us—”

      “I do.”’

      “Matilda, take the Duke to see the quartermaster. Draw a basic kit and deliver him to the right century.”

      The blonde I’d named Betty looked over at me and said, “This way.”

      “Matilda?” I asked as I followed.

      “That’s my name,” she said.

      “What’s your position here?”

      “I serve as the commander’s assistant. Myself and Cecilia. We are lieutenants, and I suppose that Captain Trifer is now a major, since… since last night. We are running short on officers…”

      She didn’t look at me while she spoke, and her words were kind of quiet. It didn’t seem like she was that interested in talking to me. I figured it might be best to just walk in silence then.

      She led me back into the camp, toward the end where with the exit off the plateau, where the switchbacks started. There was a larger tent that had a few wagons off to one side, though the wagons were in various stages of repair, most looking they’d been pulled for parts and/or firewood.

      Matilda pushed the tent flap aside and went into the darker tent.

      Following, I expected something a bit different than what I found. It was a mostly empty tent, with a man sitting on a barrel, sewing a patch onto a tunic.

      “Tommy,” Matilda said, “this is Duke. He needs gear.”

      Tommy, ostensibly the quartermaster, deftly put a final stitch in, chewed the thread off and looked at his handiwork. The colors on the tunic didn’t match, but it wasn’t that far off.

      “Duke, eh?” Tommy asked. “Parents were hopeful?”

      “Dreamers,” I replied.

      “And you decided to ruin your life by coming to die here?”

      “Something along those lines.”

      Tommy finally looked over at me, and then his eyes went up and down.

      “Not sure I have something in your size,” he said, gesturing at the mostly empty tent. “Allow me to check my stores.”

      He hopped off the barrel and walked over to a pile of lamellar armor, with about four sets. He picked the top one up and set it aside. The next one, he brought over to me and held it up.

      I took it.

      He went to a pile of helms next, each one bearing impressive dents. He moved them around with his feet until he found one he liked, and then he deftly kicked it in my direction.

      “Sword?” he asked.

      “And shield,” Matilda added. “The whole kit.”

      “Not sure I have a full kit.”

      “What you have, then.”

      After a few minutes of perusing piles of gear,  Tommy presented me with a set of mismatched greaves, one gauntlet, a sword missing its sheath, a helmet with a dent, Legion armor that only had every other buckle intact, and a shield that was practically close to perfect, minus only having one operational arm strap. The blue cloak, however, was actually perfect.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Try not to get holes in everything,” Tommy said, sitting back on his barrel and picking up a cloak to repair.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      He gave me a wan smile while pulling a length of thread from a thin spool.

      “You need help putting that on?” Matilda asked, almost daring me to request her assistance.

      “I got it.”

      I pulled the armor on over my mail. It was a tight fit, but it did fit. Mostly. I could breathe. Again, mostly. The helm was a bit painful, being that the dent pushed in on my skull. I figured I could pound it out with a rock later. I got the sword into my belt and got my left arm into the shield. A very heavy shield.

      “Right flank is this way,” she said, sounding bored. Or defeated. Or both.

      “This seems like the Legion,” I said. “How is the auxiliary different?”

      “I am from the Legion,” she said. “Get that straight. All the officers are. We got transferred to this command to… I don’t know. The auxiliary is for those who don’t go through the regular training. Or for people who aren’t citizens yet. Once they do enough time in the auxiliary, they can move into the Legion proper and accrue their time there.”

      “Ah.”

      “Are you a citizen?”

      “I am.”

      “So why didn’t you just join the Legion?”

      “I took a different path.”

      “Oh, right. Duke.”

      “Not exactly by choice.”

      “Yes, I’m sure it was a horrible day when you became nobility.”

      “It was.”

      Matilda just shook her head. She wasn’t having it. Which I could understand. It was probably easy to think of me as a shithead aristocrat coming to slum it with the soldiers, that I’d be less a help than a hindrance. And now, here I was, claiming that the night I’d been raised up to the level of duke, it’d been rough. Sure, I knew it was when my friend and adopted father was murdered in front of me, but she didn’t know that. And I didn’t feel like telling her.

      Instead, we resumed walking in silence, and I took a moment to give the sword a quick swing back and forth, to get used to it. It wasn’t the best sword, felt a bit too light, but I figured it’d do.

      “Stab with the pointy end,” Matilda said.

      “Thanks,” I replied.

      She took me over to the far right side of the battle line, and a burly sort of man with the facial hair of someone who hasn’t had time for shave in weeks came storming up.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      “New blood,” Matilda said. “Duke Goggins.”

      “Coggeshall,” I said.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Matilda said. “Trifer wants you to use him up.”

      She turned on her heel and walked away.

      “This is it?” the man shouted at her retreating form. “One man?”

      “One more than the left is getting,” she threw back over her shoulder.

      The bearded man looked at me with crazy eyes. I smiled. The rest of the line looked at me as well.

      “You Legion, Goggins?” the man asked.

      “Uh, no, and it’s Coggeshall.”

      “You want me to learn your name, make it worth it. Front of the line, there between him and her.”

      “You want me in the front?”

      “I do. Feeling scared already?”

      “No, just-–”

      “Then get in there. We move at the whistle.”

      I pushed my way to the front, noticing that it wasn’t exactly hard. The soldiers were keen to get out of my way and let me be the tip of the spear.

      Small men stood on either side of me, looking up at me with wide eyes.

      “Where’d you come from?” one of them asked.

      “Michigan,” I replied.

      “Big,” the other one said.

      “That’s true,” I replied.

      “Fighter?” the first one asked.

      “I am.”

      “Know how to use a shield?” the second asked.

      “Keep it between you and the guy trying to kill you.”

      “Ha, yes. Good. He’s good.”

      “Very good,” the second said.

      A whistle blew, two shrill blasts.

      “Move now,” Mr. Left said.

      “Forward,” Mr. Right added.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Our group advanced, slowly and as a long unit. The mud stuck to my boots immediately, and I noticed that more than a few of my fellows were having some trouble with their footing. Within moments, the line staggered.

      Ahead of us, Mahrduhmese soldiers streamed out of the narrow opening in the cliff, forming up in their own ranks. Annoyingly, they were moving with a lot more energy and discipline than us, and their ranks were set within minutes, moving toward us as if they were ready to kick our asses.

      “Is bad,” Mr. Right said.

      “No bad,” Mr. Left said. “Is okay. Big is here now.”

      “Sure,” I said, wishing I’d had the chance to knock the dent out of my helmet. It was starting to give me a headache.

      The two armies moved together in a slow march, crossing the muddy field together.

      Mahrduhm’s soldiers bellowed out a call, their basso profundo challenge echoing off the cliffs and mountains.

      Some members of the Legion stumbled, and our line further degraded.

      A second call from Mahrduhm, again, impressively loud and sounding quite evil. Scary.

      My friends Right and Left were a full yard behind me now, and I could see them both shaking to a certain degree. Farther up the line, toward the center, a man stopped to throw up.

      A horn blew, and the Mahrduhmese army charged, screaming their heads off.

      “Here we go,” I whispered to myself, gripping the shield tight and bracing into it. “Let’s go to war.”
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      “Hold the line!” shouted a voice behind me. “You will survive if you hold the line!”

      Not the most inspiring words.

      Mahrduhm’s charge was thunderous. It felt like the ground shook.

      I watched them come on, and for a long heartbeat, I felt a kernel of fear trying to blossom inside. I wasn’t sure if it was a magical effect or just a remnant of the days when I could feel fear. Now it was a faint tickle, a thought that, perhaps, it might be wise to be afraid now and again.

      But I wasn’t. My heart was starting to pound, excitement. My blood felt hot.

      The spearmen came on, and on, and–

      CRASH.

      They slammed into me, their spears searching for me around my shield before they seemed to hit as a singular force, their shields slamming against ours.

      At which point I realized they weren’t slamming against our shields. They were slamming against mine.

      I stood alone.

      And I held the charge. Or, rather, I held back the bit of the charge that I was in the way of. Mahrduhmese spearmen went right past me, charging after the fleeing Legion.

      I lashed out with my sword, catching a man in the gut. A lucky strike to hit where the armor wasn’t.

      Spears poked at me, men were screaming at me.

      I slammed my shield forward, knocking soldiers back, then chopping them down with my sword.

      It hit a soldier’s helmet so hard the helmet dented, and the man’s head dented. He dropped, taking my sword with him.

      Ducking under a wild swing from one of his comrades, I scooped up a Mahrduhmese spear and stabbed my attacker through.

      Then I grabbed his spear and stabbed the next man over. In the space of forty seconds, I’d killed all the soldiers who’d stopped to try and kill me. And now I was in the weird position where the only people in front of me were the commanders and the reserve of the Mahrduhmese.

      Of course, behind me were a bunch of Mahrduhmese spearmen and women who clearly thought their comrades were taking care of that one dude who’d been too stupid to run, so they were busy trying to cut down the routed right flank.

      “Time to teach them a lesson,” I said. I dropped my shield and grabbed a big axe out of my bag.

      I charged.

      Note: I didn’t scream.

      When I swung, I hit the backs of unsuspecting soldiers. And it was a hell of a swing — I was going for the fences.

      Helped along by some of my abilities, I cut down soldiers left and right.

      Intestines spilled out, mixing into a horrid tangle as dying soldiers screamed in pain.

      It was a mess. I chopped up and down the line, moving as quickly as I could while I still had some element of surprise.

      Mahrduhm’s line commander was shouting, trying to get his soldiers to form up against me, but I just cleaved through their shields as they brought them up.

      And finally, my side, the men and women of the Legion who were supposed to have been my back up, were there, crushing the Mahrduhmese left side, causing the left side to fold into the center.

      Our center had mostly held, but was being steadily pushed back by Mahrduhm’s center. But we were straight flanking them, and they weren’t counting on that in the slightest. We’d caught them in a moment of legit overconfidence, and they were prepped perfectly to steamroll right over us.

      Our line, the right side that had just failed, was now punching way above our proverbial weight class, pushing hard through the enemy soldiers, leaving a trail of bloody bodies behind.

      This quickly led to the center of Mahrduhm collapsing and running for the safety of the narrow opening across the field of battle.

      But with the center collapsing, we fell upon the hapless right flank of the Mahrduhmese spearmen, and it was little more than a slaughter at that point. At least until the spearmen threw down their weapons and threw up their hands.
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      It took a few minutes for the Legion to get control over itself, at least enough to actually capture the surrendering Mahrduhmese troops, and in that time, Mahrduhm had reset around the road, meaning there was no way we could actually push our advantage.

      The cries of the wounded were nearly overwhelming, but it seemed like they were mostly on the other side.

      “Re-form the lines,” bellowed out an officer, followed by whistles blowing out shrill calls that had some meaning I didn’t understand.

      The auxiliaries knew, however, and they were efficiently back in place, ready to fight again.

      A stretcher crew was busy pulling the wounded from the field, taking the living back to the hospital tent in the Glaton camp. I made a mental note to ask why Rufius was bringing the Mahrduhmese wounded back as well.

      Naturally, while my fellow soldiers were getting back into position, I was wading through the bloody mud, trying to find my gear. I eventually found the dead body still holding my sword and yanked the bent blade free from the ruined helmet. Nearby was the shield, buried in the blood-mud of dead bodies.

      I didn’t want to pick it up. It was disgusting.

      But I needed the shield, so I did, getting it onto my arm and bringing it back with me to the line, standing at something akin to attention.

      Right and Left stood next to me, staring at me.

      The sergeant fellow came up to me, looked me up and down, and gave me a single nod.

      “Not bad, Goggins,” he said.

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      “Steady on then.”

      He walked away.

      I scratched at my forehead, dried blood coming off in flakes.

      Something was happening on the opposite side of the field, though. The Mahrduhmese were moving around.

      “Do you ever get two attacks in one day?” I asked.

      Right shrugged.

      Left shook his head.

      “Is unusual,” he said.

      “Imperial isn’t your first language, is it?” I asked.

      Right shook his head.

      “Not from here,” Left said. “Mahrduhm destroyed home, so come here, fight Mahrduhm.”

      “Makes sense,” I replied.

      “Sorry we run,” Right said suddenly. “Scared.”

      “Tired,” added Left.

      “You are Goggins?”

      “No, but–”

      “Am Wigglawn,” said Left. “He my cousin. Also Wigglawn.”

      “Is that your name?”

      “Yes, Wigglawn.”

      “You both have the same name?”

      Left Wigglawn nodded. “Same family.”

      “Okay then. Wigglawn, Wigglawn, nice to meet both of you.”

      The Wigglawn cousins smiled at me.

      “Prepare for attack,” bellowed the sergeant.

      Sure enough, the Mahrduhmese lines were in the process of reformation, soldiers, who I guessed were fresh given the lack of mud or blood spattered about their uniforms, streamed out to stand in place. And there seemed to be more of this time, with a forest of spears amongst them.

      They slammed the butts of their spears against the ground in a rhythm.

      I’ll admit it, I was jealous. It was a much more impressive sort of display than us, just standing there, covered in muck.

      Then they started coming forward, moving in time to the slamming of their butts.

      It was unnerving.

      “You scare, Goggins?” Left Wigglawn asked.

      “Not today, Wigglawn,” I said.

      “Good, no me either.”

      “I be scared for all three,” Right Wigglawn said, his voice small.

      “Stay behind me,” I said. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Goggins protects.”

      “Goggins protects,” I said.

      And for the second time that day, the Mahrduhmese spearmen charged.
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      The attack felt like a repeat of the first. The spearmen charging, the screams and shouts, and then the slam into the Legion line.

      Shrieks as men and women met death.

      The hot iron smell of blood, the dank smell of the mud, and the other more horrific stenches that litter a battle.

      I felt something similar happening, though, where I managed to hold my little section of the line despite the rest of the right flank collapsing. The Wigglawn cousins stayed with me, as did three more soldiers on my left and four on my right. The ten of us formed a little pocket of resistance.

      For a second, at least.

      The spearmen pushed hard at those around me while I fought through them. A second later, and I was, once again, on the wrong side of the Mahrduhmese spearmen.

      I looked around, stunned, as the spearmen pushed my fellow Legionnaires back.

      I turned to cut them down when I felt like there was something wrong with this, that perhaps, somehow, this had been the plan.

      I heard thunder.

      Thunder coming closer and closer to me.

      A giant horse carrying a giant man, both animals armored like a fucking tank. The man had a lance couched, its point seeming to glint despite the almost complete cloud cover. This was the most knight-like knight I’d seen since coming to this world, and he was very clearly meant to end me.

      Time seemed to slow as the knight bore down on me, giving me time to think and strategize.

      Or, more accurately, giving me time to realize I had no idea how to counter this. While I likely had the strength to stop a charging horse (maybe), the shield wouldn’t withstand the lance point. And my unbreakable bones likely meant the lance was going to get very stuck in me. And sure, I’d gone up against a knight’s charge before, but that was like a juvenile halfling riding a pony compared to this guy.

      I watched as the horse came on in slow motion, so much more imposing than the man in armor on his back. Thousands of pounds of muscle and bone coming at me.

      And really, there was only one thing I could think of doing. One thing that was so incredibly stupid that even I was sure I shouldn’t do it.

      I mean, besides trying to jump out of the way. I knew that wasn’t going to work. Not unless I waited until the very last second. But that just meant this knight was going to hit the Legion behind me and destroy them. He’d go through them like I’d gone through the Mahrduhmese spearmen, and I’d made a foolish promise to the Wigglawns…

      “Stupid it is,” I whispered, throwing my sword and shield to either side. “Let’s go.”
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      Let me preface this by saying what I did was remarkably stupid and had little chance of success. However, I had watched a lot of wrestling as a kid, which included a lot of head on charges by big creatures. And in those head on charges, there’d always been a move I thought would be interesting to try. I’d never tried it, mainly because I didn’t want to break anyone’s neck, not really, and I didn’t actually have the brute strength to pull it off.

      Until now.

      “Mister Paul,” I whispered to the heavens as I stared at the oncoming horse and knight, “maybe you could hold my feet a bit.”

      It might have been my imagination, but I swore I sunk a little deeper in the mud while it also firmed up around my boots.

      The lance point was feet from me, barely wavering, a sign that this knight knew his business.

      It was all happening.

      I edged to the side, the lance skirting along my armor and throwing sparks up.

      The horse, exceedingly well trained, lowered his head, ready to run over me.

      I had my arms wide, my stance low, knees bent.

      I lowered my head, shifting just a little to the side, activating my ability Surge of Strength.

      The horse hit me.

      I wrapped my arms around his head, and I pushed up with my legs while rolling my back up. I could feel my muscles actually working, that this was a challenge for the strength I had despite the ability that doubled it, which, you know, makes sense. Horses are big, fast, heavy.

      But it worked. Maybe I was blessed by the good lord Mister Paul himself, but it fucking worked.

      I suplexed the fucking horse.

      Horse and rider went vertical, just for the briefest of moments, before continuing on in their arc to slam into the ground behind me.

      A man screamed in terror, a sound that ended abruptly with an incredibly sickening crunch as the two thousand pounds of horse landed on the two hundred pounds of rider.

      There was a strange stillness on the battlefield. I think because no one was sure what they’d just witnessed. Even being someone involved in the moment, I wasn’t really sure what’d just happened.

      My body was on fire, my back hurt tremendously, hernias were everywhere. I lay in the mud, elated and in pain and confused.

      The horse whinnied.

      I rolled over and slowly stood up.

      A roar sounded from the Legion, pride and, maybe, joy. They attacked Mahrduhm, and Mahrduhm ran.

      No one, Legion or Mahrduhm, came near me.

      Despite the pain, I walked to the horse and knelt by it.

      His big eyes rolled wildly. He was in pain.

      I fumbled at my belt before pulling potions out of my bag.

      “Easy there,” I said, one hand on the big guy’s neck, speaking Mahrduhmese. Because, you know, the horse was from Mahrduhm. “I’ve got some healing potion here.”

      I got a vial uncorked and put it in the horse’s mouth, pouring it down his throat.

      For good measure, I gave him a second and third.

      His breathing seemed to steady.

      I undid the straps holding the saddle in place, and pulled the knightly remains away from the horse, seeing the damage the knight had caused the horse. Next, I pulled away some of the barding and poured a bit of potion on any open wound I saw on the horse.

      Slowly, the horse rolled onto his belly, confused about what was going on.

      “Makes two of us,” I said softly.

      The Legion had pushed all the way to the mouth of the narrow opening up the road, but their charge had stagnated. There was such a defensive bulwark there, Mahrduhm presenting a united front of spear points, that the Legion would just be throwing bodies away trying a frontal assault. It made me wonder how the Legion had lost that spot, though…

      The horse got to his feet, a little unsteady.

      I caught him before he fell over, and I could feel the stallion resting against me.

      “Sorry about the, um, suplex,” I said. “Just a fight, you know. War.”

      The horse shook his head and chuffed at me.

      “Technically speaking,” I said, “at least as I understand the rules of war, beating that knight makes you my horse.”

      The horse nodded his head.

      “Did you just nod your head?”

      The horse nodded his head again.

      “You understand me?”

      Another nod and a look like he was disappointed it’d taken me this long.

      “What kind of horse are you?”

      He took a step back and lifted his head up high, as if he thought that I just needed a better look at him. All things considered, and bearing in mind I don’t have much expertise with horses, he was an impressive animal. His hooves were huge, kind of burnished metal looking. I wasn’t sure if that was some sort of special war shoe or what.

      “No idea what kind of horse you are,” I said. “I don’t know one horse from another, but you seem pretty special.”

      The horse seemed to look me over for a moment, perhaps judging me. Then he nodded.

      “You coming with me?”

      He nodded.

      “Let’s go,” I said, and I started back toward the camp.
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      There was a change in the mood at camp following the day’s fighting. Whereas before it had mainly been a place of misery punctuated by the occasional bit of languishing, at least insofar as I’d experienced, now there was a punch of life. Soldiers moved around, talking animatedly with each other. Sure, the wounded seemed to fill too many tents, but there didn’t seem to be so much dejection. People weren’t waiting to die any longer.

      I brought the horse with me toward a field near the quartermaster, where the other pack animals would normally have been corralled. It seemed that, at that moment at least, there weren’t any other animals hanging out. Instead, it was an empty patch of fenced in grass, where my horse could just do what he wanted.

      The quartermaster came out of the tent as I let the horse into the field, and he gave me a nod.

      “Came back in once piece,” he said.

      “I did,” I replied. “But I think I lost my shield and broke my sword.”

      “Supposing you might go back to the field of battle and find them?”

      “Are we that short on supplies?”

      “Duke, was it?”

      “Close enough.”

      “Duke, we have one pip above nothing. And if the scavengers get to the field before you, I haven’t the gold to buy back the gear you left behind.”

      “Mind if I leave my horse here, then?”

      “Not like anyone else is going to eat the grass.”

      “Yeah, but can you make sure no one eats the horse?”

      “No one’d want to eat him. But if you bring back some extra gear, I’ll brush the horse myself.”

      I sighed and marched back out of camp.

      There was still a Legion presence at the battlefield, standing in wait opposite Mahrduhm, who were clustered on the road behind their shields.

      A few figures moved through the battlefield, perhaps helping the wounded.

      I could still see the mangled corpse of the knight where he’d been smashed into the mud. I walked over to him and started to pull his plate armor from his ruined form. It was mostly fine. Mostly. There were some dents in it here and there. A spiky bit was bent, but I figured a decent blacksmith could fix it. Not sure it could be made to fit anyone else, but this was recovered gear for the damn quartermaster.

      He had a nice sword. A long double-edged blade with an extra long handle wrapped in nice black leather. That went in the bag for sure. So did the man’s hauberk, his dagger, his belt, and a small leather bandolier filled with vials of various potions.

      I found my shield covered in a heavy layer of mud, and chucked it in the bag. My sword was bent, as I’d thought. It didn’t really have the structural integrity to withstand me banging it on people. Still, in the bag.

      Walking through the mud, I checked the bodies I came across. Most were Mahrduhmese. I stripped the bodies and put their gear in my bag. I tried to be respectful, I didn’t throw them around or anything, or take their underclothes. I left them in pants and shirt, laying them out as neat as possible.

      When I found anyone wounded, I picked them up and carried them back into camp, both Mahrduhmese and Glatonese alike. Then I stripped the Mahrduhmese and took their gear.

      A young woman and I came to a corpse at the same time.

      She growled at me, holding out a sharpened bone like she meant to stab me.

      “Mine,” she said.

      I put my hands up and backed a few steps away.

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked, watching as she systematically went through the corpse, pulling off things she clearly thought were of value.

      “Gathering things,” she said.

      She was short, maybe five feet tall, and wore dark leathers, a mix of armor and just heavy leather. It looked a whole hell of a lot like the armor Mahrduhm wore, just cut and remade into something to fit the girl. She had dark hair, but I couldn’t tell if that was the natural color or if she just eschewed things like bathing. It was kind of the same color as the mud and blood mixture coating the ground. Which, incidentally, also coated her arms up to the elbow.

      “What things are you gathering?” I asked.

      She whipped her head around to look at me and grimaced.

      “Things.”

      “Why?”

      “To make other things.”

      “What things do you make?”

      “What things you need?”

      “I don’t know that I need much of anything.”

      “You lie. Everyone needs things.”

      “Sure, but I think I have what I need for the moment.”

      “Boots. I make boots. Pants.”

      “Boots and pants and boots and pants and boots and pants?” I asked, getting into a rhythm.

      She frowned. “Not like that.”

      “Not a fan of music?”

      “Not a fan of you. Or people. You need something, I make something. You don’t need something. Leave me alone.”

      “Got a name, in case I need something?”

      “Fiona,” she said as she sliced into the dead soldier’s thigh. “Name is Fiona.”

      She fished out a femur, expertly getting the big bone out like it was something she’d done daily.

      I was so surprised by her casual butchery that I just watched her take the other femur out as well.

      “Bye,” she said.

      “Do you want to know my name?” I asked.

      “No,” she replied, and walked over to the next corpse.

      I felt like I’d been around enough dead bodies to make the quartermaster happy. Also, Fiona creeped me the fuck out. Not necessarily in a bad way, but she was just so fundamentally different that I wasn’t sure how to deal with her.

      So I left the field of battle.

      The quartermaster was ecstatic. By which I mean he gave me a slight smile at the pile of muddy things I dropped off in his tent. A lot of spears, a handful of swords, including my bent one, which gave him pause, plus lots of partially ruined armor. He actually raised his eyebrows at the suit of armor.

      “That from the fellow riding the horse?” the quartermaster asked.

      I nodded.

      “And you took him down?”

      I nodded again. “Means the horse is mine, right?”

      “Seems like the horse thinks he’s yours.”

      “Did you have a chat while brushing him out?”

      “Something along those lines.”

      “Is that a special horse?”

      “You don’t know what you got, do you?”

      “I’m not a horse person.”

      “Seems like you would know something like that horse.”

      “It’s a wonder how much I don’t know that people think I should. Care to educate me on horses?”

      “Some other time, perhaps, but I need to get to fixing, cleaning, and prepping. Armor won’t sew itself back together.”

      He shooed me from his tent, and I went outside just in time to see Albrecht, Philippe, and Ragnar walking past the befuddled guards.

      “Hello there,” I called out.

      “How’d you get so dirty already?” Ragnar called back.

      “I’m just a special guy.”
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      “Eliza is going to do awful things to get that horse from you,” Ragnar said, leaning against the fence and looking at the horse, who was looking right back at Ragnar.

      Apparently everyone knew about the horse but me. An altogether too common occurrence, and one that I was getting frustrated kept happening.

      “They are a breed native to Mahrduhm,” Albrecht said in a very lecturing tone. “Considered something of a national treasure. It is rare to see them outside of their borders, lest, of course, you are seeing their heavy cavalry charge. Even within their borders, they are rare.”

      “Steel horses,” Ragnar said.

      “Steel horses?” I asked.

      “They go by various nomenclatures,” Albrecht continued. “Steel steeds, metal horses, all some variation on their metallic nature. High intelligence, brave in a way other horses, even those trained for war, are not.”

      “Pretty sure it understands Mahrduhmese,” I said.

      The horse had been tracking whomever had been speaking, and he nodded his head to me.

      “See?” I said.

      “I doubt they understand speech to that extent,” Albrecht said.

      “Goggins,” someone shouted behind me. “Commander wants to see you.”

      I reached out and pet the horse on the nose, and turned to walk into camp.

      “Goggins?” Ragnar asked, hurrying to catch up to me.

      “It’s a long and stupid story.”

      “They all are.”

      Rufius was in the command tent with Matilda née Betty, and Cecilia, née Veronica, back to looking at the map.

      “Duke Goggins,” Rufius said, “that was quite the show you put on today.”

      “Thank you?” I replied. “I think.”

      The rest of my party filtered in behind me, and suddenly the tent was very crowded.

      The Legion commanders looked around.

      “Are they with you?” Rufius asked.

      “They are,” I replied. “Team Goggins.”

      “Fighters?”

      “Uh, no. Well, Albrecht?”

      “I fear my fighting days are largely behind me, your grace.”

      “Wait,” Matilda popped up, “is he actually a duke?”

      “As weird as it sounds,” Ragnar said, “he is. Imperial Duke Montana Coggeshall of Coggeshall. And a few other titles to boot.”

      “You don’t need to go through all the other titles.”

      “But it’s going to be fun to watch their eyes pop out of their heads! You know he’s got the most votes in the Imperial Senate?”

      “Ragnar.”

      “You do!”

      There was a moment of quietude in the tent, as the Legion command staff tried to figure out the actual level of shit they might be in, considering they’d just put an imperial duke on the front line in a war. And pointedly gotten his name wrong.

      “Your grace–” Rufius began, but I stopped him.

      “Let’s just skip all the stuff you might be about to say and focus on winning this pass back, okay?” I asked. “Albrecht, what did you see?”

      “Nothing I liked,” the old soldier replied. “I would say that Mahrduhm is poised to hold the pass unless we are very lucky.”

      “Or have him with us,” Rufius said, pointing at me. “He won the day for us.”

      “His skills as a warrior are said to be impressive, but even if he was one of the great heroes of ages gone by, it would difficult to push Mahrduhm from the pass. They have their main encampment where I believe the town once was,” Albrecht stabbed his finger at the map. “We were only able to get a cursory view of their camp, so any head counts I have are rough estimates at best. I would surmise they have at least five thousand soldiers in that camp alone. Likely more. There is a large stable or corral area with five hundred head of horse. I imagine they would hold the heavy cavalry until they can use it to attack Arenberg, unless we can push back to the town, in which case they will have the room to maneuver. Which will be worrisome, but likely not our worst problem.”

      “What’s the worst problem?”

      “Whatever I have yet to see. Past this point, the next open area is here,” he said, gesturing to the less-filled in area of the map. “But that area is shrouded in an arcane fog of some variety. There is certainly activity happening under the fog, but your guess would be as good as my own regarding any specifics.”

      “Night fighters,” Matilda said.

      “Night fighters?”

      “The Dark Queen has…” Rufius paused, searching for the right word after glancing at Ragnar, “...interesting choices when it comes to allies. We have fought many things I would not have ever thought to be allied with any civilization. And yet, here they are.”

      “So what comes at night?” I asked.

      “Trolls. Goblins. Ogres.”

      “The robed ones,” Cecilia added.

      “Robed ones?” Albrecht asked. “I hate to admit to being ignorant of an enemy, but who exactly are the robed ones?”

      Rufius frowned at his underlings.

      “That’s what some of the soldiers call them, your grace,” Rufius said.

      I hated how when anyone knew I was a duke, suddenly every statement was addressed to me, even when I wasn’t really part of the conversation.

      “They are only ever seen at night,” Rufius continued, “and they typically wear robes. Hence–”

      “Yeah, I get it,” I said. “But hasn’t anyone killed one of them? Gotten a death notice on one?”

      “Yes, many have been killed.”

      “Very aggressive,” Matilda said. “And without too much regard for their own lives. It is something which makes them quite dangerous.”

      “They also have poisons with them,” Cecilia added. “And machines to spread their poisons.”

      “Okay, but back to the point about their actual name. Anyone have that?”

      “They are the Smoux.”

      “Smoux?” I asked.

      “The Smoux,” Rufius repeated.

      “As in the Smoux Braria?” Albrecht asked.

      “I am unfamiliar with that term.”

      “A country to the east of Mahrduhm,” Albrecht said. “I know little about it, save the name.”

      “I would surmise, then, that there is likely a connection. Regardless, I imagine you will see them soon. If not tonight, then… soon.”

      “So you’ve got the regular Mahrduhm army attacking during the day,” I said, “and a rotating cast of monsters and robed fuckwits attacking at night?”

      “That is roughly the order of it, yes.”

      “And that’s been going on the whole time you’ve been fighting here?”

      “Not the whole time, no. For a time, there was a stalemate. We held the town of Rumib Pass, and they would assault us here and there. But when the other Legions were pulled out and sent south, that is when the attacks truly began. And it was a ceaseless onslaught. Day and night attacks. We were steadily driven back until the General made the call to retreat to Arenberg, and we were left as the rear guard, to hold this position as long as possible.”

      “Which you figured would be until today?”

      “I worried it might be, yes. Even with your valiant effort, if we are not resupplied soon, I fear we will have no choice but to surrender or retreat.”

      “What do you mean, resupplied?”

      “We are on half-rations.”

      “And you haven’t gotten anything from Arenberg?”

      “No.”

      “Montana,” Ragnar said softly, “not a good idea.”

      “I might need to have a word with the count,” I got out through clenched teeth.

      “Montana, remember who his father is.”

      “Maybe his father needs to remember who I am. And maybe–”

      “Probably the Legion General just as much as the count,” Matilda said.

      “Mind your tongue, lieutenant,” barked Rufius. “That is still your commander you speak of, right or wrong. Whatever reason there is for our lack of supplies, I doubt it would be wise for you to… I fear what might happen if you left the camp right now.”

      “You think Mahrduhm knows who goes in and out of the camp?” I asked, incredulous.

      “I know it. We are under watch. Our rangers have caught a few of their rangers, and found plenty of evidence we are under continual surveillance.”

      I scratched at my chin. It didn’t itch, but sometimes I just liked to scratch at it. Gave my hands something to do for a moment while I was busy thinking.

      “What’s the next nearest town?” I asked. “A place that would have supplies necessary to keep you going?”

      “Florinbergen, your grace,” Rufius said, “though it is nearly a week to the southwest.”

      “You know what you need?”

      “For what?”

      “Supplies, prefect. What do you need to supply your army?”

      “I, uh, I… off the top of my head, I… food? We have plenty of water, but food is in short supply.”

      “Leather,” Matilda said. “Tommy has been repairing our armor with scraps from the battlefield. As well as boiling what other scraps he finds in order to supplement food.”

      “Okay, that’s it, I don’t want to eat boiled leather soup. Ragnar, I need you to get Fritz and get supplies.”

      “Who is Fritz?” Rufius asked.

      “He’s going to be your best friend. Ragnar needs someone to go with him to, what, Florida?”

      “Florinbergen,” Matilda said.

      “Close enough. Ragnar just needs someone to give him a list, though I think—”

      “I can use some company,” Ragnar said.

      Rufius nodded at Cecilia. “Go with, um, Ragnar here and meet with Tommy. Find out what, um, or who this Fritz is and see, well, they seem to have a plan, so just help them.”

      “At once, prefect,” Cecilia said, and she hurried out of the tent.

      Ragnar looked at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Bag.”

      “Bag?”

      “Bag.”

      “Oh, bag.”

      I untied the magic bag and tossed it over to him.

      He pulled it out of the air, and slid it onto his back like the knapsack it was, then was outside.

      “You are a mystery, your grace,” Rufius said.

      “Wrapped in an enigma,” I replied. “Any chance you have an extra tent?”

      “More than I would like.”
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      Dinner was a sad affair, and I partook of it lightly, trying to make sure the soldiers who’d been on half-rations got as much as they could of the dried meats and thin soup. I didn’t tell anyone there’d be food coming, because I wasn’t sure when Ragnar might make it back with grub.

      It meant going to bed on a mostly empty stomach.

      I’d been offered my own tent, but even though I took a tent that I thought would be my own, as soon as I put my stuff in said tent, the rest of my crew moved in with me.

      “Would you mind if I speak openly a moment, your grace?” Albrecht asked.

      “Sure,” I said as I sat down on a mostly intact cot.

      Intact, at least, until I sat there for a moment.

      At which point, it gave up, cracking under my bulk.

      I slammed against the ground, my head bouncing off the hard packed earth, my pillow sliding out of the way so I got the full impact the second time.

      “Maybe I should have taken my armor off,” I asked from the ground.

      “I doubt that was the issue, your grace,” Albrecht said, not even the slightest grin from watching me break the bed. “I fear this situation was designed to fail.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “In looking at the pass, at the fighting that has taken place up until now, and the decisions that were made, I find many inconsistencies. Problems and permutations that make little sense, unless, of course, a situation was being built whereupon someone could be set up to fail, and fail in a rather visible manner.”

      “Are you saying that Valamir set me up?”

      “No, that is not likely. I have known Valamir for many years, and though he is ruthless and quite cunning, he would not sacrifice so many lives for, well, anything that would damage the Empire even in the slightest. If this pass is truly lost, it will be an onerous undertaking to recover it, as evidenced by the cost in blood Mahrduhm has paid so far.”

      “So someone fooled Valamir into this?”

      “I think so, yes. Someone convinced Valamir to send you here knowing there was no way for Glaton to win. The auxiliary here barely has the manpower to hold this position, let alone mount such an offensive to drive Mahrduhm back.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      “Indeed.”

      “What do we do?”

      “If your grace will give me leave, I would write to Valamir. Let him know of my thoughts.”

      “You’re asking me what you can report back to your spymaster?”

      “In this regard, yes.”

      “If you do, he’s just going to spend his time trying to figure out how to fix this, right?”

      “Likely. He is not one to take being fooled lightly, and I would imagine he would feel some responsibility for the consequences you might face.”

      “Don’t tell him. We’re both stuck in this mess, right?”

      “You are certainly,” Albrecht said. He took a breath and looked around the dingy tent. “I am only to a degree. It would certainly make any further jobs in my chosen field difficult to attain. Such a loss… would be detrimental. If I even manage to survive, that is.”

      “I think we have to stick it out. We need to find a way to make it work. Find some way to push Mahrduhm back the fuck out of the pass.”

      “And what way might that be?”

      “You’re the expert in war. You figure it out.”

      “And what will you be doing, your grace?”

      “Keeping us alive.”
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      By the time it was dark out, when the few soldiers not on duty and not sleeping were getting into their cups around the campfire, I was laying in a modified cot that was, at that moment at least, still upright.

      Philippe was in the next cot over, with Albrecht on the other side of Philippe. I’d hung my cloak up above me, saying I was letting it air out, when the truth was I could already see Bear’s weight in it. She was using it as her hammock.

      Albrecht was already snoring.

      “What do I do?” Philippe said softly.

      “Is that a rhetorical question?” I replied. “Are you talking to yourself?”

      “It is a real question. What do I do? What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to sleep. You should go to sleep.”

      “Out here? Like this?”

      “Usually you close your eyes first, maybe shut up and be quiet, but yeah, that’s the general idea.”

      “What if they attack?”

      “Fight. Wake up and fight. Hope you get the chance to wake up and fight.”

      “But, fight? You want me to fight?”

      “It’s kind of the most basic tenet of war, yeah.”

      “I don’t know how to fight.”

      “At all?”

      “At all.”

      “No courtly fencing?”

      “No.”

      “Wrestling?”

      “Unless you are trying to form some euphemism connecting wrestling and sex, no. And even if you are — I’m not exactly, um, experienced in that regard.”

      “Mind telling me what exactly you are experienced in?”

      “Mind not telling him?” Albrecht murmured. “Mind being quiet?”

      “Sorry, Albrecht,” I said.

      “Stop talking.”

      I shut up, but I could tell Philippe wasn’t done. I could see him moving his lips, talking to himself before saying the words out loud.

      “I am not useful here,” Philippe suddenly said.

      “Which implies you are useful somewhere,” Albrecht snapped.

      “Albrecht, you are nasty when you’re sleep deprived.” I said.

      “I am still being polite.”

      “I would like to think I excelled at planning social engagements for the count,” Philippe said. “Even for the archduke. Although I was, in a formal sense, only an assistant for the social director, I did all the work while Master Fantiago floated about in a stupor.”

      “That’s something,” I said.

      “Something useless,” Albrecht countered.

      “You know,” I said, “up until about three weeks ago, I’d have been right there with you. I didn’t see the point of all the social stuff. But that’s the thing about men like you and I, Albrecht. We only see the battle that we fight in the mud. Swords and blood and all that. There’s a whole other side of fighting that takes place in ballrooms and backrooms.”

      “You think I know nothing of that style of warfare?” Albrecht asked. “You think I have spent my life on campaign, not realizing that half of war takes place over pen and paper? That form of war is atrocious and wrong. It is backstabbing and petty politics where no one is forced to face the reality of their dealings. No one has to see the thousands of souls lost because a nobleman is a pompous blowhard. Now, for the love of all the gods, shut up. Be quiet. Let an old man sleep a little before the goblins come and ruin my night.”

      He managed to roll over with surprising fury.

      “For the record,” Philippe said, “my parties are quite fun.”

      “See, Albrecht. You just don’t know how to have fun.”

      A helmet flew through the tent and bonked me on the head.

      “Nice throw,” I said, rubbing my nose.

      “Shut up.”
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      I didn’t mean to fall asleep. Which naturally meant I fell asleep.

      A bracingly cold wind whipped me to wakefulness, and I came to consciousness dropping into the snow.

      I was on top of the world, standing knee-deep in a fluffy snow on the top of a fucking mountain. One of the highest peaks around, high above the clouds floating dreamily by, lit from above, by the light of four moons. There was a certain ethereal beauty in the moment, and I knew exactly where I was. I’d been there before, more than once. I was back where I started. At the beginning.

      “Your spawn point,” a familiar voice said, just as a hint of vanilla drifted by on the wind.

      “Well hello, Mister Paul,” I replied. “Or should I say good evening?”

      “You can use whatever greeting you like,” Mister Paul said, stepping into view from, well, whatever reality he existed in a nanosecond prior. “I feel like we’re on rather familiar terms by now.”

      “I guess.”

      “Quite the day you’ve had.”

      “Thanks for the assist.”

      “I have quite no idea what you mean.”

      “Of course.”

      “You fought well.”

      “Thank you, again. You don’t need to compliment me.”

      “Ah, but it makes you so uncomfortable. I enjoy watching you squirm.”

      “Weird, but fine. Is there a reason for your visit, or just purely social?”

      “I wouldn’t say purely social.”

      “Not going to tell me if I was set up, are you?”

      “Now where would the fun be in that? That’s far too juicy a mystery to just end with me telling you the full truth of the matter.”

      “Don’t you ever get tired of the vagueness of it all?”

      “Certainly, but that’s the game. And who am I to throw off the game just because I dislike some aspects of it?”

      “Do you even like any aspects of the game?”

      “My liking of it is not important. Nor is my enjoyment, if you were about to get into that semantical debate. I agreed to play it, so play it I do. Which you also agreed to, by the by. So, sadly, you must endure all its quirks and foibles.”

      “I feel like I’m enduring.”

      “Are you?”

      “I am, I mean, I feel like it.”

      “There are some gifts for you. Nothing especially powerful — I suppose it’s been a rather weak showing of late. I was expecting something more for your performance as the Stranger, but, alas, nothing.”

      “Why would my performance as the Stranger mean I get a gift?”

      “That is not an important answer for you.”

      “Come on, man.”

      “I will not. Now, there have been some musings about you and the imperial seat.”

      “Do not say you want me to try and become Emperor.”

      “Just think of how intriguing the whole thing becomes, though.”

      “It’s everything I don’t want.”

      “Have you ever been an emperor?”

      “No, but–”

      “Then how do you know it’s not what you want?”

      “I think it’s pretty clear.”

      “When you make assumptions…”

      “What, you make an ass out of you and me or something?”

      “No, that’s when you assume.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Not really. In any case, it was brought to my attention that it might be a prospect worthy of bringing to your attention.”

      “I’ve attended it and I don’t want to do it.”

      “Be opened minded.”

      “No.”

      “Just–”

      “Mister Paul, I wanted to fish. I wanted a hut, on a mountain lake, with some berry bushes, a deck, a rocking chair, and a fishing rod. So far, I’ve gotten some berry bushes.”

      “If you lack a rocking chair, that is purely your fault. There are any number of artisans in Coggeshall available–”

      “Not what I meant, and you know it.”

      “As Emperor, you could have a court full of rocking chairs.”

      “Mister Paul, are you seriously asking me to try and become Emperor?”

      “No. It’s more a watching you squirm thing again.”

      “I don’t think that’s really necessary right now. I’ve got a lot on my plate.”

      “Yes, but I also have so little to bring a smile to my face at present, and you are just so… I apologize.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That all said, it is a path you could take.”

      “Really?”

      “That is the extent I will say on the matter.”

      “Let’s pretend, for a second, that I might be amenable to that, um, path. You really think I should go that way?”

      He leaned back in his chair. Which made me wonder when he sat down. Which made me realize I was sitting down. We were both in mid-century modern chairs on the top of a mountain, resting on the snow like it was a carpet.

      “No,” he blurted. “I think it would be a hindrance to what it is we are doing.”

      “And what are we doing?”

      “Oh, now now,” he said, leaning over the arm of the chair and waggling a finger at me over a glass of something that looked a lot like brandy. “None of that. You know how tempted I am by little things like divulging the truth of the matter, truths which I most certainly cannot divulge.”

      “What in the actual fuck are you talking about? This is something we’re both doing, and I can’t know about it?”

      “Putting it that way makes it more than a little disconcerting, I will grant you that. What we are doing, insofar as I can reveal to you, is making a haven of sorts. Correct?”

      “Coggeshall.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Should have named it Coggeshaven.”

      “Not quite the same ring, nor were you in charge of naming it at that point. But that is the general idea. The direction of our plan.”

      “Your plan.”

      “Yes, well, who’s to say who owns the plan?”

      “The one who came up with it and who’s running it.”

      “Ketchup — catsup. Semantics aside, the Empire is simply too large for you to do what needs doing. There is no viable way to make it the haven you can do with Coggeshall.”

      “What kind of haven do I need to make it?”

      “The kind that can withstand the end of the world.”

      “I’msorrywhat?”

      “But, I digress, there is–”

      “Stop and tell me exactly what you said.”

      He smiled at me.

      “Bottoms up, eh?” he said, hoisting his glass of whiskey up.

      My hand was raising, seemingly of its own volition, and I had my own glass of amber liquid.

      “Wait,” I said.

      “We are on the fumes of time, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “Yeah, but that’s a bit of a bomb you dropped.”

      “I assure you, anything I said was merely a passing fancy simile, nothing remotely truthful in the slightest.”

      “Are you speaking to me, or the others who might be listening?”

      “I always speak to you, dear boy. Who else would there be?”

      He tapped on his glass twice with a perfect nail, meaning, to me at least, the second thing. That there were others listening. Which meant he needed me to drop what I was asking because he was trying to play it off so he didn’t need to erase my memory of things.

      “Hyperbole,” I said.

      “Exactly. Might as well prepare for the worst thing that would clearly never happen.”

      “Right.”

      “Skål!” he said, hoisting his glass up high and downing it in one go.

      “Skål!” I repeated, and drank my own. It burned going down my throat and tasted like some horrific blend of stomach acid and fermented horse shit. “What the fuck was that?”

      “A unique blend of bile and pressed fermented cud from an animal on the other side of Vuldranni, the Guntersac.”

      “Guntersac. Is that the name of the drink or the animal?”

      “The animal. The drink is called The Guntersac’s revenge.”

      “Why did we drink it?”

      “To watch you–”

      “Squirm,” I finished. “Great.”

      “Yes, well, I do like exposing you to different foods and drinks, considering your predilection to rely on hometown fare.”

      “Forgive me if I like a little taste of home.”

      “All is forgiven.”

      I set my glass on a side table, blinked because I didn’t remember there being a table next to my chair, and then realized there wasn’t a table there. Nor a glass. It was really fucking confusing being around gods.

      “You have something for me?” I asked. “Maybe advice on how to beat Mahrduhm out of this pass?”

      “First of all, I do have a thing for you. Second of all, no. Sadly, I’m not allowed. Nor do I really know a good means of doing what it is you seek to do. I think, perhaps, the answer may lie in not doing what it is you think you’re here to do, not exactly. To do something entirely different that will open a whole new door.”

      “You make my head hurt.”

      “Because you are learning so much when you speak to me.”

      “Sure, that’s the reason.”

      “Now, a little gift, and it is quite small, so I do regret that. But, well, there is quite a bit happening at the moment, and I daresay I am more than a little tapped. Waiting for invoices to be paid and all that.”

      “Is this where you tell me not to die because you can’t respawn me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “You can’t respawn me at all?”

      “No. Note the absence of a smile or any joy from my voice. I am quite serious when I say that should your death happen in the near future, our role in this world will be at an end. And there will be rather long-reaching consequences to that. Not that it will matter to you s you will be dead. But I would feel quite bad. Not just because I would have failed you, but because I would have failed Vuldranni.”

      “The fate of the world hinges on me?”

      “I doubt it’s that direct. There are many paths forward to success or failure, as there always are. You and I happen to be working together, and should you die now, I cannot bring you back, and, therefore, our pathway is finished. And as you are my only connection to the world at present, should you go, I am back to waiting.”

      “Waiting for what? Or is that a question that can’t be answered?”

      “You have answered your own question, dear boy. Now, before we tarry too long and you miss the coming excitement of the night, a gift.”

      He held out a small present, wrapped quite nicely in what seemed like blue velvet cloth with a silver ribbon tied into an elaborate bow on top.

      “Nice wrapping job,” I said.

      Mister Paul gave me a slight head nod.

      I pulled on the ribbon, and I looked into the box.

      Empty.

      I looked over at Mister Paul, eyebrow raised.

      He smiled at me.

      I showed him the box.

      He peered into it.

      “What the devil?” he asked, snatching the box and reaching into it. I could hear him scratching at the sides.

      He looked around his chair, at the snow.

      “Did you forget to put it in the box before wrapping it?” I asked.

      “I am a god,” he replied, still looking around. “You think I make such minor mistakes as that?”

      “Clearly.”

      “Nonsense.”

      But then he disappeared, and I fell into the snow, butt first, my chair seeming to go with god.

      I stood up, brushed the snow off my body, and really hoped I didn’t need to make my way down the mountain on my own. I wasn’t even sure where I was, because was I in the world? Or was I in some pocket dimension created by Mister Paul made to look like the world?

      A hand reached out of nothingness holding a small bottle, and Mister Paul followed the hand to come into being.

      “Found it,” he said.

      “So you did forget it.”

      “Rather, I might have just done this to heighten the tension of the moment.”

      “Really?”

      “Let’s go with that, shall we?”

      “Sure.”

      “Excellent. A little gift for you.”

      He held out his hand, which, once again, held the velvet wrapped box.

      “Really?”

      “Indulge me.”

      I rolled my eyes, but took the present. Once again, I unwrapped it. Inside was the bottle.

      “Ooh, a bottle, you shouldn’t have! I really wanted a tiny bottle!”

      This time, he rolled his eyes.

      “It is what is inside the bottle.”

      “A clear liquid? Oh, please be some tasty treat from home.”

      “It is not.”

      “Do I get to know what it is or do I just drink it now?”

      “Drink it now, please.”

      I pulled out the little crystal stopper, and tipped the bottle into my mouth.

      My lips screwed up as the unbelievably sour taste ripped over my tongue. My eyes  immediately watered, like I’d been doused with bear spray.

      “What… the…”

      “Sadly, I lacked the time to fix the flavor. That bad?”

      “Had… worse…” I eked out.

      “That’s nice to hear.”

      “Was… lying…”

      “I know, but still. Nice to know you’re lying to make me feel better.”

      “Fuck.. you…”

      “Ah, well, now the heart of the matter.”

      I got the notice:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wowza, you’ve got Ten (10) additional points in your CONSTITUTION attribute.
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        * * *

      

      Which meant my constitution was now ninety-four.

      “Why?” I asked, the flavor finally starting to fade. I rubbed my eyes, noting that my tears had frozen on my face.

      “Quite a few of your fans are most curious to see what happens if and when you break one hundred in another stat. Hence, they banded together and provided you with that potion.”

      “Didn’t get me to one hundred.”

      “No, but a ten-point boost in a single stat is a rather large ask, so they got what they could.”

      “And you want me to use any further attribute points to boost up to ten?”

      “Correction, or rather, clarification: they want that. I have entirely different feelings on the matter. But, considering you have quite a bit to go before you receive said points, that is a conversation for a later date. Especially because,” he checked a glowing pocket watch, “your evening event is about to start. Ta-ta, and don’t die.”

      “Wait–”

      “Alas, that is the one thing I cannot do!”

      It all went black.
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      I woke with a start in my tent, my hand already around my sword as I got to my feet. Not that sword. The real one. The metal one.

      Pausing for a second, I tried to figure out what’d woken me.

      I didn’t hear anything beyond the usual noises of the camp. Flipping into tremorsense, I didn’t notice anything untoward. Sure, there was something funny happening between some vole-sized rodents about forty feet down and to the left, but I figured that was their business.

      Mister Paul had mentioned something about excitement. I knew something had to be going on. I grabbed my cloak and whipped it around my body, securing it tight and pulling the hood over my head before I stepped out into the night.

      Something squirmed against the back of my head.

      “Dammit Montana!” Bear cried out before I could reach back and smack the thing, which was clearly just my Brownie friend.

      “Sorry,” I murmured. “Forgot this was your hammock.”

      “I’ve cursed stupid humans for less.”

      “Good thing I’m not human.”

      “Why are you awake?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      She grumbled, but took her usual seat on my shoulder.

      I walked through the camp. It was quiet. Minus, you know, the sound of the injured and dying. And the few superhuman healers who were doing their best to fight back against the perpetual specter of death.

      Ragnar wasn’t back. At least, there was no sign of him or of the quartermaster.

      Still, something.

      I walked toward the battlefield, where there were a few Legion soldiers standing, waiting for the nightly attack. They were in clumps, huddled for warmth, their cloaks pulled tight. They had spears instead of swords, and while I thought I might see some of them sleeping, they were all awake. I heard conversations happening in their huddles. Nothing specific, just men and women talking to keep awake.

      The battlefield looked… weird. Lumpy. There were some strange glowing spots here and there across it, clusters of light that seemed almost like someone was hunkered down in a hole and watching an iPad. An especially weird sort of glow, given the lack of screens in this world.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      A soldier looked up at me, a little startled.

      “What’s what?” he asked in reply.

      “The glowing.”

      “Undeath.”

      “Undeath?”

      “Ghosts and shit. Trying to animate. Or just sort of hanging around. Never seen a battlefield before?”

      “Not like this one.”

      “Bah, half our job is to make sure none of them undead fucks lurch this way. Try and herd ‘em toward those Mahrduhm fucks on the other side.”

      “Are there many undead?”

      “Depends on the day. Or night, rather. Seems quiet tonight. Quieter. Usually takes a bit before the dead rise. Hand around a bit, you might get to see them.”

      I clenched my hand around my sword.

      It didn’t really seem like Mister Paul to make a big deal out of some dead rising.

      I walked past the line into the battlefield proper, the mud squelching under my boots.

      Not far, mind, just a few yards. Just far enough to get some distance between myself and the soldiers.

      “You sense anything?” I whispered.

      “You talking to me?” Bear replied. “I don’t have any sort of special powers to detect things. Beyond, you know, the powers I have. And I just sense the undead. And nothing overly powerful at that.”

      “Can you shoot a flare up?”

      “How big a flare?”

      “Something to light the battlefield all the way up.”

      “I can, but it won’t be very subtle.”

      “I don’t like subtle. I want to see what’s here.”

      “Don’t you have darkvision?”

      “I do, but I feel like there’s something outside the edges of what I can see.”

      I heard her sigh and could feel her pulling magic together to make a spell happen.

      “Hold your hand out,” she said.

      I did, and a flare shot up, soaring into the sky before exploding into a brilliant light, hanging in the air while gently floating down as if on a parachute.

      The battlefield lit up, a bit like day, but with horrific shadows everywhere.

      And everywhere on the Mahrduhm side, short creatures crawled about. It was as the battlefield was alive over there. And as soon as the light hit them, they got to their feet and charged, screaming and waving their crude weapons in the air.

      Goblins.

      “I hate fucking goblins,” I muttered, and gave my sword a twirl.
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      There’s something about goblins, man. They’ve never been anything but vile creatures. Every other creature I’d come across, even several ‘monstrous’ creatures, seemed to have redeeming values. But goblins, at least based on the thousands I’d met, sucked. All of them. And I was glad to slay them. I wore my GoblinSlayer indicium with pride.

      And as those little green fuckers charged toward me, their bestial howls reverberating off the mountain walls, I stood and flared that indicium.

      Not that they could see it, considering I was covered in armor and cloak.

      I could feel Bear climbing down from her perch, running, hopefully to a safe position back amongst the other soldiers. Because I’d already strode forward, ready to take on the goblins all by myself if necessary. Because fuck them.

      But when they howled again, I let my head fall back and unleashed a barbaric yawp, sounding forth the rage building inside. The noise coming out of my mouth hurt my ears.

      The goblin charge faltered and then stopped, roughly a hundred feet away from me.

      They stood there, staring at me.

      I glared right back at them.

      “I’ve already slain one of your fucking gods!” I roared at them in their native tongue. “I’ll slay all you fucking fucks as well! Come! Meet my blade! Taste my steel. Feed me your paltry lives!”

      They didn’t move. Which was a shame, because I thought I’d given a pretty decent battle speech.

      Irritated, I hauled off and threw my sword at the largest goblin, the one who was, in my guess, in charge of the unruly mob.

      The blade glinted in the moonlight, tumbling end over end across the space between us before hitting the poor bastard in his face.

      His knees buckled, and he dropped to the ground. The sword, having gone most of the way through the gobbo, stuck into the muck, keeping the goblin leader half-upright for a moment until gravity asserted itself, and the goblin slid squeakily down the blade.

      The goblins screamed, threw their weapon down, and ran.

      Most of them, the vast bulk, ran screaming up the road toward the Mahrduhm lines, but there was another group that ran at me.

      But without their weapons drawn, with what looked like adoration in their eyes. They swung wide around me, where I couldn’t reach them with a weapon, and came to stand behind me, as if they were ready to fight, not me, but Mahrduhm.

      “What the fuck is this?” I asked, looking at the twenty or so goblins that were now screaming goblin profanities at their retreating brethren, most of which were impossible to actually translate but were along the lines of a religious divide.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I shouted.

      The goblins started shouting at each other, each blaming the other for irritating their new god.

      “Are you kidding me?” I asked the heavens.

      There was no actual answer, but I had the distinct feeling Mister Paul was somewhere nearby-ish, laughing at me. This was just the sort of shit he loved.

      I ignored the goblins and, instead, walked over to retrieve my sword. I put my boot on the dead goblin leader, and I yanked my sword free.

      A small goblin rushed in, and using a small knife, he slit the ear of the goblin, yanking out a golden ring. He held the ring out to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Earned,” the little goblin replied.

      “Earned?” I looked at the bloody ring. It wasn’t as crude as I’d expected. Coming from a goblin, it looked nice. Heavy. It had a lot of gold in it.

      In the time it took me to look over the ring, the other goblin had swarmed their fallen commander and stripped him of most everything, leaving behind barely a pile of bones and gristle.

      I stared at the remains.

      “Where’s the rest of him?” I asked. Then, before the goblins around me could answer, I added, “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”

      I stalked back toward the Legion lines.

      The goblins fell in around me, scurrying about, I think trying to make my walking experience nicer, as they were trying to move all sorts of rocks out of my path. It didn’t really work, because they mostly swarmed around me and made walking more difficult. I kicked one, and he went sailing.

      A second later, that one was back, perfectly happy to have been kicked.

      The others started to get in my way so I would kick them.

      I was marginally happy to oblige, sending them flying through the air in nearly every direction possible, hoping I’d do enough damage that they wouldn’t come back.

      Somehow, they all came back. Frankly, I think magically, there were more.

      “I hate this,” I murmured.

      Back in position, facing Mahrduhm, I waited.

      We waited, the Legion, the goblins, and me, staring out into the flare-lit battlefield.
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      The night passed with painful sluggishness, punctuated by brief moments of intense irritation when the goblins surrounding me forced me to notice them. Mostly by fighting with each other. It was odd to watch them up close without them paying too much attention to me, or trying to kill me. They just sort of existed in my presence. I really thought about slaughtering them. It was a constant on my mind. And yet, that just seemed cruel. They weren’t hurting anyone besides each other.

      The thing was, by the end of the night, after standing watch over the battlefield, I found I didn’t wholly detest the goblins. These fucks were definitely a different breed than the night goblins I’d been at war with in Coggeshall. From a purely physical perspective, these assholes were a mottled grey-green, not the pale, sickly, off-white of the night gobbos. Going off my absurdly small sample size, it also seemed like these guys were little compared to the night goblins, with an almost cute sensibility to them. They maxed out around three feet tall. They still had the absurdly round heads, the pointy ears that stuck out at odd angles, and overly wide mouths filled with teeth. Although these ones had double rows of teeth, a bit like a shark’s. And wide, bright green tongues. They also liked to pick their noses. I didn’t see a single goblin go through the night without spending a significant stretch of time ‘digging for gold’ in their nostrils, some coming away with truly astonishing monuments to snot. Which they’d present to each other like trophies, proud of what they’d accomplished. Giant boogers looped with snot on the end of tiny fingers attached to hands that looked like they came off a haunted doll.

      I took the time to really study them, since this was the first time I’d been able to look at them without trying to kill them. Or, you know, without them trying to kill me. I was actually curious about the little bastards. More importantly, I was confused about how and why they existed. They didn’t really seem to follow the rules of physics. Or biology. They were brought into the world through a weird breeder, I knew that, but why was that the manner of their birth? How did that start? What was the evolutionary process to lead to something along those lines?

      I paused, looking to the skies to see if the world was going to assign me some quest to discover the origins of goblins.

      Nothing.

      I sighed.

      I heard goblins sighing around me.

      It was painful being around them.

      But as the sun peeked over the mountains, I decided I’d done sufficient over watch, and I moseyed back toward the camp over to my tents.

      I didn’t say anything to the Legion soldiers also manning the line, who were all giving the goblins the stink-eye. I wanted to give the goblins the stink-eye, but they wouldn’t make eye contact with me.
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      Ragnar had arrived shortly before dawn, and was busy marshaling troops to unload the supplies Fritz brought back. Sacks of flour, multiple carcasses of meat, barrels of ale. It was quite the haul, but given the size of the encampment, I doubted it’d last more than two or three days.

      Ragnar saw me, saw my contingent, and raised one furry eyebrow.

      “Should I ask?” he asked.

      “Later,” I said.

      “Kind of seems like a now-ish sort of question.”

      “Any problems getting supplies?”

      “Not really,” he said. “Florinbergen seems to have plenty, doesn’t realize there’s a war going on here.”

      “And the flight back and forth?”

      “Not the shortest, but doable in a few hours. Fritz seemed okay with it.”

      “You think you can do it again tonight?”

      “The bottleneck we’ll come up against is your purse, boss. This here fancy feast was a pretty enough penny.”

      “What about something less, um, grandiose?”

      “What exactly are you thinking? Moldy bread?”

      “No, but… I don’t know. I’ve never had to deal with this side of things. I’ve always had people do the logistics for me, because I suck at logistics.”

      “Armies march on their stomachs, or so I heard.”

      “You should be talking to Albrecht about that,” Bear whispered from the hood of my cloak.

      I jumped, startled.

      “How could you possibly forget I was here?”

      “You’re very quiet. And rather invisible.”

      “You also should talk to Albrecht about the goblins. And probably also Rufius. He’ll probably need to make some sort of announcement. And you’ll need to come up with some sort of uniform to denote your goblins from Mahrduhm goblins.”

      “Fuck me, I don’t want to think about that.”

      “Someone has to.”

      “I nominate you.”

      “I politely decline your nomination.”

      “You can’t.”

      “I just did.”

      “I’m declining before you can even nominate me,” Ragnar said.

      “You know,” I replied, finger held aloft, “I could make it hirð duty to handle this.”

      “But you won’t because you’re a man of honor who doesn’t force his people to do things against their will.”

      “It’s not too late to change that,” I grumbled. “Just keep pushing me.”

      “Just make the goblins do it,” Bear said. “If they want to be around you so bad, they need to find a way to distinguish themselves.”

      “But that means I have to talk to them,” I said, “and talking to them means I have to acknowledge them, and then I have fucking goblins.”

      “You have them whether you want to admit it or not.”

      “Like lice,” Ragnar said.

      “They aren’t like lice.”

      “Mites?”

      “Can we refrain from comparing the goblins to insects?” I asked. “I don’t want them to, um, fuck.”

      “I don’t think they do that,” Ragnar said. “Seems, you know, pointless to have that breeder thing, then.”

      “I hate that we’re having this conversation.”

      Ragnar gave me a toothy grin.

      “Should I let Skeld know you’re bringing new friends home?” he asked.

      “I’m not doing that. Don’t tell him anything about the goblins. He doesn’t need to know.”

      “Are they house-trained?” Ragnar asked, staring at one of the smallest ones.

      It whipped a crude-looking sword out of its belt, cutting said belt off in the process, and brandished the rusting blade at Ragnar. Then the goblin’s tiny pants dropped.

      It wasn’t wearing underwear, and I got another glimpse into goblinhood that I had no desire for…

      “That friend,” I barked in Goblin.

      The little goblin frowned, looking at Ragnar, then tried to put it sword into its belt. Which, no longer being there, meant the blade clattered against the ground.

      “Amazing we had to fight a war against these,” Ragnar said, staring in wonder at the goblins.

      “I think they’re pretty different than the night goblins,” I replied.

      “Hopefully, otherwise, there’s going to be mass brick-shitting when we get back to Coggeshall with these in tow.”

      “Not happening,” I shouted, and stomped off toward my tent.

      Which would have been much more impressive of an exit had it not been for the mini-horde of goblins trying their damndest to stomp after me.
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      I should have known there would be problems with the goblins as soon as I returned to my tent. Partially because Albrecht was still sleeping. But more to the point, because Philippe was still sleeping. So when I entered the tent, and the goblins flowed in behind me, they filled up a good portion of the room, such that they were in very close proximity to both men. And as soon as the flap came down on the tent, I realized that as awful as I smelled after battle, I tended to bathe with regularity. It seemed, however, that the goblins did not. Their stench was powerful and composed of so many different levels of yuck that I was astounded.

      “What a lovely new smell you’ve forced upon me,” I yelled out, unable to help myself.

      Naturally, the combination of my yelling and the foulest stenches imaginable caused Philippe to wake up in a panic, an emotion not assisted in any way by waking up surrounded by goblins, including one particularly curious fellow who had taken it upon itself to see what treasures might lie in Philippe’s nose.

      Philippe let out a blood-curdling scream, only somewhat muffled by the goblin finger firmly stuck up his nose. Philippe’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he fainted dead away.

      “Fingers out of noses,” I barked in Goblin. “You can pick your friends, and you can pick your nose, but you can’t pick your friend’s nose!”

      As one, the goblins looked at me with concern and confusion before quickly proving that they could, very much, pick their friends’ noses.

      “No picking noses!” I shouted.

      All the fingers were quickly withdrawn, only some of which pulled back with strands of snot leading back to the offending noses.

      “What in the hells is going on here?” Albrecht asked, sitting up, confused.

      “I gained some followers,” I said, gesturing around me.

      “Goblin followers?”

      “No, tiny ogres.”

      “I think these are goblins.”

      “I’m supposed to be the stupid one.”

      “I am still waking up, your grace. Forgive me for missing your humor.”

      He sat up and swung his legs over to the ground, goblins darting out of his way.

      “Do you imagine they will stick around?” He asked, getting to his feet and letting out an impressive fart right in the face of a goblin.

      “After that?”

      “The morning is always so difficult for me,” he said.

      “I think I’m going to wait outside.”

      “The goblins!” Philippe said, coming to with seemingly perfect timing. “They are attacking!”

      “Hardly,” Albrecht replied. “They’re certainly assaulting the senses, but not exactly putting us in any danger.”

      Philippe pulled the thin blanket up to his chin and stared out at the green menace with wide eyes.

      “What are they doing here?” he asked.

      “Mostly farting around,” I said, “just not as well as Albrecht.”

      Albrecht, for once, gave me a full smile, and then let loose another gas attack.

      I ducked out of the tent.
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      Where I ran into Rufius.

      He was already in armor with a detachment of Legionnaires, technically Legion auxiliaries, rushing toward my tent, ready for battle.

      “What is going on in there?” he asked. “And what is this I hear about goblins in the camp?”

      As if on cue, a goblin walked out of the tent, through my legs and stood in front of me, sword out, ready to fight Rufius.

      “There does seem to be a rather serious infestation of them,” I said. “You might want to look into getting the camp sprayed for them.”

      “There is a spray?” he asked.

      “It’s a poor joke. Look, I’ve got this ability because I’ve killed so many goblins, and maybe also slayed a goblin deity thing, where there’s a slight chance goblins might worship me. And it seems like that slight chance played out here.”

      “So you have goblin worshippers?” he asked.

      “It would seem that’s the case, yes.”

      “And this is one of them?” Rufius dropped to a knee so he could be eye to eye with the goblin.

      The goblin, my ready protector, held his tiny sword out, shaking ever so much.

      “Not a foe,” I grunted in Goblin. “Friend. Commander.”

      The goblin frowned, but stood down, putting his sword back into his belt. This one managed to both pull out and return his sword without cutting any part of his outfit apart.

      “They listen to you, eh?” he asked.

      “They seem to, yeah,” I replied.

      “Lucky you speak the language.”

      “I have a gift for languages.”

      “Ah, then maybe it isn’t luck. It does make things a bit strange, you having a group of goblins around that look much like the enemy. Might be difficult to keep them straight.”

      “I’ll make sure they know they need to have some sort of identification to keep themselves noticeable as Legion Goblins.”

      “Let’s not call them Legion Goblins. No need to make anyone think they are official in some capacity. Coggeshall Goblins.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s much better.”

      “I hear the sizzle of bacon,” Prefect Rufius Trifer said. “I suppose we have your right-hand Lutra to thank for that?”

      “He’s more my left hand, but yeah. He got supplies. Says they’re a bit pricey, but I can probably float some more if needed.”

      Breakfast smelled delightful, the savory scents of fried eggs, fried potatoes, and fried bacon wafting over the air, until it came up against the foul malodorous cloud around the goblins.

      I stopped moving toward the kitchen tents. The goblins stopped in a pack around me.

      “Okay, no more,” I said, in Goblin to the goblins. “Time for rules. One: bathe. You are to be clean at all times. Two: you need some uniform to identify yourselves as part of this army. A uniform you all can wear. Three: No picking other peoples’ noses.”

      They stood around me, eyes wide.

      “Go!” I bellowed. “Clean up!”

      They scattered.

      I rubbed my temples very hard. Hard enough that, had I bones that could break, there was the chance I could have crushed my own skull, such was the headache I felt coming on.

      At the kitchen tent, there was a long line of soldiers, all waiting with metal plates. One by one, they walked up to the serving area, and they were given a scoop of eggs, a bunch of bacon, and a pile of potatoes. It looked delectable.

      As I approached, the Legionnaires started whispering amongst themselves, pointing to me.

      The soldiers moved out of my way, trying to give me quick access to the food.

      I pointedly got to the back of the line, standing there in relative silence, enjoying the anticipation of a great breakfast.

      I noticed Rufius’s two lieutenants stride up to the front of the line, get their food immediately, and head off quickly.

      On the one hand, I hated that. It made them above the rest of the soldiers. On the other hand, there was every possibility they were about to be involved in planning and strategy sessions, which meant they might not have the time to wait for food like the ordinary soldiers. I didn’t want to judge too harshly. I knew I shouldn’t judge harshly, but it felt bad. These schlubs around me were the ones putting their lives on the line day and night while the officers seemed content to remain in their tents, debating bullshit–

      I bit my lip. This wasn’t the time or place for something like that. This company of soldiers did not need a revolution right now, or a different way of working. It needed to work better, sure, but too much upheaval, even with the best of intentions, would lead to confusion and confusion in war leads to death. At least, that’s what made sense to me. I didn’t exactly have an overwhelming amount of war experience to judge from.

      Albrecht, on the other hand, had a ton, which was why I was glad to see him strolling toward me, clad in his armor, something like a smile on his scarred face.

      “Your grace,” he said with a slight nod. “Would you mind if I joined you?”

      I looked at the soldiers behind me. “Okay if he cuts?”

      The soldier looked confused that I was even asking him.

      “Yeah, sure,” the soldier said.

      “Come on in,” I told Albrecht.

      “Many thanks, your grace.”

      “Is he really a duke?” the soldier asked.

      “Amazingly enough, he is,” Albrecht said. “Now, your grace, have you given much thought to what we are doing here?”

      “Probably not in the way you’re asking.”

      “In what way, then?”

      “I don’t know to pull a victory off here, and I don’t know who stands to gain from me failing, or from this turning into a siege of the city.”

      “So your thoughts were on what? The goblin?”

      “My thoughts are my own, and not useful to this conversation. You have some thoughts?”

      “Of course.”

      “Did you let Valamir know what’s happening here?”

      “I have provided his highness with a vague outline, yes.”

      “You know the prince?” the soldier asked.

      “Yes,” Albrecht said with a sigh. “We both do.”

      “Is he coming?”

      “Not at present. Now, if you mind, I must speak with his grace a spell.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Quite alright. Your grace, I think it would behoove us, you, to inquire as the specifics of this quest of yours, what qualifies as victory and the like, as I doubt any sort of simple victory is possible given these starting circumstances.”

      “Maybe?”

      “Yes, all things are potentially possible, but I doubt there is any manner in which we could get Mahrduhm to capitulate entirely simply by denying them access to this pass.”

      “You think that’s what they want?”

      “I think–”

      “Side question: do you think this might be a conversation we should have somewhere other than the chow line?”

      Albrecht looked around, seeming to finally understand where we were.

      “Right, uh, yes, your grace,” he said.

      We waited patiently in line for our food, then took it to a small fire pit at the edge of the open area devoted to eating and, I suppose, whatever socialization took place in the Legion encampment. I sat on a rock, letting the old man take the camp stool someone had politely left behind.

      The food was good, the eggs very flavorful, the potatoes crispy, the bacon bacon-esque in all the right ways. I would have preferred a large mug of coffee, but I recognized we were roughing it. I didn’t need to get everything I wanted.

      “Where are your little green followers?” Albrecht asked between mouthfuls.

      “I told them they had to bathe,” I replied.

      “You think that scared them away?”

      “One can only hope. What were you saying before?”

      “Truthfully, I have no recollection. I fear it takes me longer than I would like to admit to come to grips with the world in the mornings after I have… indulged the previous evening.”

      “Wasn’t aware you were drunk last night?”

      “It… I find it hard to sleep without aid.”

      “Ah, been there.”

      “You have?”

      I nodded.

      “And now?”

      “I don’t sleep as much.”

      “Unfortunately, I doubt that will work for me.”

      “Tactics, I think. You were saying you didn’t know how we could win this.”

      “Ah, right. It would be wise to really check the precise wording, to determine what that requirements are for your quest to be considered complete.”

      “Why do you think we can’t win?”

      “Because there are limits to your abilities, your grace, and you are, at present, our one real asset. Not to speak ill of the soldiers here, but they’re used up. As a unit, they are past the point where they can be useful besides very basic sentry duty. I doubt you were able to watch your battle yesterday, being that you were in the midst of the melee, correct?”

      “I mean, I was in the middle of it, so I have an idea what was going on.”

      “And yet you lack the distance to see everything. Your flank folded immediately, had you not been there, they would have folded back into the center or run all the way back to the camp itself, likely heading down the path hoping to make it into Arenberg before they were destroyed in the rout.”

      “But they didn’t.”

      “No, they did not. But notice that they did not hold particularly well in the second conflict of the day.”

      “Some of them did.”

      “Yes, bolstered by you, they held. But most retreated again. And given what I have learned about this particular battle, I find them lacking blame. They must be exhausted. They lack adequate food and shelter. They have been fighting through the winter, and have you seen much in the way of winter gear for them?”

      “I did wonder about that,” I lied. Being somewhat immune to cold and heat had left me not paying attention to others’ issues with temperature.

      “For the sake of argument, let us say they have no hero in their camp that can compete with you—”

      “Who is ‘they’ in this hypothetical?”

      “Mahrduhm.”

      “Right. You think they have someone?”

      “Of course they do. You think you are somehow unique in this world?”

      “Aren’t we all snowflakes, different in our—”

      He sighed, looking at me out of the corner of his eyes, his fork paused halfway to his mouth, eggs dangling off it.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean it like that, just—”

      “You are certainly powerful, your grace, but I hardly think you are singular in your power. Given the size of the Mahrduhm forces we face, I would estimate there are four to five individuals who could give you pause, as well as likely one or two who could be called upon to destroy you with relative ease. Whether those individuals would be called to this front is another question.”

      “Why don’t we have people like that?”

      “We do. Much like Mahrduhm is likely doing, those people are currently engaged elsewhere.”

      “Fighting Carchedon in the south?”

      “In some cases, yes.”

      “In others?”

      “I lack that information, your grace. If you would like to know, I suggest you speak to his highness. He would likely know all those who are at your power-level or greater within the empire and what those individuals are currently doing.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “But if we return to the original hypothetical, where you could waltz through the pass and destroy any Mahrduhmese defensive works you came across, you would find yourself at the end of the pass, looking out on Mahrduhm, standing alone. Because there aren’t enough soldiers in this auxiliary portion of the Legion to hold any of that territory. Nor is there a supply line set up to provide food or munitions to anyone.”

      “There must have been–”

      “I am sure there was, but it has been dismantled, and setting it up again will take time, time where you will be responsible for holding the pass, which while you are capable of great feats, I doubt one man can do on his own.”

      “Albrecht,” I said, looking at him with my best serious face on, “you sound like a man who needs a job.”

      “I have a job, your grace.”

      “More of a job than you do currently.”

      “I do not like where this conversation seems to be headed.”

      “I’m putting you in charge of logistics.”

      “I am not a logistician, nor are you in charge in such a way that you could give me orders to do anything of the sort.”

      “Did you like breakfast?”

      “Of course.”

      “I paid for the breakfast. You want lunch, you get to work on logistics.”

      “Your grace–”

      “Nope. You want to eat, you do the work.”

      “I am already–”

      “Giving me advice? So far you’ve told me we can’t win and why we can’t win. I need advice on winning.”

      “It is not possible.”

      “Then work on making it possible, dammit,” I shouted.

      People looked over at our little fire pit.

      I kept my gaze on Albrecht.

      Philippe sat down between us, oblivious.

      “You know,” Philippe said, staring at his plate of food, “they refused to put cheese in my omelet. In fact, they refused to make me an omelet, just gave me scrambled eggs. What kind of breakfast is this?”

      “Camp food,” Albrecht said, keeping his eyes locked on mine.

      “It’s delicious,” I said, still glaring at Albrecht.

      “I presume there is some measure of hunger-induced tastiness,” Philippe continued, nonplussed, “as the ingredients are of the basest quality–”

      “Just eat it,” I said.

      “I do this under duress.”

      “You’re about to get my foot under your da-ress.”

      “This is a nightshirt, your grace. Hell-ooo. A dress, honestly.”

      “I implore your grace to understand the situation,” Albrecht said slowly. “You have been put here to lose. It has been built to make you lose, and, thereby, cause Valamir to lose. Your desire for victory despite impossible odds is commendable, and in line with your impressive courage. However, if you would please join me in reality, there may yet be a means we can salvage some means of not-losing in this situation where winning is impossible.”

      “Give me a week,” I said. “Work with me a week, see what I can do, and then, if you still think as you do now, I will do whatever you ask. For one week, give my stupid, but brave, plan a try.”

      “Your plan is to win, your grace. I cannot say it is much of a plan.”

      “You know, these eggs are not terrible,” Philippe said, mouth full and spraying bits of egg about. “Bit of a question, those goblins this morning: do you suppose those are leftovers from the previous evening’s hallucinogens or…”

      “Real,” I said. “We’ve got goblin friends now.”

      “Ah. I suppose I probably actually soiled my linens, then, eh?”

      “You definitely did,” Albrecht said.

      “Any chance of a laundry service nearby?”

      “One week, your grace,” Albrecht said. “I will do my utmost to help you achieve victory for one week, and then my way.”

      “Thank you, Albrecht,” I replied.

      “About the laundry?” Philippe asked.

      “Try down the hill.”

      “Down the hill?”

      I pushed him gently, so he fell backward over his log. Philippe let out an ungainly shriek, his night dress fluttering around his flailing legs.

      “Was that necessary, your grace?” Albrecht asked.

      “Necessary? No. Needed? A bit. I feel better now.”

      I walked away while Philippe still waved his legs around in the air, shouting for someone to give him assistance.
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      I was standing on the edge of the cliff, looking out at Glaton, when the messenger found me.

      “You are called to the war council, your grace,” the slim woman said, looking like she wasn’t quite old enough to be wearing the ill-fitting Legion armor she wore.

      “Lead on,” I said.

      She gave me a slight nod, and then walked me to the central tent. The burned remains of the original tent had been taken down and a new tent put up. Although, calling it a new tent was a bit of a misnomer, considering that it was an old many-times repaired tent. Still, it wasn’t burnt, though the ground around was still pretty charred.

      Going inside, I saw the war-council consisted of Rufius, Matilda, Cecilia, Albrecht, and two men I’d seen standing to the back of the lines during the previous day’s battles.

      “Your grace,” Rufius said, “may I introduce centurion Cranmer Erpingham and centurion Alcibiades Andronicus.”

      Erpingham was a mass of muscle with a square jaw that looked out of place on the battlefield. Frankly, he looked much more like he’d serve best on a recruitment poster or the cover of a romance novel.

      And then there was Alcibiades Andronicus, who was about as ugly and misshapen as his compatriot was beautiful and built. Andronicus was still muscular as hell, but his cords of muscle were interrupted by irregular scars all over the place. How he survived all his injuries was definitely a mystery, but one for another day.

      “Centurions,” I said, with a nod of my head. “Are we here to plan something?”

      “Something,” Albrecht muttered.

      “What?”

      “We have been discussing our strategy,” Rufius said, “and it would appear your advisor has qualms about our tactics.”

      “Your lieutenant has suggested retreat in three different forms already!”

      “A tactical withdrawal is our best option,” Cecilia said.

      “I hate to admit that I am starting to agree with her,” Matilda said, looking at her commander. “But I fear that is the only viable option remaining.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

      “Then perhaps you should take the field and fight on your own.”

      “If that’s what it takes, fine,” I said, and started to leave the tent.

      “Your grace,” Rufius said. “That is not a wise course of action.”

      “You want me to be your rear guard? I can probably do that.”

      “I think we bloodied Mahrduhm yesterday,” Erpingham said, his voice annoyingly deep and perfect. If he had a sense of humor, I was really going to hate him. “It is very likely we will see a variation in tactics today.”

      “How is that a positive?” Matilda asked.

      “Because we might have a better means of countering whatever they bring to bear.”

      “Morale has improved,” Alcibiades said in a voice bordering on falsetto. “The duke’s victories have breathed new life into the auxiliaries, and there is now a belief that an offensive push might be worth trying.”

      “You both think this?” Rufius asked.

      The centurions looked at each other and then nodded at their commander.

      “We do,” Cranmer said.

      “Where are your scouts?” Albrecht asked.

      “Dead,” Rufius replied, staring at the map of the pass. “Or missing.”

      “You have no knowledge of what Mahrduhm is doing?”

      “No.”

      I sighed.

      Albrecht rubbed his forehead.

      “I read through the after-action reports,” Albrecht said, “at least those which have been written. Their commander is no fool.”

      “She is not,” Rufius said.

      “You know her?”

      “Not personally, no. There have been two meetings between commands, so I have seen her, and I have heard her speak. I doubt that gives me any great insight into what her capabilities are, though.”

      “You mean beyond the fact that you’ve been fighting her for the past few months?”

      “I would hardly qualify myself as fighting her.”

      “What did you do before your field promotion to legate?” I asked.

      “I was a captain, primarily in charge of logistics and morale.”

      “Oh.”

      Albrecht had his head in his hand.

      “Okay,” I said, coming back to the table and sitting on a stool that creaked ominously under my bulk. “Let’s just take things back to basics. I am not well versed in our enemy, so can someone just give me the broad strokes version of Mahrduhm and her armies.”

      There was a palpable confusion in the room. I think people probably thought I had more of sense of battle than I did. Which I did, I wasn’t quite as ignorant as I was playing myself up to be, but I also thought it was rather important to get a clear picture of who we were fighting, not just who Mahrduhm was actually, but who the soldiers around me thought Mahrduhm was.

      “Pretend I know nothing,” I said, “and hit me with some basics.”

      “I can do that,” Albrecht said.

      “No,” I replied, holding a hand up. “I want them to do that.” I pointed at Matilda and Cecilia.

      Matilda looked a little confused, maybe a little afraid.

      Cecilia cleared her throat.

      “Of course, your grace,” she said. “Mahrduhm’s military, in general, has relied on cavalry of various forms. In recent history, there has not been much in the way of a permanent standing army. There was more of a reliance on chivalric orders. With the dark queen’s reforms, that has changed, with chivalric orders remaining, but largely left without recruits as newer soldiers join the Queen’s army. There, the emphasis has moved to heavy cavalry supported by spearmen. As you have seen here, the spearmen are numerous, though not well trained or well equipped, not to Legion standards at any rate. However, they make up for that in numbers.”

      “You mainly fight against spear units, right?” I asked.

      “Mostly, yes, your grace,” Matilda replied, taking over from Cecilia. “The pass is difficult to traverse with horse, though there is certainly evidence to suggest at least a company of heavy horse is within the Rumib Pass township.”

      “How does the Legion fare against heavy cavalry?” I asked.

      “Poorly,” Albrecht answered. “Historically speaking, of course.”

      “Hence why we rarely face Mahrduhm anywhere they can make their cavalry matter,” Rufius countered. “And, in my opinion at least, why the Empire has seen fit to allow the eastern border to exist unchanged so long. Mahrduhm is wide and flat and perfect for horse.”

      “So this pass matters a lot then,” I said. “If they take the pass, they can move all the horses they want into the nice hills around Arenberg and go to town against the Legion.”

      “I doubt it would be quite that simple. If Mahrduhm cannot take Arenberg, they will not have a secure supply chain. The pass and Arenberg itself provide the full line of defense.”

      “So pulling back to the city isn’t necessarily the end of things,” I said.

      “It puts us in a terrible position,” Albrecht said. “A siege is not pretty.”

      “Better than leaving a thousand souls to die,” Cecilia countered.

      “Are there a thousand of us up here?” I asked.

      “No,” Rufius replied. “Less than that by a good margin. We were a thousand when we were ordered to maintain this position, however.”

      “If we could push them back through that narrow area,” I said, stabbing my finger on the next bit of the pass and road, “how many would it take to hold that?”

      Rufius stared at the map.

      Hell, everyone stared at the map, and as the seconds ticked by, I knew something else had to be going on.

      “What am I missing?” I asked.

      “With the right soldiers, and the right setup, you could hold that indefinitely with less than a hundred able bodies,” Albrecht said. “Why did you lose it?”

      “The night attacks,” I said. “It’s that, isn’t it?”

      “That plays a large part, yes,” Rufius said. “You need double the bodies. Double the supplies. And even then, when you are crowded in a space like that, you need some means to overcome the poison.”

      “Poison,” I said, my thoughts rocketing back to Clarissa and Nathalie, still dealing with the effects of the underground lizard venom. “How bad is it?”

      “Depends on which poison the robed ones use,” Alcibiades Andronicus said. “Some appears to liquify the lungs. Others burn the skin. Others seem to have no effect until the afflicted fall ill and lose the use of their legs.”

      “And there’s no counter to this? I mean, why haven’t these robed fucks taken over the whole world at this rate? It’s gas, right? Can’t we make a big fan or have one of our mancers get the wind to blow?”

      “The weather and our mancers have been the principle means of defense, your grace,” Rufius said.

      “It is quite weather dependent,” Alcibiades said. “But certainly less so in constricted areas where there is the chance to apply a concentrated amount, and our efforts to disperse it have been muted.”

      “So you had to give up the good defensive spots because they’re small,” I said, nodding. “Which leaves you holding the flats with shield walls against day and night attacks.”

      “We could hold indefinitely with more soldiers and appropriate supplies, your grace,” Rufius said.

      “Especially with the actual Legion here,” Matilda added. “The Auxiliary has done admirably, but…”

      An awkward silence filled the room. Save Albrecht and me, these were all standard Legionnaires currently assigned to the auxiliary. Of course they’d think the regular Legion could do better. Still, sometimes the underdogs had scrap. And this was, more than anything, a scrap battle.

      “Okay,” I said, “so we’re fucked in the open space because of heavy cavalry, and fucked in the closed space because of gas spewing robe motherfuckers. Do I have that right?”

      “A rather brusque way of oversimplifying things, your grace,” Rufius said, “but it could be said that is an accurate assessment of our situation.”

      “And what exactly do we have?”

      Rufius looked over at the centurions.

      “I have two hundred able bodies,” Cranmer Erpingham said.

      “One hundred eighty-five,” Alcibiades Andronicus said.

      “All of which are the same?” I asked.

      “One hundred heavies,” Cranmer replied. “Able to hold the shield wall. Fifty light infantry, we have been using to prop the flanks. Twenty archers. Thirty… miscellaneous.”

      “One hundred twenty heavy,” Alcibiades Andronicus added. “Forty archers. Forty light infantry. Five miscellaneous.”

      “Mancers?” I asked.

      “Three?” Rufius asked.

      “Two, really,” Matilda said. “Gundolf is potentially burnt out.”

      “Leaving us who, then?”

      “Romilda and Dankrad.”

      “Are they any good?” I asked.

      “By which metrics are you judging?” Matilda asked. “They are the ones left behind after the Legion pulled out, which means they are not yet Imperial war mancers.”

      “Yes, but one advantage of being in this sort of situation is counter-leveling,” Albrecht said. “You must have seen growth in your soldiers and mages both.”

      “There has been a significant increase in leveling,” Rufius said with a nod, “but any gains have remained largely unrealized. There simply hasn’t been time to train new skills or understand new abilities. Of the three remaining, Dankrad is our best war mancer. I would have said Gundolf, but he…”

      “Doesn’t know his limits?” I offered.

      “Refuses to accept them. It is quite the surprise the young lad has not self-immolated already.”

      “Okay,” I said, clapping my hands, “I’m tired of the talk. I know that’s not really the right way to end things, but I’m sure we can sit around this inaccurate map for the rest of the damn day and talk about shit. Thank you for giving me some insight into Mahrduhm. I think I need to get ready to fight.”

      “The horse of yours,” Rufius said before I could get up. “That presents an interesting conundrum to Mahrduhm.”

      “You mean Fritz the bird?”

      “The Steel Horse.”

      “Steve.”

      “The horse’s name is Steve?”

      “I haven’t named him yet.”

      “It is likely the horse already has a name, and you do not yet know it.”

      “Do you know much of Steel Horses?”

      “Just what I learned from that one Young Guns song.”

      That was just met with confusion all around.

      “He knows nothing,” Albrecht cleared up.

      I pew-pewed finger guns at Albrecht.

      He shook his head.

      “The steel horses are native to Mahrduhm,” Alcibiades Andronicus said. “And they form a key backbone of the heavy cavalry. No nation has taken any stallions or mares from Mahrduhm in all the years–”

      “Before we get too deep into the weeds about the horse,” I interrupted, “why do you know so much about them?”

      “I am from Oscal,” he said. “My people have fought Mahrduhm many times. Most recently, they destroyed my nation.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      He gave me a nod, and I saw him clench his fist a few times before continuing: “The steel horses are a source of national pride for Mahrduhm. In the distant past, a few geldings were given as bride prices or gifts to nations, but never has a stallion or mare been taken. Little is known about steel horses, save they are powerful, intelligent, and Mahrduhm will come for him. They would rather kill the stallion than see him fall into the hands of someone from Glaton.”

      “Now that’s some interesting news,” I said. “You think, if they have a group of heavy horses up in the pass, they’ve got more of these horses there?”

      “I would imagine that is a real possibility.”

      “Well then, maybe we need Fritz to go on a little sightseeing adventure.”

      “Shall I get the saddle, your grace?” Albrecht asked.

      “I think this might be a Ragnar and Bear mission.”

      “You have a bear with you?” Rufius asked.

      I nodded and gave him wide eyes. “Oh yeah, and she’s a fuckin’ psycho.”
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      “I am not a psycho,” Bear snapped at me as soon as we were back in my tent. “You’re the one who–”

      “I know you aren’t,” I said, grabbing my cloak, which just coincidentally also contained the brownie, and chucked it across the room. “I was just saying that to be funny.”

      “But you aren’t funny,” Ragnar said.

      “I’m hilarious. Where are the goblins? They’ll tell you.”

      “Your tribe is still at large, your grace,” Albrecht said, coming into the tent at the perfect time to be annoying.

      “They aren’t my tribe.”

      “They most certainly are.”

      “They’re his worshippers,” Ragnar said, eating something that looked like candy.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Ragnar’s eyes went large, and he shoved the whole mystery item into his maw.

      “Merper shurgar carndar,” he replied, mouth full and barely moving, being that it was clearly difficult for him to chew, let alone speak.

      Had this been the old old days, back with the Iron Brood, I’d have stuck my finger in his mouth, and hooked the candy out, popped in my mouth, and eaten it. That was the sort of beautiful assholic move that I was known for in the Club. But it seemed beneath me, now that I was a duke. Plus it seemed mean. I didn’t think many luxuries or niceties were going to come our way in the near future.

      “Ragnar,” I said, getting back to business as I started the process of getting armored, “take Bear and Fritz, and go see if you get a look at the horses Mahrduhm has in Rumib Pass.”

      “Any particular horses?” Ragnar asked. “You want a nice white one to give your sweetie?”

      “Sweetie?”

      “You know who.”

      “I want to see if there are more steel horses. So I can turn them into–”

      “Don’t do it, boss,” Ragnar said. “It’s not worth it.”

      “Steal horses.”

      Ragnar rolled off his cot and crawled out of the tent. “That’s it,” he said, “I’m out.”

      “I admire your plan,” Albrecht said, “though calling it a plan is rather generous. More a vague concept at this point. However, how do you imagine you will get the horses from where they are to a position where you can actually remove them from Mahrduhm hands?”

      “Two ideas, really,” I said. “One, the mean way, we just sneaky sneak and kill all the horses, steel included. I’m not a big fan of animal mutilation, so I prefer plan two, which is Fritz attack. He can easily pick up a horse or two and bring them back. I doubt they’ve got any sort of aerial defenses in place yet.”

      “So you could get two more of the horses, but also lose whatever surprise edge Fritz might give us.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Steel horses are very heavy. I daresay Fritz has his work cut out even carrying two.”

      “I mean, we could always just ride ‘em back here.”

      “Through the Mahrduhm lines?”

      “You think they’d expect us to be coming from that direction? We’ll pretend we’re going to attack, well, us.”

      “So now we need to find enough riders to make that work, eh?”

      “I mean, that’s difficult, I’ll give you that. Bear, how many people can you illusion up?”

      “How real do they need to seem?” Bear asked from my shoulder.

      “Jesus, fuck, how’d you get there?” I snapped, falling off my cot.

      “I’m a psycho, remember?”

      “It was a joke.”

      “A bad one. How real do the illusions need to be?”

      “They need to look like riders.”

      “Are they going to control the horses?”

      “Maybe?”

      “One. Me. I can make myself look like a regular human rider, and I can ride a horse. But you should probably ask Alcibiades about Steel Horses and how they pick their riders and owners. It’s more like a friendship or a brotherhood. They don’t accept anyone who saddles them.”

      “So what happens if we just air lift them out?”

      “I don’t know — how much do you think you’d appreciate being kidnapped?”

      “Well fuck, I guess airlift is out. We can go in and have some coffee, see if there’s a spark, and then break ‘em out. Provided they’re even there.”

      “Of course, your grace,” Bear said, giving me a little curtsy.

      Ragnar stuck his head through the door flap.

      “You coming Bear?”

      “You still have the paired journal?” Bear asked.

      “Yeah – no. We’re not writing love notes to Skeld.”

      “Yes we are,” Bear said, disappearing from my shoulder before appearing sitting on Ragnar’s head. “And you’re learning how to do hearts over your i’s.”

      Ragnar just dropped his head and shuffled away.

      “Any chance you’ve got a vague concept to tell me, Albrecht?” I asked.

      “Still working on them, your grace.”

      A horn blew.

      “Work faster,” I said. “That’s my cue to head to work. And can you find Philippe? Make sure he hasn’t been thrown off the cliff?”
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      The Legion was on the move. If there had been enough soldiers, I’d say it was like someone kicked an anthill. Instead, it was more like someone had already killed most of the ants in the anthill, but the ants were still pissed off. I actually felt a little better, seeing the soldiers running to the field of battle with a sense of excitement instead of the dread that hung over the camp when I’d arrived.

      I moved with them, slightly behind, trying to think of what my play was going to be.

      The Mahrduhmese spearmen and spearwomen were spreading out from the confined space around the road, moving into a formation.

      Matching them, the Legion got their large shields ready, lining up to form a shield wall two soldiers deep.

      This time, I was in the middle, standing next to Alcibiades, behind the shield wall, and because I felt like I was going to be more along the lines of a mobile force, I had a different shield out today. A heater shield, notably smaller than the scutum, but more maneuverable.

      “Something is different,” Alcibiades muttered. “All lines ahead ten paces!”

      His subordinates bellowed out the orders, then the sergeants yelled out the orders, and then the Legion moved, almost perfectly as one, ten paces forward into the muddy field. More important than muddy, however, the field was open and mostly flat, meaning the shield wall was now one continuous wall.

      Across the way, the spear wielding soldiers moved aside to let a massive armored figure on a massive armored horse pass through.

      Much like the first big fucker on horseback I’d fought, this was a huge humanoid perched on top of an even more impressive horse. The duo towered over the rank and file Mahrduhmese troops. The rider carried a long pole axe, at least twenty feet of wood shaft before a metal pointy bit with an axe blade on one side and an extra spike off the back. That would hurt. Any part of it would hurt.

      “Where is the coward horse-thief?” the rider bellowed in accented Imperial.

      “Oooh,” I shouted back in Mahrduhmese, “I think he means me!” I waved enthusiastically. “Right here, loverboy!”

      “Loverboy?” Alcibiades asked.

      “You speak Mahrduhmese?”

      He nodded, already back in serious mode, scanning the enemy and trying to discern what was about to happen.

      Me, I was still waving like I’d been called down to the Showcase Showdown.

      “Come face me in single combat, coward,” the rider shouted.

      “Really? Coward?” I replied, calmly walking through the line of Legionnaires. “That’s the best you could come up with here? Nothing about my lineage, my hirsute appearance? I mean, two seconds looking at you and I’ve got a litany of insults I could toss your way, from mentioning the long nights you’ve spent romancing horses to that horrific smell already wafting across the battlefield. Is that your main weapon? Your stench?”

      “You mock your own death,” the figure intoned.

      “I probably will. It’s a problem and I would say I am dealing with it, but I’m not.”

      “Silence!”

      “You’re not the boss of me!”

      “I challenge you to single combat!”

      “For what?”

      That seemed to stump him. He looked at me, and then over his shoulder.

      “Like,” I continued, “is this for today’s pointless battle? The pass?”

      “The horse.”

      “The horse? No.”

      “No?”

      “No, why would I do that? I’ve already got him.”

      That also seemed to flummox him, because he just sat on his own horse, trying to figure out the basics of what was going on, again.

      “See,” I shouted, nearing the middle of the open battlefield, really hoping this wasn’t some sort of trap to draw me out into missile range, and that the sky wasn’t about to be blacked out by crossbow bolts, “you need to offer something up as well. Something I won’t get when I just kill you and loot your smelly corpse. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      “Honor.”

      “Fuck that. At least with you fucks. From what I hear, ain’t no honor in Mahrduhm.”

      That got them. Shouts came immediately from the spearmen, all sorts of inventive curses flying my way from the grunts on their front line. They really wanted a piece of me.

      “There is no chance a vile shit stain as yourself could ever best me!” the rider shouted. “You wager that one horse, I will wager my stable!”

      “Deal, scuzzbucket. Bring it on!”

      Heater shield strapped to my arm, big axe in hand, I was ready to rock and receive the asshole’s charge.

      Except he didn’t charge.

      He stood there — or sat there, I guess — on top of his big old horse. Who, incidentally, also wasn’t charging.

      “Are we doing this?” I asked.

      “I accept the terms as well!” he said finally, maybe going over with his steed the whole I’m wagering you in this battle.

      He reared up, which, again, really fucking big horse, so really impressive and big rearing up, and mid-rear, my whole fucking world disappeared in a horrific whitish-greenish explosion.
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      Spoilers: they cheated.

      Arcane energy shot down from the heavens just as more exploded from the surrounding mud, leaving me amid what felt like a bomb exploding.

      It was an enormous amount of energy, feeling almost like reality itself was being stretched, perhaps even torn by the inundation of magical power.

      If I had to make some sort of analogous feeling, it was similar in some ways to the time I’d gotten up close and personal inside a jelly devil, or a slime, except instead of acid dissolving myself, it was pure arcane energy. I could feel it twisting things, like the mystic energies were penetrating the mundane shit on and around me, and causing it to gain a magical nature. Like an environmental enchantment, wild and with no guidance.

      But while it hit me, buffeted me about in arcane winds, even tore my skin somewhat, I think it was more along the lines of an extreme exfoliation as opposed to any sort of real damage. In fact, a quick internal glance at my character sheet and saw that my HP wasn’t draining. Just sitting constant. Oddly, some of my mana was being pulled out, I think, somehow, helping to power, or overpower the spell, but being that my mana was really basically useless, marginally dangerous, but useless stuff, they could drain it. I didn’t care.

      As the seconds ticked by, the outlay of energy impressed me. My various senses began to adjust to this new environment, and I could see, barely, beyond the brilliant greenish-white sea of magical fire or whatever that surrounded me. And I could see that this little fake personal battle had been a ruse within a ruse, as it wasn’t just to kill me in a spectacular fashion, but also to provide a spectacle with which to busy the Legion, keep them distracted while the heavy cavalry emerged from the roadway, forming up into long ranks behind the cheering spearmen and spearwomen, who were all deliriously happy to see me being fried.

      I imagine there were a few unhappy faces amongst the Legion, I was kind of the best weapon they had against Mahrduhm at that point, and they probably thought I was going to emerge a charred crisp, if I emerged at all.

      I would have liked to emerge. Even though I wasn’t being hurt, it was remarkably uncomfortable, and I had no idea what kind of long-term effects there might be to my equipment. What if this somehow made my shield a thing that could talk? Or sing? How fucked up would that be?

      I suddenly had a horrified thought: did I just manifest a Broadway tune-belting buckler because I’d thought of it? Was this my Stanz Stay-Puft moment? Only time would tell, but it was nightmare fuel, regardless.

      Outside of the tower of power, the Mahrduhmese cataphracts had spread out into their line, and already started their charge, their destriers thundering into a gallop.

      A quick glance over my shoulder was enough for me to see that things were headed toward slaughter. The Legion stood largely unprepared, not at all ready to receive a charge. But who the fuck might be ready for something like that?

      Which meant I had to act. I had to save the Legion, again, because that seemed to be my lot in life.

      I tried moving.

      It was possible. Hard, but possible. The magic twisted reality into forcing me to stillness, but magic and I weren’t the best of buds, and I didn’t feel like abiding.

      So I moved.

      Just a step at first.

      Then another.

      And another.

      Going perpendicular to the cavalry, because I really only had one play against a large group of moving horses, and that was disruption and chaos. Incidentally, also the most apt nicknames for my first two ex-girlfriends.

      As the line of cavalry charged toward the unprepared Legion, they were having to split around me, into vastly unequal halves.

      I came out of the magical trap at a sprint, and had to alter my path just a little, so I hit the side of the nearest charging stallion like I was trying to impress “Night Train” Lane.

      But just because I hit, I didn’t quit. I kept my legs driving, pushing that horse and rider laterally, knocking them into the next horse and the next until that side of the charge began to falter, it being rather difficult to move forward when there are horses falling down all around.

      Said horses were screaming, men were shouting, whistles were being blown on the Legion side, the full chaos of the battlefield was in bloom.

      I finished out the push by making sure the nearest cataphract was eating mud. Then I turned to face the rest of the field, to see what new hell was oncoming.

      The Legion threw out the shield wall and instead spread out, making plenty of room for the horses to charge on through.

      Back on the Mahrduhm side, there was visible confusion that I’d made it out alive. Some of the spear units were already marching toward the Legion. Others were staring at me, and a few were arguing with their officers, clearly about to mutiny instead of facing me.

      I could get behind that. I wouldn’t want to go up against me either, especially not given how I looked and what I’d just been through. Wisps of green smoke drifted off my body, and the once silvery white mithril chain had a slimy tinge. In addition, it’d seen better days, with some rings having popped open, with others straight up falling off.

      “Prepare to die!” the dude on the horse said, I guess ready to resume the single combat he had been denied.

      He charged for me.

      I sprinted back to where I’d originally waited, because that’s where I’d left my axe and shield.

      Diving out of the way of the lance point, I could feel the thunder of the horse as it passed within feet of me. I rolled in the mud, came up sprinting, and grabbed my gear on the run.

      Shield onto my arm, axe in my hand, I spun on my heel to face my opponent with jus enough time to fall away from the man’s second charge.

      I dropped into the mud and then popped right back up.

      The horse was turning way sharper and faster than a creature its size should be able to move, and the knight was, once again, charging.

      This time, I was ready. I set my legs and my shield, keeping it between me and the lance.

      But at the last second, I shifted my body behind the shield, so when the lance hit, it glanced off to the side, and I swung my axe in something of an uppercut.

      The head of the axe drove into the man’s armpit, but his armor held, at least to a certain degree. I had no doubt the hit hurt, but there wasn’t a cut. He did drop his lance, though.

      I could see him shaking his hand in his heavy steel gauntlet, and I was guessing it’d gone numb. A feeling that only intensified when he had trouble pulling his sword out.

      I wasn’t about to let that advantage falter, so I charged toward him, letting the heater shield hang on my arm and putting both hands on the axe to hoist it up while I sprinted across the field of war.

      He managed to get his sword out and even parried my first swing.

      But I let go of the axe, snarling up his parry, because I had a different goal in mind.

      I grabbed his leg, yanked really fucking hard, and wrenched him right out of the saddle.

      He sailed over the horse, goi really fast, and then he stopped suddenly, with his face plowing a small furrow in the mud.

      He seemed to pop up immediately, no worse for wear, turning to face me with a dagger already in his hand.

      “Prepare to die,” he said in his accented Imperial.

      “You already said that,” I replied in Mahrduhmese.

      He jabbed the knife at me, and I slammed my shield into the path of his attack.

      My shield seemed to move of its own accord, pulling my arm out so it could attack the man.

      He jumped back, his eyes going wide in the darkness of his helm.

      I could feel the shield moving, maybe even breathing.

      While my opponent was momentarily distracted, I got my toe under his discarded sword and kicked it up into the air, grabbing the hilt and swinging overhand in one motion.

      Armor-man dodged right and stabbed downward at my arm, getting the point into my arm, sending mithril rings flying.

      My shield, eager to engage, fairly pulled my arm around to smash into my opponents face. I could hear something like metal scraping agains metal, and something on the front of the shield grabbed hold of the man’s helmet.

      Yanking the shield back, it wouldn’t come. I swung the sword overhead, chopping down and slamming the blade into the crown of the man’s helmet.

      Metal struck metal with a konnnng, and the man took a faltering step.

      He reached up and unhooked the strap; the helm came off and sticking to my shield.

      He threw the dagger at me, and then turned and ran for his horse, getting his hand on the horn of the saddle before I even thought to move.

      I snatched his helmet out of the mouth of my shield and chucked the helmet at the man.

      The helmet sailed through the air, and I paused to think about my shield.

      I heard a noise remarkably bell-like, and the man who’d almost become a rider again fell into the mud on the other side of his giant horse.

      The horse turned to face me, snorting at me, looking huge and dangerous.

      Did my shield have a mouth?

      It reared up.

      “I have no wish to fight you,” I said.

      And then I punched the horse in the face, and it dropped like a sack of potatoes. Its giant backend fell squarely on the body of my opponent, struggling to get up.

      I stepped over the knocked-the-fuck-out horse, feeling pretty bad that I’d had to beat up an animal, and planted the sword into the man’s head, going through the soft part at the back of his neck, driving the blade down and through.

      I knelt next to him.

      “You owe me some horses,” I said. “Cheater.”

      Then my shield bit the man’s head.
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      My shield had a mouth.

      A big mouth, with lots of curving round-ish teeth.

      And it was no longer identifying as a heater shield. Now it was an Eater Shield.
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      Eater Shield

      Item Type: Unique

      Item Class: Alive?

      Material: Unknown biologicals

      Damage: ??? (Biting)

      Durability: ???

      Weight: 6.8 lbs

      Requirements: ???

      Description: What was once a heater shield has, through the infusion of raw magic, become something else, an eater shield. A unique magical creature, nothing is yet known about this new life form. Good luck!
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      I quickly undid the straps attaching it to my arm, and the shield chowed down on the man’s head.

      Only to be polite, I pulled the sword out of its way. Didn’t want my new friend to get a cut in his new mouth.

      After letting the shield gorge for a heartbeat, I pulled it off the corpse, ignored the strings of flesh caught in between the shield’s teeth, ignored having to think of the phrase, ‘the strings of flesh caught in the shield’s teeth’, and strapped my ‘eater’ shield back on.

      “Got a little more business to attend to,” I said, I guess to the shield.

      I gave the sword a little twirl, gauging the weight of the oddly black two-handed sword, and then charged into the fray.

      The Legion had survived, mostly the charge of the Mahrduhm cataphracts, but now they were engaged in a rather brutal looking melee, with clusters of Legion soldiers forming small shield walls, or shield circles, trying to link up with other Legionnaires, while the cataphracts did their best to avoid being pulled off their mounts, all the while beating at the Legion shields with war picks and warhammers.

      I came in and started to lay out the various motherfuckers, slashing left and right with the big sword, and bashing my shield on everything I could, especially if there was exposed flesh.

      And that damn eater shield was doing good work. It could grab hold of cloth, of flesh, of hair, anything, and then maintain its toothy grip as I yanked men off horses and stabbed them.

      I heard another roar behind me.

      I ducked under an errant warhammer swing, and turned to see the spearfolk moving forward. I guess to join in the fun.

      There was, however, something in the way.

      One small goblin had a broken spear, and was standing strong, in between me and the approaching army.

      It roared its little voice in defiance, reaching a mighty two and a half feet tall.

      But I could tell the little asshole was terrified, because I could see the spear shaking.

      I hated goblins, and I hated that this little asshole was making me feel sorry for a goblin. This idiot was trying to protect me. And now, because I have a soft spot for small cute things like puppies and undersized kitchen utensils, I had to protect the little goblin because it was an idiot trying to do the right thing in the worst possible way.

      I sprinted toward the goblin.

      The goblin was shaking terribly, but stood there, tiny green creepy doll hands holding onto the half-a-spear it’d found. It’d have been better if it’d found the half a spear with the pointy bit, but it found the handle. So it held up the metal spear butt instead, as if that was going to do much of anything.

      The spearmen opposite the tiny goblin were sneering, lowering their spears and pushing each other in an effort to snag that little smidgen of free XP, the half a point they’d get for killing the useless creature.

      The spearmen came on

      The goblin screamed, trying to keep itself in place, knowing it was going to die, but willing to trade its life for mine.

      Just as the spear was about to hit the poor creature, I slammed my shield down.

      The spear hit the shield.

      The goblin screamed.

      “I got you,” I whispered to the miniature monster who had most definitely soiled itself.

      I stood up tall and glared at the spearmen.

      They stared at me, wavering between confusion and terror.

      I threw the sword through the man’s face and yanked his spear out of his lifeless hands.

      Smashing the spear butt to the left, I knocked one soldier out of line. I slammed the spear shaft quickly back right and knocked over another soldier.

      I spun the spear over my head, getting the pointy bit facing the right direction, and feinted out with the pointy bit.

      The pock-faced soldier flinched, right into the path of my shield, which happily dined on the man’s unfortunate face.

      I shish-ka-stabbed three spearmen, leaving that spear stuck in their midsections before grabbing a dropped spear from the ground.

      Someone was running toward me, judging by the fast sucking sounds their feet made in the mud.

      I whipped my new spear around as fast as I could, burying the butt end into the ground and pulling up the pointy end, just in time for a big dude wearing a bearskin to impale himself, the light leaving his eyes as the axe he held over his head fell toward the ground.

      I wasn’t about to let such a fine weapon go to waste, so I grabbed it from the air, swinging it cross body to lop off the head of another spearman.

      The bear-skinned man, who’d I’d taken for dead, was rousing, as if a second wind was coming to him. I brought the axe back across and his head went flying as a truly schlocky font of blood seemed to erupt up and out of his neck.

      It took a few more bodies falling to the mud before I broke the group of soldiers around me, that small line of spearmen and women running back for the safety of the Mahrduhm defensive position as I snarled and shouted, looking like a gender-bent Carrie remake.

      “Yaaah!” shrieked a little voice near my feet.

      The tiny goblin had traded up his weapon, now holding a great big sword (probably a longer dagger) and waving it about. Until, naturally, he waved it a bit too far, and he tipped over backward.

      “Get back to your feet,” I barked, and the goblin scrambled up. “We have to finish the fight.”

      I started back toward the Legion line, ready to engage the cataphracts, but cavalry was already high-tailing it back toward the Mahrduhm line.

      The spearfolk had been deployed to cover the cavalry retreat.

      I sprinted across the field and stood over the still-down giant horse, which I’d totally won in the unfair single-combat that hadn’t been single combat. I had a feeling that some of the Mahrduhm soldiers might try to kill the horse instead of let me take possession of it.

      And I was right.

      I had to let the shield go to town on the face of a man before the other soldiers knew to give me a wide berth.

      And almost as suddenly as it started, the battle had finished.

      Clouds were rolling in, covering up the brilliant sun.

      The wounded called out, wailing in pain.

      I knelt next to the horse and poured two vials of healing potion down its gullet. I gave the little goblin a few healing potions and told it to go help people.

      I’m not sure what I expected, but the little goblin took the wooden box full of potions and promptly beat a wounded Mahrduhmese soldier over the head with it.

      I helped the horse to his feet, giving the Mahrduhm line the stink-eye all the while.

      “They tried to kill you,” I whispered to the horse. “Just because your rider lost. What assholes.”

      The horse seemed a little confused, looking at me, then looking over at the Mahrduhm line.

      “You want to go back there, you can,” I said. “No harm, no foul. But you can also come with me, and I promise I’ll find you a nice place full of tasty green grass.”

      The horse looked deep into my eyes. He had nice eyes, as far as horse eyes go. I mean, I wouldn’t choose to look at horse eyes over any human eyes, but you know, it wasn’t that weird an experience, especially considering some of the experiences I’d had so far in Vuldranni.

      The horse nodded once, and took a few shaky steps toward me.

      “Let’s go,” I said. Then I hoisted the dead body of the rider in the dark plate over my shoulder, and headed back to camp.
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      The eater shield seemed to have settled down, no longer exhibiting teeth or trying to bite anyone. I let the goblin carry it, and he strutted in front of me, holding the shield up like we were in a parade.

      That wasn’t the only aspect that felt like a parade, because there were quite a few soldiers standing around smiling at me, or staring at me. It’s not like I was getting anything like a standing ovation. There was no applause, though it felt like the men and women around me were appreciative.

      I took my new horse and corpse over to the quartermaster’s area, only to find a modicum of destruction there. The fence surrounding the horse paddock had been broken in several places. My steel horse was standing in the middle of the grassy area, blood coming from a few wounds on his flank.

      The horse was surrounded by corpses, though, soldiers that had been kicked and stomped to death. There were also a few bonus horses hanging around, likely the mounts of the poor sods sent to kill the steel horse.

      NewHorse was even bigger than my first horse, leading me to think he might also be a steel horse. Which would be cool. Cooler would have been getting a mare, but I could plot my eventual horse ranch dynasty later. I walked NewHorse over to OldHorse and let the two of them meet.

      One nodded at the other, perhaps not exactly friends, but, you know, buddies from the same stable. Like they worked out at the same gym, that sort of base level camaraderie.

      I noticed, however, there was a body underneath OldHorse that wasn’t in Mahrduhm livery.

      The quartermaster, Tommy, had been gravely wounded. His hands were holding his stomach together.

      I dropped the lead from the horse and snatched the goblin up, shaking him until the healing potions dropped out of his satchel.

      Tossing the goblin aside, I broke the box in half trying to get the potion out quickly, then broke one over Tommy’s abdomen.

      I took another, uncorked the vial, and poured it into Tommy’s mouth.

      His eyes opened every so slightly. Glazed, but still alive.

      OldHorse took a step back so he could bring his big head down and sniff around at Tommy.

      “Good job, horse,” I said. “I think he’s going to make it.”

      I gave the horse a nose scratch, and I think he liked it. I mean, dogs like that, so horses probably do as well. It’s not like he could scratch his own nose. In fact, I realized, looking at the horse, how did horses scratch any part of their bodies–

      “No quest,” I quickly snapped, looking up at the sky. “It was just a curiosity and–”
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      You have been offered a quest:

      Horsing Around

      How do horses scratch themselves? Who can ever know? Find out!

      Reward for success: Horses might like you more

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Horses will like you less

      Yes/No
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      I shook my fist at the heavens.

      The heavens didn’t seem to care a whit.

      “Wha… happen.. ed?” Tommy groaned.

      “You fell off the horse,” I said.

      “Was on horse?”

      “I don’t know. I just found you here.”

      “Mahrduhm… attack… supplies…”

      “You’ve got a potion in you,” I said, patting his hands, and putting another potion in one. “Here’s another if you need it.”

      “Where… did… we… get… potions…?”

      “Personal stock.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Welcome. I’ll find a healer or something.”

      “Thank–”

      “No need, just wait there.”

      Getting to my feet, I saw that we were going to have a new set of problems to deal with: the supply tent had been ransacked.

      “Goblin,” I said, “go see if Ragnar has come back.”

      The goblin ran away, once again, carrying the shield in front of him like we were on parade. Just, you know, I wasn’t behind him.

      I sighed.
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      Being that Tommy was already the back-up quartermaster — and maybe more like the assistant back-up quartermaster — there was no one who could easily step into Tommy’s shoes and let us know the actual damage that Mahrduhm’s raid had done.

      It didn’t seem like a lot had been stolen so much as there was just rampant damage and destruction. The tent was still smoldering, as anything cloth or wood had been burnt. Which meant we were out of replacement shields and spears, as well as no more tunics or gambesons. Whatever leather had been stored in there was also pretty well shot. It wasn’t quite as torched as the cloth, but it wasn’t going to be super useful as much of anything. The only real saving grace to things? None of the camp foodstuffs had been stored yet. It was all still in and around the kitchen. Which, you know, kind of meant we had so little food it didn’t need to be stored anywhere but the kitchen, so bit of a mixed blessing.

      I dropped the corpse of the asshole I’d fought with his dark plate armor, figuring whomever eventually took over from Tommy could deal with it. Or, you know, I could make Ragnar do it.

      I slumped back to my tent, ignoring the world around me as I tried to get my thoughts in order.

      I just didn’t understand the Mahrduhm strategy here. Why would they attack this way? What did they want? Surely they had the troops to just push us off, send wave after wave of spearmen and get us onto the switchbacks where we’d be easy pickings. It seemed, to me at least, that they wanted to keep us up here. To keep us fighting them. But why?

      Inside my tent, I pulled off my mithril hauberk, which promptly fell apart in a pile of greenish-white, mildly glowing rings, no longer joined together.

      I picked up one of the rings, expecting it to be broken. But it was a perfectly intact tiny ring.

      They all were.

      I frowned. Another mystery to figure out. I scooped up the rings and put them into my bag.

      Which made me pause. I looked over the bag, the unfillable knapsack. It looked unharmed, unchanged.

      I practiced pulling random shit out and putting things in.

      No change. Perhaps being already magical kept it safe from whatever had happened with the other stuff. Which made me wonder…

      I looked the battle-axe over.

      Nothing seemed new or different. It didn’t suddenly talk or move on its own. No mouth.

      My clothes, what was left of them, seemed to glow a bit. I left them on the ground and dropped into my cot, naked.

      The cot’s wooden legs squeaked and broke immediately. I crashed to the ground.

      “Really didn’t need that today,” I said.

      But the universe didn’t care. I’m sure I probably gained a level in my furniture destruction skill.

      Which reminded me that I might as well go through the notifications, see if anything interesting happened in the battle. And I made the mental note to look at the notifications more often, I was probably missing a lot of useful information. Just, in the heat of battle, it was hard to focus on anything but the battle itself.

      There were quite a few notifications to go through, and they all had that really annoying tag to them: All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero. But one stuck out to me:
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      GG! You’ve killed a Hero of the Dark Queen (lvl 39 Cataphract).

      All XP withheld until the completion of the Call of the Imperial Hero.
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      A hero of the dark queen — that had to be someone of relative importance, and I’d smacked him down. Could be, that was the big dog in the Mahrduhmese camp who could keep Mahrduhm off the Legion’s back for a few days. It might even be enough to make Mahrduhm think this whole pass battle was going to be impossible and they should just give up and then I’d win and get to go back home.

      Probably not.

      Maybe though.

      “Should I come back at a different time?” Albrecht asked, just his head peeking through the tent flap.

      “Nope,” I said, “your tent too, come on in.”

      “Would you care to put on clothes?”

      “I mean, I don’t exactly care.”

      “Would you put on clothes?”

      “Got it. You don’t mind horrific acts of violence, but a wang waving in the wind…”

      I pulled on a pair of soft linen pants I’d never seen before and laid down on an unbroken cot. Which, thankfully, held.

      “Done,” I said.

      Albrecht entered a second later, followed by Matilda and Rufius.

      I sat up.

      “Ah, we have company,” I said.

      “Yes, your grace,” Albrecht replied. “I thought you might prefer to chat with the prefect and his lieutenant when you were clothed.”

      “Sure, yeah, that makes sense.”

      “An impressive showing today,” Rufius said.

      “Thank you?” I replied, not really sure how to take that sort of compliment.

      “How did you survive?” Matilda asked.

      “Blessed with good genetics,” I said. “But minor point of order, where the fuck were our mancers when that shit was going down? What exactly are they doing during the battle? Because I haven’t seen a single drop of magic from those fuckwits yet.”

      “I do believe,” Rufius began, “that our mancers were lulled into a similar sense of tranquility as yourself, thinking the call to single combat was going to be honored.”

      “Yeah…”

      “And I have little in the way of expertise with the arcane side of the Legion. What I understand, the mancers are mainly concerned with seeking out what the opposing magic users are doing, and stopping that. It is a hidden battle that takes place, where both sides are attempting to circumvent the other and unleash some major spells.”

      “So it’s a game of counter-spelling?”

      “While an oversimplification, that is largely how it works. But we are curious if you could explain how you are doing what it is you do.”

      “That’s one of his tricks,” Ragnar said as he slipped between Rufius and Matilda, his fur looking like he’d been stuck in a wind tunnel for an hour or two. “And don’t bother asking how. I’ve been around for a while with the duke, even before he was a duke, and he’s never been able to explain anything he does.”

      I pointed over at the lutra.

      “He’s not wrong,” I said. “Any reason you want to know?”

      “Strategy and tactics, mainly,” Rufius said. “Also a bit of burning curiosity. I have never seen quite an outlay of raw magic as that, and yet you walked away as if it was nothing.”

      “It wasn’t nothing,” I said.

      “Turned your hair green,” Ragnar said.

      “It did what?”

      “Your hair, it’s green.”

      Ragnar got a mirror from behind his pillow — a question for another time — and tossed it over to me.

      I grabbed it from the air and gave myself a gander.

      The hair on my head — what little there was — was, in fact, green. Not a brilliant verdant color so much as blonde with a vague lime tint, but it was definitely there.

      Even worse, the bit of beard I’d managed to regrow since my time as the Stranger was now green as well.

      “I need a razor,” I said. “I’m not doing this green shit.”

      “I hope your shit is green,” Ragnar said with a toothy smile. “That’d be hilarious.”

      “If you would, your grace,” Rufius said, “it would help us plan our… I hesitate to say that we are planning an offensive, but we have been trying to come up with a better defensive strategy to, perhaps, allow an offensive to happen soon.”

      “But you don’t know what piece I am on the chessboard.”

      “Something along those lines, your grace. You have significantly altered things here, and I admit I must apologize for our, um, initial… how we treated you when you arrived to help.”

      “It’s fine, I–”

      “It is not fine,” Matilda interrupted, “we are sorry.”

      “Don’t bother,” Ragnar said. “He doesn’t know how to take apologies. And if he’s actually upset, he’s usually just going to resort to violence, so no need to–”

      “Will you stop?” I asked.

      “See?” Ragnar pointed at my fist clenching. “That means he’s actually upset. Sorry Montana, but I needed them to see.”

      I frowned, wondering if he was still manipulating me.

      “Look,” I said, “all I can tell you is that I’m very hard to kill and I’m very good at killing things.”

      “He’s also really strong,” Ragnar added.

      “Yeah, thanks, I’m also very strong.”

      “Like strength over 100 strong.”

      The eyes went wide at that.

      “Over 100?” Matilda asked.

      “Was I aware of this?” Albrecht asked.

      “Can I take a nap?” I asked.

      Ragnar hopped to his feet, standing on his cot, which made him nearly as tall as the other humans in the tent.

      “His grace needs to rest,” Ragnar called out in his most pompous voice. “Everyone not in his hirð, get out!”

      Somehow, that worked.

      Albrecht, Matilda, and Rufius promptly left the tent.

      “Ta-daah,” Ragnar said, flopping back down on his cot. Which didn’t break.

      I restrained my jealousy, right up until my cot broke.

      “What the fuck…”
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      On a new cot, I laid down and closed my eyes. I didn’t usually feel the need to nap, but this overwhelming desire to sleep was almost physically slamming against the inside of my skull.

      So I closed my eyes, thinking I’d zonk out for a minute. Maybe the magic attack had taken a little something extra out of me. And, because Ragnar was still a standup guy, he functioned as my own white-noise machine, snoring somewhat softly to my left.

      I fell asleep almost instantly.

      Too bad I woke up almost instantly as well.
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      I woke up in darkness.

      Scratch that, I woke up in inky blackness. In a void.

      “Well shit,” I said out loud.

      The void absorbed my voice, so there was no extra sound. It was more like there was an absence of noise, and as soon as the words were out of my lips, they were ripped away, so fast that my ears could barely hear my own words.

      Nothing happened.

      There was no answer to my call.

      Or, if there was, the room ate it. I didn’t hear shit.

      I could hear myself, or, rather, I felt like I could hear my body. My heart thudding slowly, my stomach growling, all the various biological processes currently happening around my form. It was weird. Disconcerting.

      A brilliant white rectangle appeared, and a figure walked through, joining me in the room.

      “Bother,” I heard a familiar voice say. “They put you here? I do apologize. Not at all the right room. You know how long I was looking for you?”

      “Mister Paul?” I asked.

      “Yes?”

      “Is that you?”

      “Of course! Just a moment.”

      Something seemed to clip onto my body, and it yanked me out of the void into what I could only describe as a college coffee shop.

      I stood there, in my linen pants and nothing else, as young human men and women went about their business of ordering complicated coffees and overpriced baked goods.

      No one seemed to be paying any attention to me.

      “Because they can’t see you,” Mister Paul said, his voice coming from an invisible spot roughly an inch from my face.

      I jumped back, obviously startled from that invasion of my personal space, and I knocked into a table.

      Everyone stopped, staring at the table as it wobbled back and forth, living in that precarious moment between recovery and fall.

      “Did I do that?” I asked.

      Mister Paul gave me a look.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked, biting back the second startle so I didn’t wreck the place.

      “The door,” Mister Paul said, pointing to the open door leading into a whole different universe. “Mind finding a seat outside?”

      I gingerly made my way through the busy cafe, weaving between students until I got a door leading outside, notably not the door my patron god had come through, just a regular door leading to three metal tables outside.

      Where it was a cool fall day, the brisk air held hints of ocean, and something else, vaguely unpleasant. The leaves had changed in the trees, becoming a wide panoply of colors, and someone had been very busy picking up every single leaf that had fallen.

      I sat down at one of the metal tables.

      Two girls wearing sorority letters stared at me as they walked by, heading into the cafe.

      I just sat there, realizing they could definitely see me, but also not knowing how to react.

      A moment or two later, Mister Paul sat down with two steaming drinks in paper cups. He tossed a small paper bag on the table.

      “Excellent apple turnover here,” he said. “Goes swimmingly with the apple cider.”

      “Is that what this is?” I asked, pointing vaguely at the paper cup.

      “Coffee,” Mister Paul said. “They were out of the cider.”

      “Any reason you brought me here?”

      “Besides the pastries?”

      “Yes.”

      “It seemed less a painful waiting area than the black void,” he said as he blew across the hot coffee. “Unless you’d prefer to wait there.”

      “Why do I have to wait anywhere?”

      “You have to be somewhere, don’t you?”

      “Can’t that be in Vuldranni?”

      “No.”

      “Why–”

      “Are you a bodybuilder?” a girl asked.

      I looked over to see a girl wearing matching sweats and hoodie looking me up and down.

      “Something like that,” I replied.

      “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “Waiting,” I replied, giving Mister Paul the side-eye.

      “Do you go here?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “Thinking about it.”

      “You should,” she said, with a little smile.

      “Maybe I will.”

      “Jana, hurry up!” another girl yelled out.

      “I gotta go to class,” my new friend said. “Will you be here later?”

      “Who knows?” I said, taking a sip of coffee that totally didn’t burn the fuck out of my mouth.

      “Bye,” she said, and traipsed away.

      I watched her go — not a bad sight — and then turned back to a smirking Mister Paul.

      “I thought you said they couldn’t see me.”

      “That was in there,” he replied. “I decided I was burning enough energy and didn’t want to overdo it.”

      “So we’re both visible now.”

      “Yes.”

      “And where are we?”

      “At a cafe, obviously.”

      “Is that your clever way of obtusely saying you won’t tell me?”

      “Something along those lines.”

      “Is this Earth?”

      “It’s an Earth.”

      “What?”

      “Let’s pretend you didn’t hear that.”

      “Seems like a pretty big thing to pretend.”

      “It might be.”

      “If this is Earth, is there anything keeping me from running away and living life as an earthling again?”

      “One could easily argue you remain an earthling no matter where you go.”

      “Sure, but I’m not talking about it in a semantical way.”

      “If you mean to ask whether you could find a way of hiding from me and join this world to live here, I suppose there is a chance of that, provided I, of course, wished to be fooled by you. Which I would really prefer to avoid.”

      “Being fooled by me?”

      “Of all the issues your actions might raise, that would be the least. But yes, I would prefer to avoid it.”

      “So this is real right now?”

      “It is.”

      “Can you tell me why I’m here?”

      “Because your normal home is temporarily unavailable to you.”

      “Vuldranni?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Why?”

      “There happens to be a meeting taking place.”

      “About me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well fuck. What now?”

      “It would appear you have, once again, done something no one considered possible. Thus, now they are considering it.”

      “What’d I do? Survive that magical attack?”

      “No, that’s normal. Well, perhaps not normal, but has certainly happened before and will undoubtedly happen again.”

      “What then?”

      “Until a ruling is handed down, I am sadly unable to speak on it.”

      “And so we’re just hanging out here, having coffee?”

      “And an apple turnover.”

      I scratched my head. For giggles, I brought up my character sheet.

      It came up.
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      Montana - Lvl 35 Burgmann

      Traits

      Race: Royal Fallen

      Height: 6’5”

      Weight: 412 lbs

      Eye Color: Hazel

      Hair Color: Blonde

      Renown: 525 - The Hero of Osterstadt … 1200 - The Stranger
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      Statistics

      HP: 1001

      STAM: n/a

      MP: 59,240

      Active Effects: Frightful Presence
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      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 55

      Dexterity: 55

      Constitution: 94

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 32

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 37
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      Skills

      Riding – improvised (Lvl 1)

      Falling (Lvl 4)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 5)

      Investigate (Lvl 1)

      Harvesting (Lvl 5)

      Swords (Lvl 61)

      Unarmed Combat (Lvl 18)

      Axes (Lvl 57)

      Large Weapon Throwing (Lvl 28)

      Jump (Lvl 6)

      Stealth (Lvl 6)

      Improvised Weaponry (Lvl 10)

      Swimming (Lvl 18)

      Spears (Lvl 62)

      Warhammers (Lvl 31)

      Light Armor (Lvl 8)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 18)

      Fishing (Lvl 9)

      Carving (Lvl 6)

      Crafting (Lvl 5)

      Wooden Weapon-Making (Lvl 1)

      Skinning (Lvl 11)

      Detect Traps (Lvl 45)

      Lumberjack (Lvl 21)

      Intimidation (Lvl 10)

      Surveillance (Lvl 2)

      Birding (Lvl 1)

      Archery (Lvl 26)

      Tracking (Lvl 24)

      Fletching (Lvl 10)

      Shield (Lvl 56)

      Internal Monster Butchering (Lvl 10)

      Digging (Lvl 8)

      Politicking (Lvl 1)

      Weaving (Lvl 1)

      Campfire Cooking (Lvl 1)

      Foraging (Lvl 5)

      Staring at the Ceiling (Lvl 1)

      Small Weapon Throwing (Lvl 9)

      Swinging (Lvl 1)

      Blushing (Lvl 1)

      Asking Stupid Question (Lvl 2)

      Advanced Furniture Deconstruction (Lvl 4)

      Climbing (Lvl 22)
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      Abilities

      Darkvision

      The Sword of My Enemy is My Sword

      Iron Will

      Make An Entrance

      Stand Tall

      Regal Bearing

      Rallying Cry

      Art of Movement

      Labyrinthine Recall

      Detect Mimic

      Indomitable

      Swift Tracker

      Veritasium

      Detect Metals and Minerals

      Tremorsense

      Unbreakable Skeleton

      Imperial Favor

      House Scion

      That’s not Pain

      Battle Frenzy, Advanced

      Using Your Head

      Surge of Strength

      Mana Well

      Books of Blood

      True Sight

      Need A Weapon

      Durable

      Keep On Cutting

      Savage Attacker
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      Boons

      Powerful Build (Mister Paul) - You are bigger than you look. For all strength roles, you are counted as one size category larger than you actually are.

      Regeneration (Mister Paul) - Outside of combat, your body will repair rather quickly. Given enough time, it’s possible you will heal from nearly any wound.

      Gift of Gab (Mister Paul) - Should you encounter a language you do not understand, as long as you hear at least three words of it, you will understand it, and speak it, perfectly.

      Monstrous Companion (Typhon) - You have been gifted a companion from the god Typhon. Your companion is immortal, though if reduced to 0 HP, he will be forced to return in a different form, chosen at the whim of Typhon. You may absorb your companion for a temporary boost to your abilities, but the boost will only last until Typhon sends another companion your way.
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      Indicium

      Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement -complete - You are granted permission to use family buildings as you see fit, granted control of family funds, granted permission to use the family name, granted permission to name an heir, granted permission to expand the family, granted permission to bestow aspects of the Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement. You gain ten levels in the skill Shield. You gain the ability Imperial Favor. You gain the ability House Scion.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Spear - Eona blesses you with +10 spear, +7 swimming, +5 fishing, +10% movement in water, +3 Agility

      Choice, Burghman - Martial skills advance double. You take less damage from all attacks as long as you are protecting at least one non-combatant. Gain bonus XP from protecting others.

      Indicium of Imperial Prerogative: Magic - You are permitted to perform magic within the Empire of Glaton

      Royal - You are identified as being of Royal Blood, and gain the abilities Stand Tall and Regal Bearing

      Dungeon of the Ancients Indicium - You gain the following skills and/or abilities: Art of Movement, Labyrinthine Recall, Detect Mimic 20 ft, Detect Traps +45 levels, Swift Tracker, Veritasium, and Detect Metals and Minerals

      Slayer: Death Bringer - As a living embodiment of death, know that you cause Frightful Presence. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened when they are aware of you. You do an extra 10% damage to any creature below half health. Each death you cause brings you 1% of your health in return.

      Slayer: Death Bearer - Congratulations on the slaughter. For each new entity you kill within the time limit, you receive an additional 5% XP. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened even when they are not aware of you, but you are within 20 yards of them.

      Slayer: Goblinbane, Scourge of Goblins - Congratulations on the slaughter. Goblins of all stripe fear you and whisper your name in the dark. You gain significantly more XP for killing goblins, you do bonus visceral damage to goblins, greater chance for dismemberment and brutality when killing goblins. Goblins are likely to flee rather than flight. It is possible goblins will worship you instead of fear you.

      Slayer: Vampire - You are able to withstand the charms of the vampire. You are immune to being turned. You do bonus damage to vampires. Vampires are vulnerable to your fear effects.

      Typhon’s Mark of the Beast - Typhon blesses you with +10 intimidation, tremorsense, labyrinthine recall, and +5 Strength.

      Zothys’ Blessing of the Protector - You gain 25 levels in shield and +3 Constitution.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Hunt - You receive +20 skill levels in Archery, +15 skill levels in tracking, +10 skill levels in fletching, +10% harder to detect while moving, +3 Dex

      Eona’s Blessing of the Blend - Within your holding, you and your followers will be able to blend breeds and races together that might not be viable in any other situation.
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      Titles

      Imperial Duke of Coggeshall

      Prince of Eonneque

      Fürst of Vreijuirag

      Ducal heir of Old Lattimoore

      Count of Duhamel

      Count of Helgand

      Count of Dunnismeer

      Count of Whitelock

      Count of Michelgrove

      Count of Daroonga

      Count of Braewood

      Count of Kingshills

      Count of Wolveshire

      All lesser titles minimized.
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      Languages

      Goblin

      Imperial Common

      Mahrduhmese

      Infernal

      Hobgoblin Battle Cant

      Night Goblin

      Ursusian

      Lutra

      Northern Kobold

      Carchedonian

      Undermountain Common

      Draconic

      Grey Veveridia

      Plains Centaurese

      Koäðemaarian

      Base Ogrish

      Ethusian

      Chasoneintails
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      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Heal Other (Lvl 3)

      Humas (Lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification (Lvl 3)

      Tame - Greater (Lvl 1)

      ManaBomb (Lvl 1)
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      I bent the metal table a little, just to test my strength.

      “There’s no need to be destructive in that manner,” Mister Paul said. “You retain all your various skills and abilities.”

      “That’s pretty cool. Kind of makes me want to run off some more.”

      “So you might be a superhero?”

      “Or just find a fishing hole and no one could make me be a superhero. Or do a damn thing. I could just fish and ignore all the monsters because they aren’t real.”

      “Oh, how blissfully ignorant.”

      “Is this another I’m-not-going-to-tell-you-the-truth, but-the-truth-is-there-are-actually-monsters-hidden-all-over-Earth thing?”

      “Compared to Vuldranni, Earth is tame. But there are plenty of nasty critters you likely have no idea about. And that’s just the stuff I know of, as I assure you, there is quite a bit more than heaven and earth–”

      “No Shakespeare, please,” a young man said, walking out from the coffee shop and taking the table next to Mister Paul. “Just got out of two hours of it, and one more thee or thou and I’m going to go Titus Andronicus on myself.”

      “Due apologies,” Mister Paul said.

      The newcomer started rolling a cigarette. He looked over at Mister Paul, then over at me. Then back over at me in a classic double take.

      “You a body builder?” he asked.

      “Power lifter,” I said.

      “Here?”

      “Kind of everywhere.”

      The kid gave a bemused sort of shrug, and went back to his cigarette.

      “Could you get me a shirt?” I asked Mister Paul.

      Mister Paul pulled a folded shirt out of, well, the air, and set it on the table.

      I yanked it over my head. It was tight, but not overly so. I suppose the pleasing sort of tightness to accentuate my muscles. It was dark blue with white lettering: COLLEGE.

      “Really?” I asked.

      Mister Paul shrugged.

      “Nice shirt,” a dude called out as he walked by.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Mister Paul looked at his watch, sipped his coffee, picked at his apple turnover.

      “You may now resume your Shakespeare,” the young man said as he picked up his rolled cigarette and tucked it behind his ear. “Have a bard-er-iffic day.”

      The kid sauntered off, pulling a dog-eared book from his leather satchel along the way.

      “Ah,” Mister Paul said suddenly, “a decision has been reached. It would appear you are going to be allowed, in a provisional sense, to continue along in the path you have unwittingly stumbled upon.”

      “What? Being devastatingly handsome and incredibly funny?”

      “No. Becoming a god.”
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      Before I had the chance to ask a follow-up question, I was looking up at the top of the tent.

      Back in Vuldranni, laying on the cot. It was warm and stuffy in the tent. A shaft of sunlight came through a hole, creating a brilliant splotch of warmth on my face. It didn’t smell really bad in the tent, just lived in.

      What had Mister Paul meant? Why wasn’t he here? What the fuck was going on?

      A notification flashed in the corner of my vision, and I decided to ignore it so I could figure things out on my own.

      Except that I shouldn’t do that, I had learned. A tiny bit. I opened the notification.
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      Quite literally, Holy Shit! You have convinced enough creatures that you are so amazing and awesome that you are deserving of their unwavering belief in your superiority to such a degree that they think you are, in fact, a god.

      Their belief has manifested and risen you to godhood! At least to the first-degree.

      You have unlocked the deific skill Blessing, whereby you might bless a believer, or nonbeliever, with attributes, skills, or even abilities. First-degree deities are limited to one extra-minor blessing at a time, offering up to one attribute point, one minor ability, or twenty skill points in skills relative to your domain.

      Domain: Goblin.

      Followers gain increased strength, toughness, and healing.

      Get more believers to ascend higher and unlock additional deific abilities.
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      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked, sitting up straight.

      There was a gasp from multiple someones in the tent.

      Looking around, my heart sank. The tent was practically filled with goblins. Lots of goblins. More goblins than had been there before, for sure. It had been, like, maybe, fifteen or sixteen, and now they filled the whole damn place.

      And they were all fucking staring at me with their big red eyes, like I was about to unleash some sort of miracle. And half of the little fuckers had hair poorly glued onto their faces, and wore blue body paint.

      “What the fuck is this?” I bellowed.

      “Uniform,” one blue painted goblin said, pointing to the fake beard.

      I laid back down, staring at the tent ceiling, willing the universe to reverse several hours or days so none of this would have happened.

      Spoiler: there was no reverse.

      But one of the goblins farted. And they all giggled. So I had that going for me.
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      There were plenty of things I would have preferred to spend my time doing instead of what I had to do at that moment. Which was interact with the veritable horde of goblins. But I had no choice.

      I sat up, ignoring the inhalation and gasps, and I looked out over the sea of red eyes staring at me with a mixture of adoration and fear.

      “Where the fuck did you all come from?” I asked, in the halting, gruff goblin tongue.

      Silence for a second, then cacophony as each goblin did their damndest to answer the question as loudly as possible.

      “Shut up!” I bellowed.

      Silence once again.

      “If you want to answer the question, put up a hand and I will call on you.”

      All the hands went up.

      I pointed to a little goblin. The goblin smiled at all his friends as if he’d just won a prize.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked.

      “Dunno,” he replied.

      “Okay, additional rule: you actually need to know the answer to the question. And ‘dunno’ isn’t an answer!”

      I pointed to another goblin.

      “Same question,” I said.

      “There,” the goblin replied, pointing one way, right into his neighbor’s eye. That went over about as well as one would expect, and that spot in the tent devolved very quickly into a wild melee.

      “Hey!” I barked. “Knock it the fuck off!”

      Amazingly, that worked. The goblins stopped moving immediately, some frozen mid-punch, another with a goblin ear fully inserted into its mouth, ready to chomp. The quick end to the chaos was disconcerting, because it seemed to really highlight the power I seemed to have over the little goblins, and I didn’t like that. I wasn’t a fan of power, which, obviously, was easy for me to say because I had a lot of it.

      “You all came from Mahrduhm, right?” I asked.

      There were mostly nods, some shrugs, and more than a few nose pickings. I wasn’t a fan of how much a fan goblins were of picking their noses.

      “How did you get from the other camp to this camp?” I asked.

      Arms went up.

      “Anyone actually know the answer here?”

      Some of the arms slowly dropped.

      I pointed to an especially eager goblin.

      “Paths,” he said.

      “If you’re quite done with your goblin party,” Ragnar said, leaning against one of the central tent poles while still standing head and shoulders above the goblins, “we could go over that briefing you wanted.”

      “When did I want a briefing?”

      “About the horses.”

      “Shit, that’s right,” I said. “Walk and talk.”

      I waded through the goblins, ignoring that they all watched my every move carefully, almost reverently. Which, considering I was, somehow, a living god to them, made a large measure of sense.

      “Walk where?” Ragnar asked.

      “We’re following them to the path they took to get here,” I said, pulling on a plain iron chain hauberk over my thin cotton tunic. I had to switch back to plain iron chain mail, given my mithril suit had turned into glittering rings. And I had no gambeson to wear under the chain, so I was just going to have to accept the irritation of the armor. Joy.

      “You want to go on some random goblin path through the mountains?” Ragnar asked, looking at the gobbos with a raised eyebrow.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Size disparity.”

      “Size disparity? What the fuck does that mean? I can’t walk on the same path as them?”

      “It’s probably caves and shit. Filled with goblin poop.”

      “I doubt they pooed on their pathway.”

      “I’m betting ten gold.”

      “Do you have ten gold?”

      “You do.”

      “That’s my gold.”

      “Our gold.”

      “When did it become ours?”

      “Hirð fun.”

      “That’s not how the hirð works.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who’s the expert on that here?”

      “Certainly not you.”

      “Can you loan me ten gold?”

      “To be against me?”

      “Yes.”

      I sighed. I could say no, but what was the point in that? It’d just mean we’d go around in another circular conversation.

      “Fine,” I said, leaving the tent. “I loan you a theoretical ten gold, now you can make your bet.”

      “You’re taking the bet? What are my odds?”

      “Even.”

      “Boo.”

      “Take it or leave it.”

      “Bah, take it.”

      I was about ten feet from the tent when I realized the entirety of the goblin horde was following me. And that there had been goblins who hadn’t managed to fit inside the tent.

      The Legion soldiers were looking at me somewhere between bemusement and concern. That, perhaps, they should be attacking these goblins. I got it — it was a confusion perspective, to have been fighting these monsters throughout the night battles here, and in a single day, they’re allies. I also had no misgivings that were I to order it, the goblins would attack the Legion. Or anything I asked. It was a weird palpable feeling of control.

      “Goblins,” I called out, “everyone but those leading me on the path, go back into the tent.”

      There was a mad rush to get back into the tent.

      “We’re gonna need a bigger tent,” Ragnar said, as goblins were being shoved out any opening.

      “One problem at a time,” I said. “Other goblins, lead on.”

      My guide goblins trooped on proudly through the camp, leading us away from the battlefield and the established roadway through Rumib Pass.

      “Horses,” I said to Ragnar. “And where is Bear?”

      “Bear and Albrecht are meeting with Rufius and his ladies,” Ragnar replied. “Talking food and stuff.”

      “Food and stuff?”

      “Logistics. Also correcting the map. She gets to eat snacks in the tent and I get to go on a hike and tell you all about my little flight.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      We exited the camp on the southern end, moving along a scrub-filled hillside. I wouldn’t have considered it a path, but the farther we got from the Legion camp, the more trail-like it became.

      “The main camp is in the township,” Ragnar said, walking along beside me instead of riding my shoulder for once. “Let me take that back. The main camp up in the pass, that we know of, is in the township. There’s another much larger camp on the Mahrduhm side, but that’s more like a fort. Or a town at this point. It has real buildings that look like they’ve been purpose-built for defense. And I know I don’t exactly have Lee levels of engineering and industrial knowledge, but looks to me like they’ve got some big works happening.”

      “Big works?”

      “Yeah, some big construction project. They got a ton of stone, big huge piles. Maybe they’re building a castle.”

      “Seems like an odd place to build a castle if they’re trying to take over the pass.”

      “Maybe they’re planning on building the castle where Rumib used to be.”

      “Seems like they’d have started that already.”

      “Maybe they have. We didn’t really do any deep looks at Rumib town. It’s kinda hard to get good looks from Fritz-back. Especially since I didn’t have a telescope or nothing.”

      “Did Bear?”

      “She did this thing with the air, made lenses out of something, so, you know, that’s why she’s talking to Rufius. She saw more. You wanted to know about horses.”

      “Yeah.”

      “They have a lot of horses.”

      “How many?”

      “More than I could count.”

      “How many of them were steel horses?”

      “No idea. I know roughly nothing about horses. I can pick out a horse in a line of four legged hoofed animals, but that’s about the extent of my equine expertise.”

      “But there were a lot of them?”

      “Who? Horses? Yeah. Tons.”

      “I can’t figure out what they’re planning.”

      “The horses? I’d bet they’re confused as you are.”

      “You know who I mean.”

      “I say you let Albrecht worry about that. That’s why Valamir is paying him, right?”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      Our path curved along a steep cliff where we had very limited space. The goblins were fine, since they were small. But my feet alone took up the entire path. A mild slip would be the end. I mean, probably not my end — I could probably survive the fall — but anyone else…

      “It just bugs me,” I said, choosing to ignore Ragnar climbing up to sit on my shoulder. “There’s more here than I understand, and I’m tired of always reacting to things instead of being proactive, you know?”

      “I get it, just,” Ragnar said, holding on to my hauberk while peeking over the edge, “not sure what I can offer. My education in battle has been wholly at your side.”

      “Do you miss you home?”

      “WarWaters? Sometimes, but only in that everything is rosy way. When I stop to think about it, I remember all the stuff that was just as annoying as what I deal with now.”

      “What about family?”

      “What about family?”

      “Don’t you miss them?”

      “Sure, to an extent. We both had whole families, with mothers and fathers and sisters and brothers. It was busy and loud and I always felt a bit like I got lost in the shuffle. So I definitely miss them all, but I made a choice to leave. To find a new family. You’re our family now.”

      “Am I the dad in this situation?”

      “I think it might be best if we didn’t try to push this analogy deeper.”

      “All brothers?”

      “You need a bigger hood so I can take a nap in it like Bear.”

      “Effective means of stopping the conversation.”

      “Bear is a good teacher.”

      “Is that what you talked about while riding Fritz?”

      “You think we talked about you? You fuckin’ narcissist. Not everything is about the great Duke Coggeshall.”

      “So you think I’m great–?”

      “I’m taking a vow of silence.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “Don’t step in that poop,” Ragnar said, grabbing my head to make sure I was looking at the small pile of dried poop on the trail. “And you owe me ten gold.”

      “There’s no sign that’s goblin poop.”

      “What else do you think walks this trail?”

      “Mountain goats.”

      “Do you know what–”

      “I’m not having a long talk about poop with you, and what happened to your vow of silence?”

      “I didn’t say how long it was going to be…”

      “That’s a short vow.”

      “I’m short.”

      “Fuck it, I’m taking a vow of silence.”

      “Good. Me too.”

      I didn’t step in the poop. Though frankly, it looked like mountain goat shit to me. I’d seen plenty of goblin refuse piles before, and they’re… they were gross. Nothing good comes out when you’re willing to eat any and all things organic. And some inorganic shit, too.

      The goblins picked their way along the trail until we got to a craggy area of broken rocks and boulders that was actually pretty flat, you know, if you ignored the crevasses and small rises. Their path wound along at a level plane until we came to a long crevasse that led to a bowl valley. The road was at the bottom of the long crevasse, and I could see the Mahrduhmese troops walking along, talking, doing all the things soldiers do when they’re waiting for battle. There wasn’t a camp there, per se, it was mostly just a group of soldiers moving to the front where, if my guess at the numbers was correct, there was going to be a shift change.

      We walked along the crevasse for about a hundred yards before we got to the first unpleasant crossing. A series of rocks had fallen into the crevasse where they’d become wedged together to create something along the lines of an arch, making a vague bridge across the top. The path led directly to this ‘bridge’ and continued on the other side,

      My guide goblins scampered across the ‘bridge’ without any sort of delay.

      I did not. I definitely took a moment to think about the weight limits of the rocks.

      Ragnar, notably, climbed down and stood next to me.

      He pointed at the bridge, then at me, then mimed the rocks falling down below.

      I just shook my head. Let the record to show that while I could have thrown Ragnar over the twenty foot wide chasm, I did not. I briefly considered setting a Vuldranni long-jump record, but decided I’d risk the rocks.

      Carefully, but quickly, I darted across the ‘bridge’, getting to the other side with nary a pebble falling down below. In fact, the Mahrduhmese soldiers continued on chatting while they frankly moseyed along the road to go stand guard.

      Ragnar sauntered across, giving me an appraising nod, as if I’d surprised him.

      Continuing on, we sort of followed the road, from above, until we got to the heart-shaped area. There was something along the lines of a forward operating base established there, some tents, a cooking fire, and what looked like a quartermaster set-up similar to the Legion. Also, there were numerous hot springs sending steam clouds roiling up.

      “Bath,” one of the goblins whispered, pointing at the hot springs.

      I nodded. The springs looked relaxing, and I felt like I could really go for one.

      There was a fork in the trail.

      I picked it up, curious.

      A goblin snatched it from my hand, as if I’d stolen away a treasure. It jammed the fork back down.

      I frowned, really confused.

      Goblins were weird.

      Ahead, the trail split, with one angle leading down a nearly vertical embankment into the heart-shaped area, the other continuing up the mountain.

      My guide goblins argued for a moment about which way we should be going.

      I pointed to the one going up.

      “That one,” I said. “Where does it go?”

      “Big camp,” the larger of the two guide goblins said.

      “Let’s take that one.”

      The goblins didn’t seem too enthusiastic about my decision, so I just started walking. Part of me thought that, perhaps, they wanted to go take a soak in the springs. But just then, I got a whiff of burning flesh. Something delicious was on the fire.

      Going up, it wasn’t so much a walking trail any longer; it was more like a guided climb. I wouldn’t say it was an overly difficult climb, but there was quite a bit of scrabbling up slopes, a bit of bouldering. That sort of activity became increasingly common. And it took time. As we climbed, the sun set and the air cooled. We got to the snowline, and the goblins paused to pull out coats and put on gloves.

      I reached into my handy bag, and, what do you know, I also had a coat and gloves. I didn’t really need them. I wasn’t feeling cold, but I put them on just to make the goblins feel better.

      “Get mine out,” Ragnar said.

      “Yours? Your coat is in the bag?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Also,” I said, reaching in and getting his cold-weather gear, “you broke your vow.”

      “So did you, jerk.”

      “My vow’s back on.”

      “Same!”

      He somehow managed to make putting on a coat and gloves look angry, but also cute because, you know, innate otter cuteness, and we were back to climbing.

      When the sun was just slipping beneath the horizon, we got to a sharp V between two tall triangular rocks, and stepping through the V, I saw Rumib township below.

      Swarming with the Dark Queen’s army.
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      I wouldn’t say that I had a flawless memory of Rumib. My time there was rather short, though formative. I remembered it being just a few buildings surrounding the road at the top of a pass. There was some open space around the buildings, then mountains soaring off on either side. We were on one of those mountains, specifically, one on the north side of Rumib, looking down on the flat space at the top of the pass.

      The town was nothing like I remembered it. Obviously, the road was still in the same place, but that seemed to be where the similarities ended.

      All the buildings had been destroyed, including their foundations, and new buildings were coming up in their places. Some basic structures, military in design and function, surrounded the road, a large stable with a huge corral filled with hay that obviously had to be brought up the mountain because there was still snow on the ground. There were very rudimentary barracks built damn near everywhere in neat rows. Smoke curled out of a thousand fucking chimneys, being blown out into Mahrduhm by the prevailing winds.

      Men and women moved about everywhere, engaged in a multitude of industries. I could hear the loud clangs of smithies, multiple smithies. Numerous wagons were being unloaded and turned around to head down-mountain. There were at least two major warehouses that rivaled any building or space we had in Coggeshall.

      Frankly, if I had to judge this place against Coggeshall, this place was much further along in becoming a city. And that didn’t even include the other races camping at the edges of the city. What had to be the goblin camp was directly below us, with smaller hide-tents haphazardly spread out from a large central tent covered in crude flags whipping in the bitter westerly wind.

      Another group was perched at the base of the mountain on the other side of Rumib, the southern side, and they had dirt and moss covered yurt-style huts. Lots of them, but I couldn’t make out anyone moving around amongst the yurts.

      I didn’t see stacks of stone blocks, the likes of which Ragnar said had been collecting down at the base of the pass.

      “See all the horses?” Ragnar asked.

      “I do see the horses,” I said.

      “Lots of them.”

      “Yep.”

      “Can you tell how many are steel?”

      “Nope.”

      “I rest my case.”

      “What case? I didn’t–”

      “You didn’t have to say anything. I knew that you were thinking I could have done a better job, and I couldn’t. I did–”

      “You did the best you could with what you had available.”

      “Those are new, though,” he said, squinting and then pointing to one side.

      I peered over there, wishing I had a good pair of binoculars. The Mahrduhmese looked to be working on some sort of contraption, something that looked an awful lot like a ballista, just pointed more skyward.

      “Also there,” Ragnar pointed to another spot where a similar ballista was under construction. “Oh shit, and there!”

      “Keep it quiet,” I shushed him. “It’s not like we’re that far from the soldiers down there.”

      Still, Ragnar was pointing out something important. It looked as if, perhaps, Mahrduhm was installing anti-air defenses.

      “They saw Fritz,” I said.

      “Shit,” Ragnar replied. “I guess he can’t really go in and snag horses, can he?”

      “Not safely. I doubt if we want him to even fly over here.”

      “You think they can hit him with those? Or that those will seriously injure him?”

      “I don’t know. Fritz is huge, but those are big bolts. And what if they poison them? I don’t know. And I’m not sure I want to risk it. Fritz is really useful, and… I mean, we’d be in serious trouble without Air Fritz around.”

      “You mean because it’d take a year to get back home if he’s not here to give you a lift?”

      “Give us a lift.”

      “I don’t know. I’m kind of gunning for an ambassadorial position in Glaton. Live the city life, without the constant monster attacks and worm steaks.”

      “What’s wrong with worm steaks?” I asked, watching a wagon full of heavy seeming crates being unloaded by large humanoids that didn’t seem human.

      “Nothing, as long as you don’t think too long about where they came from.”

      “You have a problem eating worms?”

      “More a problem eating something that’s been raised to appear as something else. Worms should be worms.”

      “Sometime, remind me to tell you about turkey back home.”

      “Is this not a time?”

      “No, I’m busy and we shouldn’t still be talking.”

      I continued to watch the camp for thirty or forty minutes, somewhat waiting to see how the camp transformed after dark.

      The main difference that I could discern between the Legion camp and the Mahrduhmese camp was the way things were placed. In the Legion, the main structure was at the center of the fort, surrounded on three sides by the barracks and then one side held the various ‘other’ buildings, like the smithy or the store wagons. Here, the building that I guessed held the leader of the army was separate from the barracks and the industrial type buildings, and was significantly larger. There were some flags whipping in the wind outside, as well as plenty of guards standing in pretty uniforms.

      Also, there was the major difference in the emphasis placed on horses, where Mahrduhm focused on cavalry, while Glaton preferred a focus on heavy infantry.

      “How much longer are we staying here?” Ragnar hissed at me. “It’s dark as shit out here.”

      “I’m trying to see how they run their guards at night.”

      “You planning a night raid?”

      “I’m considering it. So far, all their guards face Glaton. If I go down there right now, I can take all those horses back through to the Legion encampment, and there’s really nothing to stop me.”

      “Except you suck at riding horses. And have no experience moving horses. Besides, you want to know something a bout the camp, why not speak to your worshippers?”

      He pointed over at the two goblin guides who were leaning on each other behind a small snow-covered rock.

      I nudged one of them.

      The goblin jumped to its feet, shouting.

      I clamped my hand over its mouth, picking it up and holding it under one arm.

      “Quiet,” I hissed.

      The goblin went quiet and still.

      I stared down at the camp.

      Nothing.

      Maybe it wasn’t that unusual to hear goblins screaming, although I hadn’t noticed any such noises during my own observation.

      “What do I need to know about the camp?” I whispered.

      “Is there,” the goblin replied, pointing down at the town. “Is DarkQueenTown.”

      DarkQueenTown, like it was one word.

      “Have you seen the Dark Queen?”

      The goblin shook its head vigorously. “Never. Goblin not allowed in DarkQueenTown.”

      “Ever?”

      “Not sure. How long ever?”

      “Never mind. She doesn’t come here?”

      “No.”

      “Who’s in charge?”

      “Woman general.”

      “Is she–”

      “I hate to interrupt,” Ragnar lied, “but this really seems like a conversation that could be had not in the dark above the enemies who can just stroll up this hill and kill all of us but the newly minted goblin god here.”

      “You’re ornery tonight,” I replied.

      “I tend to get a little irritable when death is on the line, yes.”

      “Goblins,” I said, nudging the other guide awake, “I think we are heading back to our camp. Let’s move out.”

      As the goblins started the hike home, I was very tempted to engage in some form of violence against the Mahrduhmese. There were lots of large stones, boulders, and/or rocks which could easily be convinced to roll down the rather steep hill and cause some serious ruckus within the camp. And yet, the lack of anyone guarding the camp made me think the trail was a secret, even amongst the goblins. If I wanted to use it for future raids, perhaps bringing someone who actually knew how to ride horses into the Mahrduhmese stables to steal horses, then, just maybe, it’d be better to slink away quietly into the night.
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      Ragnar rode on my shoulder as we climbed down, and then also rode on my shoulder as we hiked along the barely visible trail. Even with darkvision, I had trouble keeping my feet on the path.

      And then we got to the bridge, the one made of stones stacked onto each other. I took my time with that one — missing a step there would wind up with me making Ragnar jam, and I didn’t fancy using that on my toast.

      But taking my time there gave me a moment to look down at the chasm, where I saw cages on wagons headed toward the battle lines.

      I knelt down to get a closer look.

      Claws scrabbled at my face as Ragnar slipped off my shoulder.

      I grabbed him before he could fall too far and tossed him over the far side, safely off the bridge.

      I knew he’d have some words for me, so I decided to take a longer look below. At least eight wagons were heading up, and four were coming back without the cages.

      Clearly, something nasty was coming.

      I needed to get back to camp, and fast, before I missed the upcoming battle.
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      Ragnar did, in fact, have some rather impolite words to shout at me. The fact that he managed to not shout them demonstrated impressive restraint on his part. He reminded me that I had, at one point, promised never to throw him again.

      “Did I?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t remember that.”

      “How convenient for you, dammit.”

      “I think we should ask Skeld. He’d remember.”

      “I remember!”

      “Yeah, but you have a vested interest in remembering it the way you want to, regardless of the truth.”

      “Is it that hard to not throw someone?”

      “It was an emergency, Ragnar. Would you prefer I let you fall?”

      “You could have set me down!”

      “You could just walk, you know?”

      “I can’t see in the dark, dingus.”

      “I know you have darkvision. What’s your next excuse, dingus?”

      Ragnar just growled in reply.

      I thought he was going to bite me, so I picked him up and threw him ahead of the goblin guides, into what I took to be a soft bush.

      Judging by his shouts of “the thorns!” I was incorrect.

      Back in camp, I took Ragnar to the medic to remove his thorns, then headed to the main tent to have a chat with the man in charge.

      Rufius was surrounded by his ladies, which at the moment also included Bear. They seemed somewhat surprised to see me there.

      “What are you doing here?” Rufius asked when I entered.

      “Nice to see you too,” I replied. “I just had a little look at our neighbors. And we’ve likely got an attack coming.”

      “An attack coming?”

      “Yeah, they’re pulling some things in cages up here. I’m guessing they’re going to release some nasty things as soon as, well, as soon as they think we’re not ready. So, just a warning. I guess I’m off to fight some more.”

      I gave them a smile and then headed back out of the tent, since it felt like they didn’t want me there. Which may or may not have been the case — I wasn’t sure. What I did know, however, was that I had a job for my goblin buddies.

      My overly enthusiastic fanbase had taken over three tents. They’d also finally stopped fighting amongst themselves about who got to be in which tent. A detente apparently negotiated by Philippe, who had kicked them all out of our shared tent because he didn’t like the way they smelled.

      Truthfully, he didn’t smell much better.

      “Goblins,” I called out, and actually smiled a little when the little green monsters rushed to meet me. “I have a job for you.”

      They listened intently as I gave them their task: going out in the surrounding area to flush out anyone who might be spying on the Legion camp.

      They took off like it was Black Friday and a new TV could possibly have a minuscule discount.

      I grabbed my eater shield and did my best not to be disgusted as it came to life and licked its metallic lips. For good measure, I snatched a warhammer someone had leaning against their tent and marched to the front line.

      The Legion men and women who’d snagged night time fun kickin’ it on the front line were busy being irritated because they’d snagged night time fun of kickin’ it on the front line. As I walked up, though, a tremor of emotion ran through the line.

      Soldiers stood up and got their gear ready.

      It was as if my appearance heralded war.

      On the one hand, they weren’t wrong. I was there because I suspected a fight was coming. Still, I didn’t want to be so closely associated with violence.

      Across the way, the Mahrduhmese were moving around, but the specifics of what they had going on was impossible to discern.

      Until, of course, there was a loud kap-thwing.

      A two-ish yard long bolt flew through the air across the gap between the two armies before burying itself almost entirely in the muddy terrain directly in front of me.

      “You missed!” I shouted out.

      There were a few nervous laughs from the surrounding soldiers. But I also noticed they all moved away, most moving farther out of range.

      Another shot came my way.

      Still wound up short, though by less.

      “You think they can reach here?” I asked.

      There wasn’t an immediate answer because the other soldiers were now well out of speaking range.

      “Missed again!” I called out. “I think you might need to come a little closer, fuckwits.”

      There were some cheers and jeers from the Mahrduhmese, and I wondered how well they could see me.

      Since he’d been on day duty, I hadn’t expected to see Alcibiades walking toward me on the line.

      “Would you mind not riling them up?” Alcibiades said. “Rather prefer getting a night off combat.”

      “We got combat coming whether I rile them up or not,” I said, then explained what I’d seen vis-à-vis the cages. “Any idea what that might be?”

      “It explains why I’m here, for one,” he replied. “Rufius ordered my reserve line up, said we might face something tonight. They’ve tried things like that a time or two so far — unleash captured monsters in our direction, use that to cause chaos in our lines, and then attack.”

      “Did it work?”

      “It did, yes. Some of our worst defeats came in that manner.”

      “Lovely,” I said.

      Another ballista bolt hit the mud, still a few feet short.

      “Your grace, if you would mind–”

      “Yeah, I get it,” I said, walking back toward the rest of the Legion soldiers.

      “I wonder why they are forcing us back,” Alcibiades mused, staring at the enemies through a spyglass.

      “Can you see in the dark through that?” I asked.

      “Ah, yes, a starlight telescope,” he said, looking at the device. “Minor enchantment, from what I understand. Would you like to use it?”

      “I don’t need it,” I said.

      “Oh.”

      He left the question of my humanity unspoken.

      That’s when the howling began.

      “Mancers,” Alcibiades hollered, striding away toward the small rise where the spell-slingers stood, “prepare to light the field of battle!”
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      As large dark forms wove across the battlefield, balls of light shot up into the sky, where they seemed to get stuck at various heights until there were enough yellow-white orbs to illuminate a mass of large wolflike creatures with wide, slavering jaws. They were heading right for us.

      “Werewolves,”Centurion Cranmer Erpingham grumbled, staring out at the oncoming enemies.

      “There wolves,” I said, smiling and pointing.

      The centurion ignored me and instead blew out a series of shrill pips on his whistle. The Legion responded quickly, switching out the spike on their warhammers and war picks with one from their belts.

      Another series of whistles, and the shield wall started to form up, the soldiers readying themselves to receive the charge. I noticed, however, that the usual second line wasn’t right behind the first. It was back about twenty paces, and they were forming up a shield wall as well.

      The question was on my lips when I saw the reasoning. The first werewolf reached the first shield wall and just leapt right the fuck on over.

      The second line moved forward to engage the werewolves.

      Some werewolves engaged the first shield wall, grabbing onto the shields and trying to rip the shields from the Legion.

      But there weren’t that many werewolves, and they seemed like creatures the Legion had enough experience dealing with that they had prescribed tactics to deal with them.

      Naturally, when the Legion was feeling good about things, feeling that they had managed to fight off the attack, that’s when the true attack came.
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      I had to give it to the Mahrduhmese; they were good at this whole war thing.

      While the werewolves were still in the midst of being killed, the next threat landed right amid the lines. Quite literally. Massive slimes smashed down from above, as if they’d been dropped from airplanes. More likely, they’d been launched from some serious siege engines. Engines that had probably been built specifically to hit a certain spot and throw slimes. Which explained why they’d been shooting short with their ballista.

      Screams echoed off the mountainside as the slimes ate their way through the Legion.

      The shield walls began to fall apart, which gave the remaining werewolves the in they needed to rip into the Legion as well.

      I gave my axe a twirl, and then I threw it as hard as I could at the large werewolf getting ready to bite down on a Legionnaire looking the wrong way.

      The axe spun through the air and then spun through the werewolf, cutting the upper half of its torso in two.

      Then I grabbed the nearest standing torch and gave it a test swing. Whatever they were burning in it stayed lit.

      “It’s slime time,” I said to no one in particular, and immediately regretted it.

      I ran at the nearest slime, which was as big as a Volkswagen Beetle, the originals, and I jabbed the torch into the thing.

      It immediately pulled back, trying to get away from the fire.

      My shield was trying to rip itself from my arm in its desperation to get to the slime. Who was I to stand in the way? I let the shield go.

      And it went.

      The shield chomped away at the slime with wild abandon. Which was really weird, because I don’t think the slime thought anything would it eat it. I mean, I had my doubts the slime thought much at all, but in this case, it clearly wasn’t sure how to react to something munching down on it. Especially not a shield.

      But the shield was having a ball, straight up chowing down.

      I used my torch to shepherd the slime away from the Legionnaires, back toward the battlefield.

      The Mahrduhmese troops were already making their way across in neat orderly rows, their spears looking all pretty, shining in the magical light orbs hanging in the sky.

      After I got the first slime into the battlefield, and thereby into the way of the oncoming soldiers, I ran to the next and got that one moving toward the Mahrduhm lines as well.

      The Legionnaires had been watching, and nearly everyone not immediately involved with fighting the few remaining werewolves and not being eaten by the slimes had lit torches of their own, and were herding the slimes away.

      “Form up,” I heard a sergeant bellowing. “Clean your damn lines up, shields together, prepare to receive the charge!”

      The Legion line was a shitshow. Soldiers were trying to find shields that weren’t pitted by the acidic slimes, while others were pulling the wounded back to the medic station. And there were a ton of wounded. The slime launch had been devious and amazingly effective. I figured nearly half the Legion suffered serious enough wounds to be rendered out of this engagement.

      Alcibiades was with the mancers, yelling. The mancers didn’t look like they had the energy to yell back. Frankly, they looked like shit. Having hung around Tarryn enough, I knew I was seeing the aftereffects of mana over-use, likely also seeing what happens when you subsist on mana potions without letting your mana reserves refill naturally.

      I retrieved the eater shield, despite it still swim-eating through a slime, and strapped it back onto my arm. It felt heavier, and I had to wonder where the mass it ate went, because it didn’t seem thicker, just heavier.

      I tromped over to pull my axe out of the werewolf, but the monster was still alive and trying to heal.

      I picked up a dropped warhammer and inspected the back spike, and saw it was silver. I slammed the silver spike into the werewolf’s head, both the left side and the right side, which seemed to finally do the trick in killing it.

      Just to be sure, I checked for the death notification.
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        * * *

      

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

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

      

      Yup.

      I left the silver-spiked warhammer in the remains, pulled my axe free, and started toward the Mahrduhmese line.
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      The Mahrduhmese hit the slimes and their charge went a bit cattywumpus. Their line got all messed up, and none of their commanders could get anyone to stop moving long enough for the slimes to be dealt with and get shit straight again.

      “Charge!” I screamed. And then I did, in fact, charge, going diagonally so I could hit the spearmen in their flank.

      And then we started a bit of a bloodbath.
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      It was both an easier and more awkward battlefield cleanup following the rout of the spear detachment. There had been quite a few bodies. The charge into the flank had been nasty, but the bits of slime who were still alive, the bits that had been chopped off bigger ones, were actually doing a decent job devouring corpses.

      As was my disgusting shield.

      It felt super weird to just lay a shield down on someone and then watch as a shield ate. I didn’t watch after the first one. The thing was, it was very clear that it wanted to eat more, so… I kinda just moved it from corpse to corpse when I saw it had finished.

      Naturally, Fiona the creepy girl showed up again, strolling through the battlefield completely unbothered by the death scattered around. She stopped and searched corpses here and there. Or she’d take out a little trowel and dig things out of the mud. I watched as she got close to a small green slime, about the size of a loaf of bread, that was busy dissolving leather armor.

      Fiona pulled out a pair of gloves, put them on, picked up the slime and gave it a good looking over.

      It didn’t seem to meet her requirements, because she set it back down where she’d picked it up, giving it a little pat before moving along.

      Curiouser and curiouser.

      “Good fight?” Ragnar asked.

      “Part of me wants to just say yes, that we kicked ass. But then I remember that these were all people with families.”

      “Families who wanted you dead.”

      “True, but still kind of sad.”

      Ragnar stared out at the battlefield, still lit by the magical orbs above.

      “I don’t know,” he said, looking over at the Mahrduhmese soldiers standing guard at the road. “They’re not out gathering their dead, or doing a thing to stop the undead. I don’t think they care.”

      “Maybe. I really don’t know a damn thing about Mahrduhm.”

      “Seems like it’d be better to keep it that way.”

      I sighed.

      “Probably,” I finally said. “I was thinking about that path, how much of it goes directly above that chasm there.”

      “You want to take a team of raiders to jump down from on high? Or maybe just throw some lutra down in there…”

      “I’m sorry about that, okay? I didn’t know the bush had thorns.”

      He crossed his arms and looked away from me.

      “But that wasn’t what I was thinking regarding the path. What I was thinking involves you, this bag here, and the goblins.”

      He turned his head around to look at me over his shoulder.

      “Go on,” he intoned.

      “If we get a whole mess of oil,” I started, “preferably in clay pots that aren’t too big and easily breakable, we can line the goblins up top and have them throw down the oil at the same time.”

      “To make it really slippery?”

      “No, then you drop a lit torch in there.”

      “Oh. Oooh. That’s mean.”

      “Me and some other soldiers get a little fireproofing on, and we can push through before Mahrduhm can react. They’ve got little in the way of other defensive structures intact until Rumib township. If we start the fire in the middle, there’s no chance for the assholes over there. Either they die in the fire, or come out and we take them apart in the field.”

      “That’s dastardly in so many ways.”

      “You’ll do it then?”

      “You had me at oil.”

      I untied the unfillable knapsack from my belt and passed it over to Ragnar, who gleefully took it.

      “You’re making a logistics run, right?” I asked.

      “With Bear,” he said, nodding while slipping the knapsack on his back.

      “You think you can find the oil?”

      “Sure. Might have to visit an extra town or two, but I bet we can get it done. How much oil do you want?”

      “Enough to soak that whole chasm.”

      “Okay, that’s a lot. What do you mean by soak?”

      “I want it an inferno. Let’s make the rock glow red.”

      Ragnar scratched his nose, then behind his ear.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” he said.

      I gave him what I thought was a friendly pat on the back. He fell over into the mud.

      “Sorry,” I said, hurrying away before Ragnar could free himself.
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      “Looking for anything in particular?” I called out.

      Fiona the scavenger looked up and stared at me for a long moment.

      “Yes,” she said, then returned searching a corpse.

      “You need help?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want help?”

      “No.”

      “Ah. Nice talking to you, then.”

      “Nan wants to meet you.”

      “Nan?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is Nan?”

      “Home.”

      “Who is Nan?”

      “My nan.”

      “Is that all?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does she have a name?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Do you know her name?”

      “Nan.”

      “Got it. When would Nan like this meeting to happen?”

      “Now.”

      “Right now?”

      “Maybe. Soon.”

      “Like when? I’ve got a packed schedule of death, destruction, and occasional cribbage on the books.”

      “When I finish,” Fiona said, “we can go.”

      “Any chance I can help you finish?”

      “No.”

      “So I should just wait here?”

      She looked at me again. Staring at me.

      “No,” she said, then pointed about ten feet to my right. “Wait there.”

      I sighed, but figured I was already in this mess, so I walked over and stood where she’d indicated.

      The girl moved on to the next corpse, checking it over. She made a wound larger, and then removed the man’s organs, sorting through them until she found what she was looking for, a kidney and a gall bladder, I think, and then she slipped those into a pouch that definitely couldn’t hold even an appendix.

      She went over to a dark purple slime, roughly the size of a turkey, and she picked it up. I thought I could see a hint of a smile on Fiona’s face, and she put that purple slime in a large sack she’d had twisted up and tied up around her waist. Now the large sack was hanging down, the slime a bulge in the bottom. Fiona sprinkled some white powder into the sack, a powder that looked an awful lot like powdered sugar, and then she pulled the drawstring tight.

      For nearly half an hour, Fiona went through the battlefield, picking over Mahrduhmese corpses and picking up slimes. Eight of the slimes wound up in the sack, each one of which was doused with the powder after it went in, until the sack bulged like a garbage bag after an all night rager.

      She smiled at the slimes and gave them pats if she didn’t choose them. But then she’d look at me, and stare blank faced, disappointed to remember I was still there.

      I’d give her a wave when she looked my way.

      She didn’t reciprocate in any way whatsoever.

      I pulled out a dagger and cleaned my nails. It gave me a chance to think. Why was this girl here? What was she doing with the things she collected? Or, rather, what was her nan doing with the things Fiona collected? The various body parts didn’t seem to bode well for anyone, because on the one hand, it could just be purely cannibalistic. Provided, of course, Fiona and her nan were even human. If they weren’t, it wouldn’t even be cannibalism — it would just be eating. And it’d just be eating stuff that was otherwise burned up. But the body parts were only one category of collected materials. I’d also seen Fiona take coins of various denominations — never all the coins though, so it wasn’t a purely fiduciary thing. So maybe it was more of a search for metals than money. Although, at the same time, jewelry seemed to be of particular interest. Maybe–

      “Are you ready?” she asked, seeming to just appear before me without warning.

      “Fuck,” I said, startled.

      “Are you ready?” she repeated.

      “Sure,” I said, “let’s go meet your nan.”

      She looked up at me, sighed, and then walked off, heading north.
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      We climbed up the mountain for less than five minutes, and reached into a boulder field. She took a sharp left, behind a large rock, but when I got to the rock, she’d disappeared.

      “Down here,” she said.

      She was climbing down a ladder into a hole neatly covered by a bush and blocked from view by several large rocks.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “A tunnel,” she replied, deadpan. “It’s like a hallway, but underground.”

      She disappeared into the darkness below.

      I sighed, wondering what the fuck I was doing. Part of me wanted to just drop a rock down the hole, see how well she dealt with that. Another part of me wanted to just fuck off back to camp and let Fiona be the weird girl who picked over the battlefield. And yet, there was this irresistible curiosity about who her nan might be, who might have this young girl going to a battlefield to pick over the corpses. That was a mystery that my curiosity wasn’t going to let go, and so I squeezed through the hole, clearly made by creatures who were significantly smaller than myself, and I climbed down into the tunnels below.

      It was hard to judge how long we climbed straight down. Handholds had been carved into the rock a long time in past, and some had been worn smooth over time. At some point, though, we got to a flat spot.

      Fiona, ever the thoughtful guide, had hurried off down the tunnel, and was a good twenty yards ahead, scurrying fast.

      I followed behind, having to crouch walk along. It wasn’t exactly what I would ever call pleasant. But my labyrinthine recall started to kick in, and I realized where I was: about a hundred feet underground and headed north.

      We came to an intersection, and Fiona didn’t hesitate in the slightest, taking a leftward tunnel that went at a downward angle. Then a t intersection where we went right. A tunnel that went up, and a tunnel that went down. Then a tunnel that went up in a spiral, and finally, most amazing, another tunnel. Lots of tunnels and lots of twists and turns. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to confuse me, or if this was the route she had to take every time she made a visit to the battlefield. I would have asked her, but she was still motoring along, slowly gaining more and more room from me.

      We went through another intersection, then a short upward-sloped tunnel, and we came outside.

      The starlit sky glowed far above, glorious and beautiful. I stood upright, letting my back and knees take a break for a moment, just enjoying things. I kept an eye on Fiona, but it wasn’t hard to see her destination: a creepy shack built on the edge of the cliff. It was mostly all edge of cliff. There was a long waterfall dropping oddly quietly into a small pool of water, out of which came a small babbling brook that vanished over the cliff side. A cute arched bridge, about eight feet in span, went up and over the little brook. A surprising amount of green vegetation surrounded the area, bushes with berries and trees laden with fruit. Mushrooms were everywhere under the bushes and the trees, any spot the sun might have trouble touching.

      The shack in question was a smaller thing, about the same size as two ice fishing shacks combined, except with a very pointed roof that curved over toward the cliff so much it was like half a crescent. It had small white walls framed in dark timber.

      When Fiona got to the front door and pulled it open, friendly yellow light spilled out across the shelf.

      I sighed.

      I was an idiot. Why was I even here? And yet, here I was — it’d be silly to go all the way back without finding out a little more about this nan.

      I walked over, peered in the door, and knew I’d made a huge mistake.
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      The inside was easily twice or even thrice the size of the outside, and most of it was taken up by a horrible-looking creature. And a truly stunning amount of furniture and trinkets.

      It wasn’t like being in a hoarder’s house, partially because of the monstrosity lurking above, but also because everything was perfectly neat. It was more like the ultimate evolution of the grandmother’s house who collected Hummel figurines. Everything had its place, and was placed there perfectly, with nary a speck of dust present. Except, of course, in the large glass jar labeled ‘dust.’

      Fiona emptied her various pouches and set things up for display on a long counter. It was something that would have been more appropriate for a store and seemed a bit out of place in what was supposed to be a home. Even the slimes came out of the slime bag, covered in white powder and not moving.

      I looked up at the creature and saw it looking back at me. It was a bit like a human woman, just exaggerated to a horrific extent, and filling out most of the space, looming above the main area of the home. She had very pointy features, a chin that had a convex curve so it nearly pointed back up at her hooked nose. Heavy skin bunched up at her joints in thick wrinkles, but seemed almost parchment thin along her bones. Her fingers were nearly six feet long and tipped with black, like they’d been stained in ink. She had thin teeth in her mouth, crammed together and looking as if there’d never been the slightest attempt at dental hygiene. At least, were I to judge by the furry green stuff growing around her gums. Her eyes were glossy black, all the way through. Black iris, black pupils, no white whatsoever. It was impossible to tell where the woman was looking, except in the most general of terms. She could have been looking at Fiona, or me, or both.

      “Is this him?” the woman-thing-monster asked, her voice low and gross, sounding like it gargled bog water for the past few centuries, a low, resonant voice that managed to fill up the entirety of the space to an incredible degree.

      “This is the one you wished to see,” Fiona said.

      “Nan?” I asked.

      Fiona looked over her shoulder at me and gave a singular, curt nod.

      “Nan, it is a pleasure to meet you,” I said, and gave a bow to the horror.

      The thing twisted its thin lips into something of a smile.

      “Is it now?” Nan asked.

      “So far, at least. Did you want to see me about something?”

      “I suppose I did.”

      “Anything in particular?”

      “I suppose there is.”

      “Okay then.”

      I stood there for a moment, waiting for Nan to continue, to talk to me about what she wanted, but she seemed to turn her attention to back to Fiona.

      “These are interesting finds, Fiona,” Nan said. “We are short hearts.”

      “I can look for those.”

      “Please do. A dozen at the very least.”

      “Might I ask a question?” I asked.

      “No,” Nan replied.

      “Noted,” I said.

      Nan used her huge fingers with impressive dexterity to push Fiona’s things around. Every once in a while, Nan would pick an item up and bring it up to one of her giant black eyes. She inspected the items, which were different every time, and most often she’d put them back down on the counter. Every once in a while, she’d put one of the items somewhere in the house, nestling it amongst all the other tchotchkes.

      There have certainly been times in my life where I’ve felt more useless, but not many. I lost track of what was going on, just idly gazing around at all the different crap contained within the walls of the place.

      Finally, though, I realized that the creature-woman-thing and Fiona were both staring at me in silence.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “Fiona, dear,” Nan said sweetly, or at least I assumed she meant it to be sweet, but given her nightmare appearance and her low weird basso profundo voice, it just came out extra creepy, “go and fetch a dinner.”

      Fiona frowned, looking from me to her nan and back to me. Clearly, she wanted to stay and find out why she’d been forced to bring me home to Nan. And yet, Nan had given her a directive, and Fiona seemed to know she had to obey Nan, or else.

      “Yes, Nan,” Fiona finally said, and then scuttled around me to leave the home.

      Nan waited until the door clicked shut before she devoted her full attention to me, and it was a palpable thing. I could feel her eyes on me, her gaze on me like a weight.

      “Nice girl, Fiona,” I said.

      “Hrm?” she asked, recoiling a little in surprise. “Yes. She is. What do you want, Montana of Coggeshall?”

      “Um, me? Nothing. You asked me here, remember?”

      “It is rare I find one who wants for nothing. Especially a man.”

      “There’s plenty of shit I want, Nan. And I mean no offense, but I doubt you could give me any of those things.”

      “You underestimate my abilities, Fallen.”

      “Probably. Still–”

      “Perhaps you wish to know of your kind?”

      “Which kind would that be?”

      “There are more than just yourself.”

      “I mean, great?”

      “Once, your kind were like a disease, a plague which swept the world until drastic measures were forced upon us to rectify the world.”

      “You were around for that?”

      She gave a slight nod of her enormous head.

      “I have seen much.”

      “I’m sure that’s useful information. I would like to know more about the world, but that’s, I mean, beyond me. Or, rather, I just don’t need that information right now.”

      “A weapon, perhaps?”

      “Nope, my mentor told me to never be beholden to a magic weapon, lest it become a crutch. For now, I’m just, you know, using what I find.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Is Fiona your daughter? Or related to you in some manner?”

      “In many ways. Her mother was a foolish woman who sold her for personal gain. I saw potential, so I took the daughter in, and she has become mine over time. As I have become hers.”

      “I always thought that the family you choose is more powerful and important than that you’re just born to.”

      “Another surprise, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “I was adopted. Chosen, I guess.”

      “Yes, I am aware of your father.”

      “Benedict?”

      “Yes. You would know more of him, yes?”

      I grit my teeth and clenched my fists. Of course I wanted to know more about the man, but not this way. Not from some weirdo lurking in the mountains who had no way of actually knowing Benedict.

      “Nah, I’m good,” I said.

      “There is always a want, and I would make a deal with you.”

      “A deal.”

      “Yes.”

      “For anything I want?”

      She smiled, spreading her hands out.

      “I am sure I have something.”

      I took a moment to make a show about looking around the room, peering at the various knickknacks and ‘collectibles’.

      “And what if I wanted Fiona?” I asked suddenly.

      The air got cold.

      “You would dare ask for a person?”

      “No,” I replied with a bit of a smile, “just wanted to tweak your nose a little.”

      “You are a brave or stupid man.”

      “A bit of both, I suppose. Most people consider it the latter.”

      The temperature in the place slowly returned to normal.

      “Do you mind if I ask a question now? Not like a big question, just a random curiosity?”

      She gestured for me to continue.

      “What are you doing here? Seems like, if you wanted to make deals for things, you’d be somewhere there’d be more people?”

      “Those who want a deal I would make are most willing to seek me out.”

      “Ah, you’re famous in the deal making land?”

      I think she smiled at me, and maybe laughed. It was a terrible sight and sound either way.

      “Yes, fallen one. There are those who make it their life’s quest to visit me.”

      “I guess I’m, um, honored to have been summoned to meet you.”

      “You have much to offer, if you would merely tell me what it is you desire.”

      “I’m telling you — you have nothing I want. You can’t.”

      “I sense the desire within you. I know it is there. It calls to me, burning hot within you. You must merely say it out loud. Admit what it is–”

      “I think you have to be wrong here,” I said. “I know what I got, I know what I want, and I know what I need. You don’t have these things. I’m sorry.”

      The room seemed to darken, the temperature lowered, the woman seemed to grow.

      “Then we are done,” she said.

      The door behind me opened with a slam, and I felt myself being shoved out by a great force.

      “What are you doing?” I shouted, grabbing either side of the doorjamb to keep from being blown out of the house.

      “Fulfilling a deal,” she said.

      She waved her hand at me, as if shooing a bug. The doorjamb broke and I went flying out.
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      For a moment, I thought I’d just fly out of the house and smash into the bushes and mushrooms. Maybe even hit Fiona.

      Instead, I just continued flying through the air. I didn’t see any greenery, or anything that should’ve been outside nan’s house. I saw rock and ice and snow. And I went quickly from flying to falling. Down and down and down.

      And down.

      And in those moments, the wind running through the bit of hair I currently had, I felt a sense of déjà vu.

      I had no misgivings that this was the same crevasse I’d dropped into on my first foray into the world, but it was oh-so similar. The steep sides a mix of rock and ice that looked so full of easy handholds if I could just get closer, but swimming in the air was a pointless endeavor.

      I just flailed like an idiot.

      And as suddenly as it started, it finished. I dropped into darkness and smashing against the ground.
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      I woke in darkness, my bones knitting back together in a gorgeous symphony of exquisite pain. I groaned and moaned, squirming as I gained control over my body once again.

      Then immediately regretting the movements I made.

      Much like my first time, I heard things moving in the darkness around me. Feet skittering, claws catching on stones and rocks as they hurried toward me.

      I laid still, waiting, letting the creatures close in.

      Then, as the teeth came crunch down on my thigh, I exploded into motion, grabbing the nearest creature by the head and wrenching it around until its neck snapped.

      I jumped to my feet and used the corpse of the creature as a weapon, smashing into his friends with wild abandon until I held its bloody remains.

      I tossed the thing over my shoulder and glanced around the chasm bottom. Nothing remained alive. The other critters had raced away as soon as the blood flew, likely hiding in whatever small spots they could find.

      My darkvision let me see the sides of the chasm, at least to a certain degree. I could make out the stars above, way above and only through a tiny crack. I’d fallen way the fuck down, and climbing up would not be an option, because this part of the chasm was nearly perfectly smooth.

      I walked over to the wall and slid my hand over the surface of the rock. It felt like glass. Maybe obsidian. I had no idea how this had formed this way — it didn’t seem like there was any volcanic activity in the area.

      I stepped back, frowning. Why did I know that?

      Still, hardly important why it was there, or how I knew it. I wasn’t about to climb up glass.

      Unless…

      I punched the wall as hard as I could.

      My knuckles split through my skin, splattering my face with my own blood. A chunk of obsidian fell off, clinking as it shattered against the floor.

      There was a vague dent, still smooth as fuck, but with the teensiest variation. Given enough time, and the willingness to hurt myself over and over and over again, I could make handholds to climb up to where the ice and granite started. But by the time I’d get out, the war would likely be over, not to mention the battle for Rumib Pass.

      Still, that could be option, um, B. Option A, naturally, would be to unleash my one spell and end my life so I could respawn back where I’d started, on top of the mountain.

      Not the best option — it would also be painful, but it would at least get me out of the hole.

      Option C was exploring the cave and finding another way out. Because there had to be another way. These lizard things weren’t living off of random people Nan tossed out of her shack, which meant they had to have a way out of the cave to find more food.

      So I started exploring.

      I started, naturally, by carefully searching the floor of the crevasse for the weapons I had originally lost when I’d foolishly followed Mister Paul’s advice to shield-sled down the mountain.

      I did not find them.

      It was a really long shot, given that I was probably on a different mountain. I wasn’t really sure where I was, given how things had worked with Nan’s house, so even though I was pretty sure I was in the same mountain range, I had no idea which mountain I was on. Still worth a look, right?

      After giving up on that unfun diversion, I proceeded to the getting the fuck out, which entailed caving.

      I don’t recommend caving as a fun activity. And that’s coming from someone with natural darkvision. It’s still an unpalatable experience. Walking around in the dark, hoping you’ll find a way out of the dark, is no way to make an afternoon fun. It is, however, a recipe for madness.

      I’m not sure how long it took, but I found a narrow passage I could squeeze myself through that led to a cavern. Feeling around that cavern, I found a bunch of gross slimy algae stuff that was growing out of another passage, and though it was disgusting and much like coating myself in snot, the algae slime snot stuff helped me grease my body up to the point I could fit through the next bit.

      Which, you know, was a bit nightmarish when I got stuck about a hundred yards in. But, well, but what’s the problem in dislocating all sorts of bones to force your way through?

      On the other side, in another chamber about the size of bus, I let my body heal. I thought about the stupidity of this process. I could get stuck down here, and then what? Then option A.

      But then I paused and stopped playing with how sticky my hands had become, and I remembered my conversations with Mister Paul. He’d been saying, for some time now, that he didn’t have the juice to resurrect me. I wracked my brain, trying to remember our last conversation. Had he warned me? Was I currently in a no-respawn situation?

      I was reasonably sure I was. It was probably the safe way to reason things, because… well, because otherwise I’d just be dead.

      So option A was out.

      If I could get stuck, I could just die, but there’d be no coming back from that.

      “Probably best not to die,” I said.

      “That’s usually a good idea,” came a very small voice.

      I looked around, scanning the chamber. I didn’t see anything.

      “Did you say something?” I asked, because I couldn’t think of any other response.

      “I did,” came the tiny high-pitched voice, echoing through the space. “I said it’s usually a good idea not to die.”

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “Here,” the voice replied.

      “Any chance you’d be a bit more specific?”

      “A small chance.”

      “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “A bloke your size could hurt me by accident, and I’d still end up squished.”

      “I’ll be very careful.”

      “I bet. You all say that, and you still squish us.”

      “What if I don’t move?”

      “Got to move eventually, eh? Otherwise, you know, you’ll die.”

      “Right, well, can you tell me the way to go so I don’t squish you?”

      “You’re leaving so soon?”

      “I mean, it seems like my choice is to stay and die or leave and not die, and considering the start of this conversation…”

      “Right. Makes sense. Just, it’s been a while since I had anyone to talk with.”

      “I suppose I can stay awhile, and listen.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “Any chance you want to come out and show yourself, then? So we could talk?”

      “Can you see?”

      “Well enough.”

      “No need for light?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “Light hurts you?”

      “Not so far. But I can see a bit in the dark.”

      “Useful trait, that is.”

      “So far. Who are you?”

      “Nimble.”

      “Your name is Nimble?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Montana.”

      “A pleasure, I am sure. I will come out if you promise not to hurt me.”

      “Do you promise not to hurt me?” I asked.

      “Do you think I might be able to harm once such as yourself?”

      “Better safe than sorry. But I’ll promise if you promise.”

      A moment passed, as if the creature was seriously considering things.

      “I promise,” it finally said.

      “Then I also promise.”

      A small furry worm inched out a crack. Only about two or three inches long, it was probably just as wide around. He had a small face with outsized eyes looking right at me, and, as it came into the chamber, I noticed a slight glow. It didn’t come from the worm, but rather from slime mold growing up the walls. The worm moved along, keeping the front inch of its body held upright, eyes focused on me.

      “Hello again,” it said, tiny mouth opening up to speak in a way that seemed almost performatively cute.

      “Nimble,” I said, being careful not to move, “it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      The little worm gave a little bow.

      I gave a little bow in return.

      “Think you might put me on your shoulder?” Nimble asked. “That way I needn’t shout.”

      “Oh, sure,” I said, carefully putting my hand out next to the little worm. Who, now that I could see him in the vague glow of the mold, was a brilliant mix of bright blue and orange.

      Slowly, the little guy crawled into my hand, its fur tickling my palm with his little feet.

      I set Nimble on my shoulder.

      “Ha!” it shouted, and raced across my trapezius, up my neck and toward my ear.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Nimble didn’t answer. Instead, the worm launched itself at my ear.

      Then Nimble bit me.

      At least, I think it tried to bite me. I could feel its mouth moving as he tried to get into my ear.

      Gently, I grabbed Nimble and pulled him off my ear and held him up to my face.

      Nimble squirmed in my grip for a moment before settling down.

      “What were you doing?” I asked.

      Nimble went still.

      “Nothing,” it said.

      “I don’t know,” I replied, “seemed like you were doing something with my ear.”

      “I would never.”

      “Were you trying to bite me?”

      “No.”

      “I could squeeze a little tighter.”

      “You promised not to hurt me.”

      “Yeah, but you promised not to hurt me, too.”

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “I think you were trying to hurt me.”

      “Ah, but did I hurt you?”

      “Were you trying to hurt me?”

      Nimble stared at me for a moment, and then its big furry eyes blinked.

      “I was going to eat you,” Nimble said.

      “Eat me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Through my ear.”

      “I am an earworm.”

      “An earworm?”

      “Did I puncture you ear drum? You keep repeating things.”

      “No, I’m fine. Just, um, you’re the first earworm I’ve ever met.”

      “Lucky you. Want to change places?”

      “Not especially, no.”

      “Most earworms are horrible to be around. Gossips like you would never believe. And they never shut up.”

      “I can see how that’d get annoying.”

      “Can you put me back on your shoulder?”

      “So you can try to eat me again?”

      “I would never do that, not after I have been caught and reprimanded. It is difficult to speak so loud, though.”

      I sighed and set him back on my shoulder.

      “FOOL!” Nimble shouted, and shot along my trapezius, going right for my ear.

      I let the worm get a few inches before I grabbed him again and brought him up to my face.

      “Now, what was that you were doing?”

      “I am an earworm.”

      “Yeah, I got that. But you can’t control yourself?”

      “Of course I can.”

      “You just don’t want to.”

      Nimble turned his head away from me, looking elsewhere.

      “Being an earworm and all, who are you normally eating down here?”

      “Plenty of errant kobolds to snack on. Goblins and humans lately, too. Where do you think I learned how to speak?”

      “Do you absorb knowledge when you eat someone?”

      “Why else would you eat a brain?”

      “Taste?”

      “Ew. Just ew. It’s awful. And the texture? Forget about it. I hate it.”

      “Bit of self-loathing there. Might want to work on that.”

      “What would you know of my plight?”

      “I mean, I could listen, if you want.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Any chance you know a way out of here?”

      “For you?”

      “I mean, I suppose for you as well, but a way out for you isn’t as useful to me.”

      “I would imagine not. A man your size would hardly fit in any of my tunnels. Where are you trying to go?”

      “Back to the surface.”

      “I do not go to the surface.”

      “You seem quite at home in here.”

      “These are my hunting grounds. My home is much nicer.”

      “Oh?”

      “You want to see it?”

      “Are you about to ask me to put you on my shoulder so you might guide me there?”

      “It would be the easiest way.”

      “You’d just try to eat my brain, wouldn’t you?”

      “Never.”

      “You know, I have limits to my patience.”

      “Ah, but you made a promise not to hurt me.”

      “So did you!”

      “But I am unreliable. And a worm. You are a human with silly things like honor!”

      “Yeah, I’m not big on the whole honor thing.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I’m arguing with a worm.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “And now I’ve reached an all new low.”

      “Nonsense, there are plenty of depths to plumb.”

      “Can you please tell me how to get out of here?”

      “Take me with you.”

      “I’m not putting you on my shoulder again.”

      “I promise not to eat your brain.”

      “You just said you don’t keep your promises!”

      “Drat, you remember that?”

      “It was like twelve seconds ago.”

      “One up from a goldfish, you are.”

      “How do you know about goldfish?”

      “Jermo Gaansevort kept them.”

      “Who’s that? Someone you ate?”

      “I only ate part of him.”

      “His brain?”

      “Yep, that’s the part.”

      “I don’t see how I can take you with me, considering that you—”

      “You put me on your shoulder.”

      “And then you try to eat my brain.”

      “I would never.”

      “This again?”

      “There was a chance you might have forgotten.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “What if I promise—”

      “You don’t keep promises.”

      “I promise I will keep this promise.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes.”

      I put Nimble on my shoulder.

      He made a break for it.

      And by it, I mean my ear.

      At least, this time, the worm didn’t call me a fool or make some grand pronouncement.

      I snatched Nimble once again, holding its face up to mine.

      Nimble was breathing heavily.

      “Sorry,” he said. “It might be that I cannot help myself. I am just a worm.”

      “Do that again,” I said, “and I might need to see how far I can send worm guts flying with just a single squeeze.”

      “I would appreciate not discovering that bit of trivia.”

      “Then stop trying to eat my brain.”

      “I will.”

      “Any chance you can just tell me which way to go so I can get out of here?”

      “No, I want to see the surface world.”

      I massaged my temple with my other hand, keeping one eye on Nimble the whole time, just in case the earworm somehow made an escape and tried to get to my ear.

      It did not.

      Nimble just stayed in my hand, all furry like.

      “I would bet you have a tasty brain,” Nimble suddenly said, sounding almost wistful, “insofar as a brain could ever be tasty.”

      “Thank you?”

      “You are welcome.”

      “Maybe you have a tasty brain. Want me to check?”

      “I would advise against it.”

      “Because you’d die?”

      “I hear I am very poisonous. And I probably taste disgusting. Even for a brain.”

      “You know, I think I might be poisonous to you as well.”

      Nimble sniffed me.

      “You smell fine,” it said.

      “That’s a first,” I replied. “I can only take you if you stop trying to eat me.”

      “I will refrain from eating you, but I fear being in such close proximity to your ears will only fan the flames of my desire to devour your brain.”

      My first thought was a shirt pocket. Which I didn’t have because I wasn’t wearing a shirt that had a pocket. On top of not having a pocket, I was wearing a chain hauberk over the shirt without pocket.

      Of course, I thought, maybe I had something in my unfillable knapsack.

      My hands went to my belt, where I usually tied the knapsack, and even before I felt the spot where it should have been, I remembered that I’d given the bag to Ragnar for his logistics run…

      I did have some other random pouches and bags tied to my belt. One that held dried meats and fruits, my snack bag. Another pouch held some gold. A third held the random stuff I picked up to keep my inner loot goblin satisfied: bits of string, a bent nail, a piece of stone someone had carved into a donkey.

      “Gonna set you down for a minute,” I said, “and I won’t step on you. Probably.”

      “You promised!”

      I sighed.

      I dumped the coins into the food pouch, then took some of the string from the junk pouch, and used the string to tie a long-ish loop into the drawstrings of the coin pouch to make a small pouch that hung around my sternum. Very much out of sight of my ears. Made me wish I’d still been wearing a helmet.

      Still, I scooped up my worm friend Nimble and slipped them inside the pouch.

      Nimble moved around inside for a minute and then popped their head up to look out.

      “Is that going to work?” I asked.

      “It is lovely!” Nimble replied, seemingly genuinely excited. “My new little home!”

      “Just temporary, um–”

      “What was that? Never mind! Onward.”

      “Where?”

      “That way.”

      I glanced down at the pouch and saw that Nimble had a tiny leg outstretched.

      “Sure,” I said.

      And we were off.
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      I won’t lie and say it was a simple trip, because there were plenty of moments where the path Nimble wanted me to take was impossible for me to fit through. And that necessitated finding another way of getting around, although it was a little easier knowing in which general direction I needed to go. Less chance of getting lost, and, to be fair, even when we did need to find another way around, Nimble seemed to know which path to take.

      And Nimble knew where the dangers lay. The nasty crevasses covered in a light layer of moss or mold. Or the creatures that were little more than a mouth resting within a crevasse looking like a crevasse, but step one foot inside, and they’d clamp down and feast. Nimble called them crevice mawmunchers, and I thought that was appropriate.

      “Do they have brains?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” Nimble replied, “but no ears. So…”

      “Really going all in on that earworm thing.”

      “I expect we got so named for a reason…”

      Oddly enough, despite our initial misadventures, Nimble didn’t lead me in circles or trick me. I had a pretty good sense of where we were going based on the fact that I knew exactly where we had been — thank you labyrinthine recall — and we were going new places, heading, for the most part, in an upward direction. It was hard to determine the compass direction we were heading — my recall seemed to function more like a map being drawn, and I needed to have a better sense of where I’d started in order to actually orient the map.

      Still, after a few hours, we slipped out of a narrow break between rocks into a carved passageway. A place that looked like it saw regular traffic, a shorter kind because my head kept bumping against tool marks on the ceiling.

      To make it a little clearer that this was a well-used path, there was the unmistakable sound of people running at high speed coming from the left.

      Quite suddenly, a group of snowbolds came sprinting around the corner to my left. A large group that seemed to contain snowbolds of all sizes, running for their lives.

      Of course, they got closer to me, saw me, and sort of stumbled to a stop.

      “Everything okay?” I called out in Northern Kobold.

      The snowbolds formed up into a loose circle with the marginally larger snowbolds outside and the smaller snowbolds inside. Which included tiny little snowbold babies hanging onto some of the adults.

      Footsteps were still coming, sounding a lot like boots.

      And they were bringing light.

      The light flared as the group of humans came around the corner, also coming to a stop when they saw the situation.

      I did a quick count. Eight humans who had Mahrduhmese decorations on their outfits. I wouldn’t necessarily call them soldiers, since they didn’t have the same kit the soldiers I’d been fighting had, but they were clearly part of the Mahrduhmese war machine in some capacity. And they were having a quick and terse conversation about, I assume, me.

      “These are ours,” one of the humans called out.

      “What are?” I called back.

      “These snowbolds.”

      I frowned, and then remembered what most people thought of snowbolds, that they were little more than the coats they grew. Which made these guys hunters and the snowbolds their prey.

      I started walking toward the snowbolds, and, by default, the hunters.

      “Whoa,” the head hunter, a man with a black beard trimmed into a sharp point on the end of his thin chin called out. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “If these are yours,” I replied, “I’m going on home. That’s the way, right? Got a bit turned around in here.”

      “Uh, yeah, more or less, that way. Follow the yellow marks, and…”

      Pointy Beard’s buddy whispered something to Pointy Beard.

      I didn’t stop moving, moving around the group of snowbolds carefully, whispering a quick word in Draconic.

      “Relax,” I said. “I got this.”

      Up close, I could tell the snowbolds were exhausted and terrified. They had no weapons and no armor, wearing just the normal kobold clothing. And there were a lot of babies in the group, tiny cute kobolds holding onto the adults with intense fear in their oversized eyes.

      I wished I could do something to make the little guys feel better, but I knew that I would just be terrifying to the babies no matter what I did.

      “Stop there,” Pointy Beard said, holding out a short spear. Mahrduhmese sure loved their spears. “Who are you?”

      I didn’t stop, I just smiled.

      “Just a dude,” I said. “Trying to get home.”

      Pointy Beard pointed his spear at me.

      “You lack any identifying marks.”

      “Don’t suppose you’d believe I lost it while I was down here.”

      “No.”

      “I think it’s him,” a soldier in the back row said.

      “I am me,” I said.

      “What’s that around your neck?” Pointy Beard asked.

      “Nimble.”

      “What?”

      “Who. Name’s Nimble.”

      “Hello,” Nimble said in his tiny, high voice, waving a minuscule leg.

      “Hold this for me,” I said, passing Nimble and pouch to the nearest snowbold.

      The snowbold, very confused, took the pouch with both white feathered hands.

      “It would seem that my little ruse has ended,” I said, stretching my neck from side to side and shaking my hands out. “Means it’s time to rumble.”

      I lunged forward and grabbed Pointy Beard’s spear.

      He tried to pull it back, but I yanked him to me, smashing my forehead into his helmet.

      There was a kong and Pointy Beard stumbled back, letting go of his spear.

      I swung the spear butt up, catching the hunter in his face, his nose breaking instantly.

      Spun the spear around, I knocked an oncoming sword thrust out of the way, and introduced the nearest hunter, a younger looking woman, to the business end of the spear, jamming it right through the black leather armor all the way through to the other side.

      She gasped in pain and shock, and I shoved her out of the way with my right hand while throwing a wide haymaker with my left, which collided with the face of a grizzled man smiling to show off some missing teeth. My fist collided with his smile, sending a shower of teeth spraying across the path.

      A blade skittered across my armored midsection, my shoddy chain holding against the cut.

      I grabbed the blade, which turned out to be a short sword, and twisted it free from the grasp of the man holding it.

      He jumped back and fumbled for the dagger at his belt.

      Still holding the blade, I swung the sword mordhau style, and the crossguard punched a hole in the man’s face.

      I yanked the sword back, tearing the man’s face apart, blood spraying everywhere.

      Flipping the sword in the air with all intents of catching it, my momentary lapse into showmanship was derailed by a thrusting spear, which clipped the sword and send the sword clanging against the wall before lodging deep in my side, right through the mail.

      I grimaced at the pain, both the physical from the spear and the emotional from being caught out doing something stupid like flipping a sword around.

      Grabbing the spear, I ripped it from the hands of the Mahrduhmese hunter, then yanked it out of my body, ignoring the blood.

      I parried a sword thrust, let a dagger stab run across my mail, and whacked the spear butt against one man’s head and then another’s in quick succession. Whack-whack.

      Six hunters were out of the fight, and two were thinking hard about if they wanted to continue.

      One made a break for it, turning and burning down the tunnel.

      I threw the spear, catching the runner in the back of the neck. There was a brief arterial cave painting, before the man stumbled his last steps, collapsing on the smooth, worn passageway floor.

      The last hunter lunged forward, sword leading the way.

      I stepped aside and elbowed the man in the temple.

      He crumpled.

      “And then there were none,” I said, with a little wiping of my hands.
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      “Are you… hunting us?” one of the snowbolds asked.

      “No,” I said with what I hoped was a friendly smile. “I’ve got a lot of kobold friends, and it seemed like you needed a little help.”

      “He refuses to feed me though,” the little worm said, still in my pouch.

      “Might I have my worm back?” I asked the kobold holding Nimble.

      The kobold held out the pouch.

      I took it and put Nimble on the shoulder of one of the Mahrduhmese hunters.

      “Eat up,” I said.

      “Oooh,” Nimble practically squealed while squirming out of the pouch and heading quickly toward the ear.

      I looked away, but I still heard the weird noises that the earworm made while feasting.

      “Anyway,” I said, “I’ve got a lot of kobold friends, and I’m from a bit away from here, and I’ve heard that sometimes, some of you get, um, hunted. And I don’t’ like that. I think it’s really shitty, so when I see a chance to put a stop to it, I do so.”

      “Thank you,” the leader kobold said with a slight bow of the head. “But we have nothing to offer you in thanks.”

      “Nothing needed.”

      “Ask… for… way… out…” came Nimble’s voice from inside the cranium of a hopefully dead hunter. It was really weird to hear something speaking with their mouth full from inside another mouth.

      “That is true,” I said, pointing at the head. “I could use a map out of here.”

      “Where do you seek to venture?” the kobold head asked. “I am not as familiar with these underlands as my home tunnels, but I might be able to guide you…”

      “We must get to the safe zone before they close the gates to newcomers,” a second snowbold said sharply.

      “But—” the lead snowbold tried to say.

      “We can guide the human to the surface after we have gotten to the fortress.”

      “How far away is this fortress?” I asked. “I can definitely give you an escort there.”

      The snowbolds looked at me, and then had a tight huddle where they discussed things.

      I looked over in time to see Nimble the earworm going into another skull, ready to feast once more. And just like the first time he did that, the second time he went in was just as loudly revolting.

      Realizing that I needed something, anything, to occupy my mind so I didn’t spend more time listening to the sounds of consumption coming from the poor Mahrduhmese hunter who was definitely not quite dead, I started to search the bodies. I needed a weapon, maybe two, and a bit of gold was always welcome.

      I wound up taking two of their wide belts, which I had to connect together to reach around my bulk. Three of their short swords were serviceable, and I transferred them over, sheathes and all, to my new belt. I also took a short spear. There was a grand total of twenty-one gold and sixty-two silver, all Mahrduhmese, of course, all of which I stuffed into a pouch.

      Last up were the personal effects. There were a few rings and three heavier gold chains. Nothing really cool, and nothing that seemed magical.

      Nimble was going full glutton, and had basically made sure that any of the Mahrduhmese hunters who’d been just injured were now dead. Which was gross, but it’s not like I could deal with prisoners down here, so it was really a kindness. At least, that’s what I told myself to make me feel better about the whole brain munching thing.

      A moment later, the snowbold leader came up to me.

      “If you would escort us,” he said, “we would appreciate it. We believe the fortress is nearby, and once there, we can arrange a guide to the surface.”

      “Sounds great,” I said. “You coming, Nimble, or do you want to stay here and finish your smorgasbord?”

      “To the surface!” came Nimble’s reply as an eyeball popped out and the little earworm crawled disgustingly out. Nimble was covered in gore, but as soon as their whole body was out, the earworm shook so hard its body was a blur, and then the fuzziness returned. “I am full now.”

      Nimble seemed a little plumper, and was definitely moving slowly. I helped the little guy into his pouch and slung it back around my neck.

      “Ready,” I said.

      The snowbolds were staring at me with a mixture of fear and concern. Something I was sadly used to, but then I realized it wasn’t actually directed at me so much as the pouch on my chest.

      I shook my head, wondering what kind of creature I’d decided to bring along as a friend. Oh well, a problem for future-Montana to deal with.

      The lead snowbold started walking quickly, just shy of a jog, and the rest of the group followed close behind. I took up a rear guard and did my best to not exfoliate my scalp on the roof of the passageway.
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      I lost track of the time it took to get to where we were going. There were way more twists and turns than I’d expected, and, obviously, way more tunnels than I’d expected too. To the point where I started to worry about the structural integrity of the mountain. It was worse than Swiss cheese down there. And yet, the snowbold at the front, whose name turned out to be Favormir, seemed to know exactly where he was going. He barely paused at the intersections, motoring on through like he’d been there plenty of times before. We never backtracked, and we never wound up on the same path twice. Instead, we made our way down a bit, over to the right a lot, and then down a long spiral tunnel. We hit a large cavern at that point, which we skirted along the outside edge, avoiding the mushroom forest that dominated the bulk of the space in the cavern.

      Once through, I noticed the snowbolds were significantly more relaxed, and I asked Favormir what we’d just bypassed.

      “Myconic Redcaps,” he said. And then when I clearly had no idea what that meant, he continued: “Predatory mushrooms, capable of limited movement. These seemed to have fed recently, they are sleeping. We should move else we wake them accidentally.”

      And move we did, quickly for a spell, before heading up a twisting spiral tunnel. Which required several breaks for those carrying babies.

      “I can carry some,” I said.

      There were some side eyed glances at the pouch on my chest, from which soft snores came.

      “Nimble won’t eat anyone here, I promise,” I said. “If he even looks like he might, I’ll use his head to write an apology on the walls of this cave.”

      I don’t think Nimble even heard what I said, but the promise of violence seemed to placate the snowbolds enough to latch the baby snowbolds onto me. It was horrifically cute, because they were all so tiny and fluffy and scared, grabbing onto anything they could until I looked like I might be wearing a snowbold suit. The babies calmed down as I moved, I think hearing the thud of my heart, or maybe just the easy tread of my boots on the ground. Or, you know, that I wasn’t being violent toward them.

      And, as a group, we managed to make good time up the spiral.

      Using my mental map, I figured that we were reasonably high up in the mountain, and a fair distance from where I’d originally fallen in the crevasse.

      Another hike, and we got to a larger tunnel that was taller, wider, and smoother. We turned there and continued down the large tunnel for maybe half a mile before some kobold soldiers stopped us. There were twenty of them, with large (for kobolds) shields and long spears.

      Favormir went to speak with the kobold guards, and then they waved us in.

      Except me. I wasn’t allowed in.

      “Kobold only,” a guard barked at me in a gruff approximation of Mahrduhmese. “Kobold only,” he repeated in Imperial Common.

      “Got it,” I said back to him in Draconic.

      He raised an eyebrow, but gave me a nod of the head and went back to his sentry duty.

      I was stripped of the kobold babies, feeling a little sad to see my feathered companions go. None of the little guys tried to cling to me, seemingly happy to leave the weird non-kobold holder dude… me. Or, you know, to assuage my feelings of abandonment, they probably just wanted to get away from Nimble.

      I found a nearby wall to lean against while watching the snowbolds make their way into the fortress. Which, to me at least, looked a lot like a city behind big walls. It seemed like it had been carved out of the cavern itself. Which, to me at least, made me think that it hadn’t always been a cavern, that maybe it was just a tunnel that had been widened over time, growing until it was the ‘city’ it had grown into.

      Bearing in mind, I was just looking through the partially open gate, but I got a decent glimpse of the architecture beyond. There didn’t seem to be wide open thoroughfares, nothing that would really allow for wagons for carts or horses, which made perfect sense as none of those things would make it down here. The ‘buildings’ looked like cubes and the three-dimensional version of rectangles that had been carved out and stacked on top of each other. Almost as if they’d seen modern container houses, and were modeling it from there. It was also bustling, with kobolds everywhere. And some things that didn’t seem like kobolds. Snake-like creatures that were as big as humans, snake-like thing with wings, each of which were followed by a horde of regular kobolds. Swolebolds, the massive muscle-bound versions of kobolds that were taller than me, their paths always clear as the smaller kobolds scattered out of their way. It was strange to see them being so docile, almost like they were afraid of squishing their smaller brethren. Then there were some things that looked to be between swolebolds and kobolds, the medium fries of the group. They didn’t seem to have any followers, and they seemed markedly different than the regular kobolds. A bit more crocodilian, perhaps.

      What surprised me, considering I had been around kobolds before, was the color on display. Not just from the wide variety of clothing, but also the scales and feathers and whatnot. They were, on the whole, far more vibrant than any other group I’d seen.

      A smaller kobold came strolling out, wearing some dark armor and sporting dark greenish black skin in what almost seemed a camouflage pattern. I had to take a second look when I realized the kobold was actually a snowbold who’d taken great pains to shear off or pluck their feathers until there was a fluffy sort of mustache sprouting from the end of their snout and something along the lines of a white stripe going down their head. They also had a sword on their left hip, and a large shield hung on their back.

      “A human,” they said in Imperial Common, looking me up and down. “Surprising to see down here.”

      “I’m a surprising guy,” I said, answering in Kobold.

      “So it would seem,” they replied in Mahrduhmese. “Might I ask why you chose to come down here?”

      “Sightseeing,” I replied in Draconic. “I like to see unusual places.”

      “You have a gift for language, I take it.”

      “Something like that.”

      “A boon, perhaps?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Interesting.”

      “You?”

      “You are quite the warrior.”

      “I suppose.”

      “I spoke with those you brought in. They claim you took down a hunting party by yourself.”

      “I fought off some assholes, yeah.”

      “And you have an earworm as a ‘friend’?”

      “Let’s not–”

      “Is he talking about me?” Nimble asked, popping up out of the pouch and looking around with his big eyes.

      “I was, little tuleesh-leetsoh-yishtluhzh,” the mystery kobold replied, with a slight bow of his head.

      “Ooh,” Nimble said, turning his face to me. “See, he knows how to treat me right.”

      “I would likely have destroyed you on sight, were you not in the protection of this one here.”

      “Fair, that’s fair.”

      “What did you call this guy?” I asked.

      “A different name for the same creature, earworm, yes?”

      “Yeah, but–”

      “What is a warrior like yourself doing here?”

      “Sightsee–”

      “I would appreciate honesty. What is your allegiance?”

      “I like to think of myself as a citizen of the world,” Nimble said. “I don’t agree with any of the–”

      “Hush tuleesh-leetsoh-yishtluhzh. It was not a question for you.”

      “Oh,” Nimble seemed disappointed, and dropped out of sight back into the pouch.

      “The earworm has a name,” I said. “Nimble.”

      “You have named it?”

      “That’s the name it gave me.”

      “It named itself?”

      “Yes.”

      “Interesting. If you are not overly attached to this creature, I feel as if there are those in the fortress who would be interested in examining it.”

      “Would you be killing it?”

      “Eventually. They are far too dangerous to keep around long.”

      “I told Nimble I’d take them to the surface,” I said, “made a promise.”

      “Ah. I would guess you favor Glaton, then.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Mahrduhm has yet to keep a promise they have made.”

      “And Glaton has?”

      “As far as I know, yes.”

      “Good. Yeah, I’m Glatonese.”

      “Your name?”

      “Montana Coggeshall, duke of Coggeshall. Yours?”

      He smiled, just a twitch, but extended a clawed hand to me.

      “Kiefer.”

      I grabbed his little hand, carefully, mind you, and pumped it up and down.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” he said. “Where is this, Coggeshall?”

      “West a bit.”

      “How much is that bit?”

      “The other side of the Empire.”

      He raised an eyebrow ridge, and the corner of his toothy mouth went up. “That’s a big bit. I suppose you heard Rumib Pass is unmissable this time of year?”

      “I’ve actually been here before. Last year, around now-ish. So maybe I do like it – not sure why.”

      He nodded a little. “I find the surface here… mediocre.”

      “You prefer down here?”

      “There is a measure of safety here for my kind, a rarity.”

      “Yeah, snowbolds got it rough.”

      “That we do.”

      “I notice you, um–”

      “Shave?”

      “Yeah, let’s go with that. I wasn’t sure if you, um, plucked or–”

      “It is more akin to plucking, yes.”

      “I think I’d do the same, if I, you know.”

      “Yes, I know. I appreciate you seem to understand we are not just our coats.”

      “I definitely get that. One of my… you know, it’s just going to sound weird to me if I phrase it like that, but I don’t know any other way to say it, so one of my best friends is a snowbold.”

      Kiefer smirked, but didn’t say anything.

      “Wait, are you my guide to the surface?” I asked.

      “No, sadly, I am not permitted on the surface at present.”

      “Stuck in the mines?”

      “Something like that. Can you tell me of Coggeshall?”

      “You should come visit.”

      “Perhaps I will.”

      “You’re welcome any time. We have some really good food, safety for kobolds–”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, we’ve got a big group of them in Coggeshall. Love those guys, Baltu, my snowbold friend, is on the council and… you know what? I doubt you know him, so let’s leave it there.”

      “Your council?”

      “Yup. Well, I mean, the Coggeshall council. But I guess I’m technically Coggeshall, so maybe it is my council. I don’t know. I’m new to this being a ruler thing, and Coggeshall’s pretty new in general, so I’m still learning things. Still, you should come visit. I’ll give you the VIP treatment. And you can spend all the time you like on the surface. Got a great river we can fish in, do you fish?”

      “I have been known to enjoy the sport of fishing.”

      “Boom,” I said with a clap of my hands, “I knew I liked you.”

      “I would venture a guess there is much alike between us, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “Did we just become best friends?”

      “Let us not take things too far this early.”

      “Oh fine.”

      “You say Coggeshall is new, yes?”

      “Yup. Just started it last fall.”

      “And growth has gone well, I take it.”

      “It has. Thanks to the kobolds for sure,” I made sure to add. I knew the kobolds were a big part of it, but so were our dwarves. And, you know, Lee. And the brownies. If he’d actually asked me, which Kiefer hadn’t, I would have told him that it was a group effort. And that the more diverse we became in Coggeshall, the better Coggeshall seemed to become.

      “I regret I cannot bring you into our small fortress here,” Kiefer said. “I feel a man such as yourself would appreciate the growing pains we face. And, perhaps, might even have a speck of advice.”

      “But I’m not allowed.”

      “Not my rule.”

      “It’s a silly rule.”

      He just sort of looked at me and shrugged, clearly not willing to say out loud that he agreed with me.

      Another kobold came out of the fortress, almost bouncing on as it walked.

      “Until next time, Montana of Coggeshall,” Kiefer said, noticing the oncoming kobold.

      Immediately, Kiefer walked away.

      I noticed the new kobold pause as Kiefer passed, very much surprised, before stepping back and giving a bow.

      Kiefer stepped close and whispered something to the new kobold before hurrying back into the fortress.

      “You are Montana, yes?” the new kobold said, having recovered.

      “I am.”

      “I am Darnolo, accomplished guide and scout,” Darnolo said with a mild flourish. “Where is it you wish to go?”

      “The surface.”

      “Yes, of course, but I hope you know how big the surface is.”

      “Been there a few times. I can confirm its size. Can you take me anywhere on the surface?”

      “I have been told that is the case.”

      “You know where Osterstadt is?”

      Darnolo scratched their chin, then said: “A moment.”

      Darnolo turned around and pulled something out of a pouch. I think Darnolo thought I couldn’t see them pore over a map, because the map was folded up incredibly quickly and put back into the pouch before Darnolo turned back around.

      “A bit of a trip, but can be done,” Darnolo said. “This way!”

      “Wait,” I said.

      Darnolo skidded to a stop and looked back at me.

      “Yes?”

      “I was just testing you. I don’t really want to go all the way there.”

      “Ah, did I pass?”

      “With flying colors.”

      “Excellent! Where then?”

      “Can you get me to Rumib Pass, where the town used to be?”

      “Yes. Of course. Where in the town?”

      “Um, anywhere? Maybe the middle?”

      “You do know it is full of Mahrduhm, yes?”

      “Sure.”

      “You are not Mahrduhm, yes?”

      “I am not. Correct.”

      “Oh, so you go for the fighting?”

      “Yes, or maybe just to steal horses.”

      “Ah,” Darnolo said, a smile spreading across their face. “I like it. This way then.”

      Darnolo stomped off in the other direction.
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      Darnolo was fast, but clearly a professional, stopping any time they thought I might be confused or need an extra hand. Also, they were quick to point out things they thought might interest me, taking me through a beautiful crystal cavern with crystals more than fifty feet long growing out of each and every bit of available real estate. There were also all the various dangers, the things that hid in the ceiling to eat passersby, the things that hid in the floor to eat passersby, and the things that hid in the wells to eat passersby. Really, the whole cave system seemed designed to eat anyone who went through it.

      “Does anything eat those things that are waiting?” I asked.

      “Oh sure,” Darnolo replied as we stepped around one of the things that was waiting to drop on us, “that gripper-ripper is tasty when dipped in honey and grilled over flame. The venom makes my tongue tingle.”

      “You leave the venom in?”

      “Sometimes. My brood mate, Evie, always tells people: Darnolo, she too crazy about the venom. No eating the food at Darnolo’s. She makes you fall asleep, then draws on your face.”

      “Do you though?”

      “Leave in venom or draw on faces?”

      “Either?”

      “Yes, but they should not be falling asleep. Only right to draw on faces then.”

      She gave me a smile, and we continued on.

      On and on we went, and I had the distinct feeling my guide had been instructed to lead me about such that I couldn’t find my way back to the kobold fortress. I didn’t mention my talents to her. There was quite a bit of doubling back on ourselves, going through some really weird means of travel, and, at one point, she made me swim with her through a fully submerged area.

      Finally, though, we got to an intersection where Darnolo stopped. She pointed to the left.

      “Left,” she said, “takes you to slope on Mahrduhm side. Tough to get off there though, more useful to look at Mahrduhm. Or throw rocks at Mahrduhm. Right goes to Glaton. Also on slope. Also difficult to get down from. Or up. Mostly cliff. Also fun for throwing rocks. Ahead is into Rumib. Used to go into tavern basement. Bit filled in now, but there is passage possible. For kobold at least. Luck to you!”

      She gave me another smile and then hurried off.

      “Thank you,” I called after her.

      There was no response.

      I stared at the intersection, wondering which direction to go…

      Part of me thought it’d be cool to drop in on Mahrduhm proper, and then fight my way back to Glaton. Except I didn’t have much in the way of proper weaponry or armor. I could go back to Glaton via the right pathway, get arms and armor, and then go back to fight Mahrduhm. Of course, that ceded any opportunity to fight Mahrduhm from a surprise position.

      Ahead was where I wanted to go, but if I came out the tunnel system only to get stuck in the ‘basement’... well, it was sub-optimal. Same if I came out around noon and was immediately captured. Or immediately put to fighting all of Mahrduhm’s troops there. This really only worked if it was nighttime…

      I really needed Lee to invent a watch.

      The tunnel ended in a crude stone door, something incredibly obvious. I pushed it forward and heard the door scrape against the floor. Looking through the door, I saw something positive: darkness. There was also a clean floor, and then a lot of large rocks. I stepped into the basement and saw rocks and dirt packed all around me. What I didn’t see, however, was a way out of the basement. That gave me a moment’s pause.

      I shut the door, and it promptly seemed to disappear against the wall.

      Shaking my head, I felt along the wall and found the minuscule difference in stone, got a fingernail around one edge, and managed to pull the door open a smidge. I guess it didn’t matter how the door looked on the other side when it was so cleverly hidden here.

      I shut the door again.

      The exit to the basement had been hidden by the open door. It was a simple hole in the rocks and dirt, and while it certainly looked roomy enough for a kobold, I was most definitely chancing getting stuck if I went up.

      So… I took a deep breath, let it all out, and climbed up.

      And up.

      And up, which, in my mind, at least, meant the basement was actually more like a sub-basement. Because it was way more of a climb to get to the surface than a normal basement. And I didn’t actually get to the surface, my head hit a hatch.

      I had to open it with my head, because I couldn’t really get an arm up and around to open the damn thing.

      But, in doing so, I realized I was at the surface. And mostly in the center of the Mahrduhmese camp, right next to the corral.

      And it was dark outside. Finally, a touch of luck. It was night.

      At least, I thought it was night.
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      The hatch came out into a building with three walls. It wasn’t broken down or anything, that was how it was built. Inside I saw all the various things horses could need or want stacked neatly. Hay, oats, sugar cubes, sliced apples. The only thing missing were copies of Horse & Hound magazine.

      A sleeping groom, a dirty book on his chest and his hand stuck down his pants, was sprawled out on a bale of hay. Or alfalfa. The stench of alcohol wafted over, and I realized he’d had quite the fun evening.

      I really considered killing the man, but while I had few qualms about causing death in the middle of a fight, stabbing someone sleeping seemed impolite.

      Instead, I pulled out Nimble’s pouch and opened it.

      The small worm was snoring.

      “We’re at the surface,” I whispered.

      Nimble’s surprisingly large eyes opened, and he shut up, looking around.

      “But be quiet,” I said. “We’re surrounded by enemies.”

      “I can be very quiet,” he said. “I thought it would be lighter. Where’s that light thingy in the sky?”

      “The sun?”

      “Yes, that.”

      I crept to the edge of the building and peeked outside.

      It wasn’t night.

      Dawn at best.

      The sun was already shining on the mountain tops, which meant I was basically out of time for the sneaky-sneaky.

      “You can see it up there,” I said, “on the peaks.”

      “Is that what they look like up top?” Nimble asked. “Really just giant stalagmites, eh?”

      “I mean, I guess?”

      “What now?”

      “What do you mean, what now?”

      “Where are we going next?”

      “You want to stay with me?”

      “Of course! We’re a team now, you and I!”

      “Are we?”

      “Are we not?”

      “Are you going to go on eating brains?”

      “I suppose I could stop, but it would cause me to starve and die, so I would prefer not to.”

      “Have you tried to eat other things?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think you could?”

      “No. I eat brains,” Nimble said, nodding his head with every word to emphasize it, the orange hairs bouncing enthusiastically.

      I stared at the worm.

      The worm stared at me.

      Just one more thing I never thought I’d need to do, spend time staring at a worm. Hell, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be in the position to bother talking to a worm, and yet, here I was.

      “You only eat the brains I say, got it?” I said. “I don’t want you killing my friends just because you need a midnight snack.”

      “That’s fine, I have no idea what midnight is,” Nimble said. “Frankly, I’m rather fuzzy on the whole concept of night and day.”

      “Night is when we sleep.”

      “Why do you eat when you are sleeping? That seems inefficient.”

      “Look, it’s just, you know, just go eat that guy’s brain without waking him up, okay?”

      Nimble looked over at the sleeping guard, and I could practically see the worm’s eyes light up.

      “Yum,” Nimble said.

      I dropped the worm off on the man’s shoulder and then went as far away as I could and stay within the building.

      It’d make sense if I could figure out some sort of plan here, beyond just walking across the camp, up to the horses, and ask them to come with me. Because, you know, that had every chance of working. Horses always went wherever you asked, right?

      Ignoring the sound of brain slurpage, I stared at the horses.

      “Done,” I heard Nimble whisper. Which, you know, for a worm, is barely audible.

      Back over to the now corpse, I looked through the man’s pouches, pocketed ten gold, and put Nimble back into a pouch.

      I had no plan, so I decided to just go for it, and I stood up and brazenly walked across the open roadway toward the horses.

      No one said anything, although, to be honest, it’s not like there was anyone out there to see me. The camp was pretty dead. I could see a few guards huddling at campfires all over at the Glaton side of things. There was zero evidence any of them were even awake.

      Inside the fences, someone had been forced to dig out all the snow, and lots of hay had been spread around. Bales of alfalfa had been dropped around, and there were troughs filled with slush at even intervals.

      The horses were moseying about, doing horse things.

      On the far side of the paddock was a separate smaller paddock and/or corral. I still have no idea what the difference is. In that fenced in bit of hay covered ground were the large horses. The steel horses. They were already watching me.

      I gave them a wave.

      One of the horses did the horse head nod thing to me, which I took to mean I was invited over for a morning cup of coffee. Or sugar cube, a stack of which I had in my hand.

      I made my way around the inside edge of the regular horse paddock and over to the steel horse pen.

      “Morning,” I said.

      The steel horses came over to me as a group. There were eight of them.

      Obviously, none of the steel horses said anything. It was interesting to look at the group and see their differences. They were all different muted earth tones, though their hooves sometimes had a bit of shine or sheen to them. And they were big. Really big. One of them was even big for a steel horse.

      “So,” I said, putting sugar cubes on the fence posts, “I’m just wondering if any of you might be interested in, just maybe, switching teams.”

      Some ears twitched, but that was the extent of their response.

      “I don’t know much you know about, you know, nation states and whatnot, but you’re currently part of Mahrduhm… you know, hold on, we really need to have a back and forth here. Can we do one ear twitch for yes, two for no? I’d do stomps, but that might get loud and I’m trying to be quiet.”

      A second later, the biggest horse twitch his ears once.

      “Cool, now we’re talking. You’re with Mahrduhm, you know that?”

      Yes.

      “You know who you’re fighting?”

      No.

      “Glaton. That’s where I’m from. I’m wondering if you’d like to come there, live in Glaton instead of Mahrduhm.”

      No response.

      I waited a second, and one of the horses snorted. Another snorted and shook its head.

      “Sorry to interrupt, if I am, but are you having a conversation?”

      Yes.

      “Okay, but before you really get into it, you should know that these people you’re with, Mahrduhm? They’re bad people. They are cruel, and they are without honor.”

      All the horses snapped their heads up in surprise, like I’d just shown them a snake I was keeping in my pocket.

      Which made me happy that they hadn’t noticed the worm I kept in my pouch.

      “I was challenged to one-on-one combat by a big guy who rode one of your brethren. He put all of you up as the prize for winning. Then he cheated by having some other asshole cast a spell at me. Tried to kill me with magic. Then, he didn’t even win the fight. He lost. So technically, you all belong to me, but you’re thinking beings. I don’t really believe in owning thinking beings like that. So I’m offering you the choice. You want to come with me, I’m a good guy. I keep my word, I protect those weaker than me, and I’m trying to make the world a better place. It’s a bit trite and maybe foolish, but that’s me. Trite and foolish.”

      The horses drew back from the fence, grouping up about three meters away. They had their big heads together and seemed to be having a discussion.

      One of the horses, a grey-silver mare, peeled off and jumped the five-foot fence like it was trivial before running over to the rest of the normal horses, where it definitely looked like there was another conversation happening. Like the steel horses were somehow confirming my story with the regular horses.

      I stood there, watching the sun continue to rise, starting to hear the camp coming to life. From somewhere to the east, I heard the unmistakable sounds of cooking starting, the cauldrons and skillets being banged around. Then there was the whoosh-whoosh of a bellows as the smithy was brought back to life. And then me, the enemy, standing in the middle of the horses.

      The mare hundred up to me, and leapt, clearing both me and the fence with ease.

      She went over to the other steel horses and there was some more horse talk. Then, one by one, the horses nodded their heads. It seemed to me, at least, that they were coming to some sort of agreement.

      They walked over to me.

      I stared at them, and they stared at me.

      “Right, you can’t really start a conversation.”

      No.

      “Do you want to come with me?”

      Yes.

      “All of you?”

      Yes.

      I smiled. “Awesome. The plan is pretty simple: we make a run for it through the pass there. No guards are facing this way. If we go fast, there’s no way for them to stop us.”

      Yes.

      “Glad you agree. I hate to ask this, but I kind of need to ride one of you.”

      Yes.

      “Boss, okay. Let me be honest that I’m a bit shit at riding horses. Never really done it. Rode a lot of motorcycles, but that’s pretty different. Not sure you even know what motorcycles are and I’m rambling. How am I nervous about riding horses when I’ve fought monsters and killed a god? Minor god, really, so that’s, you know, still–”

      The biggest steel horse walked forward, breaking through the fence. He tossed his head back.

      “Stopping talking, and riding you,” I said. “Right?”

      Yes.

      I walked around the horse, reached up and grabbed for the… there was no saddle. No pommel to grab.

      I swung Nimble’s pouch onto my back, and then just tried to hold on to the horse and muscle myself up.

      It was mostly working, but then something lifted me up from behind.

      One of the other steel horses used its head to get me up and onto the back of the big guy.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Now–”

      The big horse reared up, neighing loudly.

      I scrabbled for a handhold, managing to grab the mane before I realized I could just hold tight with my legs. It wasn’t anything resembling horsemanship, but I didn’t fall.

      The steel horses galloped across the paddock, with the regular horses falling in behind. We crashed through the next fence, the wood splintering under the power of the horses’ charge. I guessed the steel horses broke the fence because the regular horses couldn’t jump it.

      The Mahrduhmese were coming out of their tents and buildings, yelling and shouting in confusion. The guards at the pass entrance were still waking up when we hit them.

      I’m not sure any of them died, but there had to be a lot of pain involved with the stampede of horses across them.

      In the pass, the steel horses spread out into a wedge, so they took up all the space available.

      We thundered along, incredibly loud, practically shaking the ground underneath us. It was a rush.

      None of the guards saw us coming. I’m pretty sure they heard us, just didn’t see us. We hit each guard station like a train, smashing through and over the poor bastards until we came through the last guard post, who actually just moved out of the way to let us by, perhaps thinking we were actually the Mahrduhmese army coming to launch an early morning attack.

      Over the battlefield we went, with me whooping and hollering, waving to the Legion as they gathered into a battle line.

      Someone saw me, recognized me, and started shouting.

      I came into camp, feeling amazing. Feeling like I’d pulled off something impossible and crazy and something that might possibly turn the tide of this battle in our favor.

      Unfortunately, it seemed as if the count of Arenberg had been working hard with the Legion General to snatch defeat out of the jaws of victory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            65

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean, they ordered a retreat?” I bellowed at Ragnar.

      “Why are you yelling at me? I didn’t do it.”

      “I’m just yelling. I’m sorry — I shouldn’t be yelling.”

      “I get it. You’re pissed.”

      “Damn right I am.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. Some messenger came up here last night and ordered the retreat.”

      “How much of a retreat? There are still soldiers on the line.”

      “They’re it.”

      “And Rufius?”

      “Went down overnight.”

      “Albrecht?”

      “He’s sleeping in the tent.”

      “Philippe?”

      “I have no idea. Do you really care?”

      “Only marginally. I mean, he’s kind of my responsibility? What the actual fuck, Ragnar?”

      “I know.”

      “Bear?”

      “Here,” Bear said, popping into view next to Ragnar. She waved once, and then went invisible again. “You need to check in with the goblins. They’re getting worried you’ve been gone so long.”

      “How long was I gone?”

      “You disappeared after the battle the night before last. Missed the whole day and the whole night.”

      “Shit. Did Mahrduhm attack?”

      “They did not,” Albrecht said, stifling a yawn as he walked toward us. “Your goblins were most effective at destroying the scouts watching over the Legion. Of course, the Legion took that as an excuse to retreat instead of making any sort of offensive move.”

      “Who the fuck is this general?” I asked.

      “I think the more important questions to answer is who is this general actually working for. They are most certainly focusing on making a defeat here.”

      “Is there any precedent for a duke taking control of a Legion?”

      Albrecht sighed and shook his head.

      “The Legions were created specifically to make that impossible,” Albrecht said. “They are beholden to the Emperor alone.”

      “And with no Emperor?”

      “The Legion operates under the orders of the last Emperor as interpreted by the Commandant of the Legion.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “A man named Rhonium Scipius.”

      “Do you know him?”

      “No. I know of him. A lifelong Legionnaire, he was quite successful in recent wars, his soldiers love him, and he was considered a friend of the Emperor.”

      “Do you think he’s behind this?”

      “No. I would imagine he is not even in the capital. Given the campaign in the south, I would imagine he is mostly focused on making sure Carchedon does not complete a siege anywhere there, which could give them a fortified port position to fix their supply lines. It would, then, become a long drawn out war, one I worry we have the ability to wage without a leader. Specifically, without a charismatic leader who can convince young men and women to enter the Legion.”

      “Awesome. Just what I wanted to hear.”

      “I know the problem you face. I face it with you. And I fear I have nothing to offer, nothing new at any rate. I admit that you have been exemplary in your efforts to win a battle I believed was already lost, but I have been unable to learn anything about who our true enemies might be.”

      “Table it for now,” I said. “Ragnar, you get the oil?”

      “Oil?” Albrecht asked.

      “I did,” Ragnar said, gesturing at the bag on his back. “Lots of little pots, perfect for goblins to toss about.”

      “What’s this about oil and goblins?” Albrecht asked.

      “Making a hot spot for Mahrduhm,” I replied, “letting us push them out of the pass.”

      “How do you think that’s going to work?”

      “I think we’re going to find out, are there any mancers left?”

      “As far as I know, one. And only Alcibiades Andronicus and about a hundred men.”

      “That’s all I need. Ragnar, deploy with the goblins. Wait for my signal, then have them douse the entire pathway between as far as they can go. You light it from the far end.”

      “When?”

      “When I send the signal.”

      “What’s the signal going to be?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “An excellent plan as always, your grace,” Ragnar said with a sweeping bow before moving away.

      “And myself?” Albrecht asked. “How might I help?”

      “You need to get the horses down the mountain and into Arenberg. They’re all mine, so don’t let anyone take any. Those assholes don’t lay a hand on a single one. And then figure out what the fuck is going on and send up enough soldiers to hold Rumib.”

      “Pass or town?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Likely, no. At best, I might be able to turn Rufius and his cohort back around.”

      “Awesome.”

      “And me?” Bear asked.

      “Stick with me. I think I need some of your magic.”
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      The goblins weren’t willing to go with Ragnar until they’d seen me. I presented myself to them, and saw that they’d made a shrine of the tents, focused around the spot I had been sleeping. There were lots of strange gifts piled up around the cot, which I ignored. And, once I showed myself, they went nuts, screaming and howling and well, basically being goblins. Which was terrifying in certain respects because, you know, goblins. Still, they were very much into the idea of the fire pots, and practically carried off Ragnar as they went screaming up the mountainside.

      Bear and I went over to Alcibiades at his line.

      He looked exhausted. His soldiers looked exhausted.

      “Morning,” I said, walking over to him.

      He gave me a mild nod and a smile.

      “Your grace,” he said with a slight bow. “Your riding was quite entertaining.”

      “I aim to please.”

      “What is it I might assist you with?”

      “I’m going to be making an attack, and I need some bodies.”

      “Dead or alive.”

      “You know, I hadn’t really considered using the dead on this… I don’t really like the undead, I’d prefer–”

      “It was a joke, of sorts. I am afraid I have few soldiers to offer. What is this attack? A raid?”

      “Well, it kind of depends on whether or not your mancer can offer protection from fire, and to how many at once. Or heat. Might be better to be protection from heat.”

      “And why would that be?”

      I explained the plan.

      “You are depending on the goblins for this?” he asked.

      “Partially. They’re doing the oil part, we’re doing the charge through and push Mahrduhm back part. Works best, though, if we’re able to push back quickly, moving through before the fire is fully out.”

      The centurion ruffled the blue horsehair on his helmet a few times, staring out at the battlefield. Then at his soldiers.

      “I doubt I have enough to hold this position and provide an adequate force for what you are describing,” he finally said. “I will speak to the mancer, see what they remain capable of, and that will dictate what I can offer in terms of support. But I also must request this be a volunteer mission. What you ask is very much in the vein of suicide.”

      “I disagree,” I replied, “but I understand. Volunteers only.”

      “Thank you, your grace.”

      Alcibiades popped his helm on and strode over to the raised platform where the mancer stood alone. There was a terse conversation between the two men, and I had no idea what passed between them. If I had to guess, which I do, it seemed a lot like the mancer was very much into the plan, and Alcibiades was trying to convince the mancer the plan was idiotic. I knew Alcibiades didn’t think the plan would work, and I knew he didn’t want to put his soldiers at risk in that regard. But he knew I was a duke, and he knew that I’d previously done quite a bit in the battles that seemed impossible. I appreciated the guy.

      “How do we know when Ragnar is ready?” Bear asked suddenly from her perch on my shoulder.

      “Shit.”

      “You need me to find him?”

      “Maybe. Also, where’s Fritz?”

      “Hunting. He’s been making so many logistics runs lately he hasn’t had time to eat. Also, he and Ragnar spent a long time searching the mountains for you. With it getting light, Ragnar told Fritz to eat something, and then you reappeared.”

      “Got it, no Fritz for this.”

      “I’m sure we could find him if–”

      “I don’t know how he’d be useful, and I think there are enough moving parts in this plan as it is. Don’t suppose you’ve got some magical means of contacting Ragnar… do you?”

      “Not in any way where he can respond. I mean, I can send up a flare or make something appear in the sky, but there’s no way that–”

      “He can do the same. Yeah, got it.”

      Alcibiades finally came back, the mancer and twenty-one soldiers following him.

      “This is what I could get you,” Alcibiades said.

      “More than enough,” I replied. “Legionnaires like these, we’ll take Rumib pass like it was nothing.”

      I knelt down, and drew a map in the mud, going through the plan with my team.

      There were some very large sighs from the gathered soldiers.

      “You can leave,” I said. “I only want people who think they can do this to go. Otherwise, you’re just going to bring the rest of us down.”

      Two men and a woman walked away.

      “Alright,” I said, “we’re going light. There’s going to be a lot of running. Keep your swords and shields, armor. That’s it. Everything else, javelins, trinkets, whatever else, is left behind. Alcibiades is going to be following up shortly, and he’ll bring water and food to us, right?”

      “Of course,” he said. He didn’t need to add that he’d be waiting to see if we survived before he followed.

      “Let’s form up,” I said, “and wait for the signal.”
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      We waited in a wedge, with me at the front, and the rest arrayed out behind me. I was comfortable with that arrangement — I wanted to bear the brunt of our attack. I could take it. And while I knew that it was likely these soldiers coming with me might get injured, I prefer to avoid that.

      The soldiers around me were very obviously nervous, stepping from foot to foot, spinning swords, breathing heavy.

      As the sun rose into the sky, I had to wonder when to make my move.

      “What’s going on here?” a familiar voice asked.

      I looked down to see Nimble pulling himself up to look out of my pouch.

      “Going to war,” I said.

      “Seems as if that might be an occasion where you would leave a small worm behind,” Nimble said, leaning on the pouch and staring at the empty battlefield, “instead of, say, putting him up front.”

      “Sun’s up,” I said.

      Nimble squinted at the empty blue sky.

      “Rather big.”

      “It is.”

      “Not sure I like it.”

      “That’s fair.”

      “I’m going back in the pouch. You think, maybe, you could find a nice safe spot for me?”

      “You don’t want to go on this adventure?”

      “Bit tired of adventure. Also, very full. I’ve eaten a lot today, and I really would hate to sully this pouch with, you know…”

      I sighed and walked back to Alcibiades.

      “Changed your mind?” the centurion asked.

      “No,” I said, “forget I had something a bit delicate on me. Wonder’d if you’d hold it for me.”

      He sighed, but nodded, holding out his hand.

      I pulled the pouch from around my neck and gave it to the brusque man.

      “What is this?” Alcibiades asked.

      “A friend,” I said. “Name’s Nimble.”

      Nimble, upon hearing his name, popped up from the pouch.

      “Hello!” he said, but in Mahrduhmese.

      “Try Imperial common,” I said.

      “It speaks?” Alcibiades said.

      “I don’t know that language yet,” Noble replied.

      “Yes he does,” I replied to Alcibiades, then turned back to Nimble: “Just don’t eat any brains.”

      “Do you think that’s all I do?”

      “It’s all I’ve seen you do.”

      “Well, I’m full. And I’m taking a nap.”

      Nimble, somehow, ducked angrily down into the pouch.

      Alcibiades looked at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Just keep him in the pouch and off your shoulder,” I said.

      “Off my–”

      “In the pouch, off your shoulder.”

      “Of course, your grace.”

      With that done, I walked back to the formation and started to stretch out again. No sense pulling a hamstring in the middle of a charge.

      “What was that?” Bear whispered.

      “Brain eating worm,” I replied, also in a whisper.

      “And you’re friends?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You’re a strange man.”

      “Oh, that’s what makes me strange?”

      “More compounds on the issue.”

      “I bet. What’s taking Ragnar so long?”

      “I would imagine he’s wondering the same thing about you.”

      “Yeah, good point. Maybe you should–”

      “Look on top of the cliff,” she said suddenly, speaking seriously instead of sassily. “Over on the right side.”

      A flag was being waved by a tiny green creature.

      “Ragnar’s ready,” I breathed. “Send the signal.”

      “Me?” Bear asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      A bright red ball of light shot into the air.

      “Legionnaires,” I said, “this is the moment where someone should be giving you a big speech about honor and sacrifice. Where someone should whip you into a patriotic fervor to kill the assholes over there. I’m not that someone. I suck at speeches. All I’m going to say is that if we do this right, if we push these assholes back, then everything you’ve done so far, all the bullshit, the long nights, the injuries, the hunger, all of that will mean something. Let’s go kill those Mahrduhmese fuckwads.”

      I raised my sword up, just as flames exploded out of the pass.
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      I wasn’t expecting the fire to be quite so big. Or move so fast. It seemed like the entire pass beyond the battlefield went up in flames at once in a surprising explosion. I was pretty sure I saw a number of goblins soaring ever skyward, likely having gotten too close to the flames.

      “Mancer,” I shouted, “fire up the protection.”

      There was a vague thrum, and I started running.

      My blood was pumping, I wasn’t sure what we’d face, or how well the mancer would do their work protecting us. We were most definitely running toward the fire, though. It was a full-on inferno, with all the horror that entails. The poor bastards manning the Mahrduhmese battle station had been caught completely unaware, and were in the midst of shrieking in horrific pain.

      I put a few out of their misery as I ran on by, but I was mostly focused on the fire.

      Flames were everywhere, but they seemed to only dance about my body, not necessarily finding purchase.

      The rock walls were starting to glow.

      Each lungful I pulled in felt empty, shallow, and I could see the edges of my vision curling inward, turning black as my oxygen deprived brain struggled.

      This was not a good plan, I thought.

      I ran faster, pumping my legs as hard as I could, knowing that my agility was high as fuck, and I couldn’t trip. I hoped the Legionnaires following me were doing better, but I couldn’t really think about them, not at the moment, I had to breathe.

      The conflagration just didn’t stop — it seemed endless. My lungs were burning. My skin was burning.

      Fucking mancers!

      I was going to pass out and wind up hoping I had at least one respawn–
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      I burst through the other side, gulping for air, my skin feeling weirdly tight as the cold air hit me. Colder air, I supposed. It took a second for my eyes to fix themselves, and the sight before me was bizarre. Goblins were everywhere, fighting like fiends against the small Mahrduhm encampment. The Mahrduhmese soldiers were being slaughtered once again, not really prepared for a counterattack.

      With a twirl of my sword, I charged forward, slipping between two small goblins to lop the head off an officer.

      The goblins let up a cheer when they saw me, and seemed to redouble their efforts, pulling off things that I’d never seen goblins do before. These were my goblins, and they were strong. They were cutting through limbs and slamming hammers against feet. I felt a smidgen of pride.

      “You’re smoking, your grace,” I heard a voice say.

      One of the Legionnaires was pointing at me.

      I looked at my arms.

      Smoke trailed up from anything remotely flammable. I felt my face; the skin felt taut, new. Also, I had no hair now…

      But the Legionnaires looked fresh-faced. Maybe a bit winded, but otherwise untouched by the fire.

      “What the fuck?” I asked.

      “Do we continue?” a Legionnaire asked, a young woman with a single blond ringlet popping free of her helm.

      Looking over at the road, I realized that Ragnar hadn’t just oil-bombed the first portion of the pass. It looked like he’d done the whole damn thing.

      “Fuck yeah,” I said. Then in Goblin I said: “Great job, goblins, but we aren’t finished. Follow up top to the next encampment when you can. If anyone surrenders, tie them up. No killing them.”

      Almost to a goblin, there came a sound like I told them they couldn’t pet puppies.

      “Onward!” I shouted. “For Coggeshalla!”

      And I was running again.
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      While running, I wondered why I’d said Coggeshalla. That didn’t make much sense. I should have said Coggeshall. Or Glaton. Or anything that made more sense than Coggeshalla. But that phrase had popped into my mind and out of my mouth before I could really understand where it came from.

      The second passage was less intense. The flames had a bit of time to die down, and some oxygen had come back in. And there weren’t many dead bodies in the way. It was more like a hot jog.

      Same with the third. And the fourth.

      Our runs slowed down as we were going uphill. I could have powered through, but the Legionnaires were getting exhausted.

      Eventually, I saw that one dude was about to drop, and I called for a halt at the next open, non-flamed area.

      We were almost there. One more uphill climb through the last flame chunk, which was barely burning at this point, more just hot rocks, and we’d be at Rumib township.

      “Get back down to Alcibiades,” I said to the two most tired looking soldiers. “I’m pushing all the way to Rumib.”

      They slowly started down the hill.

      I felt a small creature land on my shoulder.

      “You’re kinda burnt,” Bear whispered.

      “Mancer didn’t cast the spell right.”

      “Yeah he did, you just ran so far ahead, you weren’t in the protective bubble.”

      “Where were you?”

      “In the protective bubble. You think I wanted to expend my mana to get through that?”

      “I think I almost died in there.”

      “I was watching. I’d have jumped in to help if you passed out.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What did you want me to do?”

      “No, you’re right. That was what you should have done. You were right.”

      “Thank you, Montana.”

      “You have a spell that might give my soldiers some energy back? Enough to get up this last hill and fight Mahrduhm?”

      “You really want to go up against their whole camp?”

      “It depends on what’s there.”

      “Probably a thousand plus soldiers. At least. Not to mention goblins and ogres and all sorts of other nasties.”

      “Maybe. They might be in disarray, though.”

      “I’m sure you’ve sown quite a bit of chaos. I’ll do what I can, but you better promise to stop at the edge if the full camp is waiting for you.”

      “Sure.”

      “I didn’t hear an ‘I promise’.”

      “You realize I’m your boss, right?”

      “Yeah, but you realize I have to be your mom, right?”

      “That’s just weird.”

      “As soon as it came out, I knew. Let’s just pretend I didn’t say I was your mom.”

      “Not a problem.”

      “But you know what I mean.”

      “I do, and I promise.”

      “Okay.”

      Suddenly, the soldiers around me perked up, looking like they’d just started their day. They were a little surprised, confused, looking to me for answers.

      “Just a little pick me up from a friend,” I said. “One more push. Get up to a defensive position and see if we might slap Mahrduhm out of Rumib.”

      “For Glaton!” one of the soldiers yelled, and took off running.

      A heartbeat later, the rest of my volunteers were charging up the hill.

      “I may have overdone it,” Bear said. “You should probably catch up. I don’t think they’re stopping.”

      They did not stop.

      I did not stop.

      I did catch up with them, and managed to pull ahead a little.

      We charged up the hill, and right out into Rumib township.

      Where an army waited for me.

      Just not the one I’d expected.
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      A veritable goblin horde stood in the middle of the road, arrayed out in battle formation, clearly waiting for us.

      I skidded to a stop, which, thankfully, caused my soldiers to stop as well.

      A huge goblin-esque creature stood in front of the horde, clad in an impressive red armor, holding aloft a jagged curved sword festooned with rings. The goblin’s mouth had large, tusk-like teeth, each one capped in metal. Some gold, some steel. Its eyes were red, and I kind of thought they might be glowing?  But since it was the middle of the afternoon, it was hard to tell.

      “The pretender comes!” the big goblin bellowed, raising his giant sword up and shaking it. “Comes to die!”

      All the little goblins around the big goblin howled and screamed.

      “Shield wall,” I said. “Form up behind me.”

      “You’re taking that on alone?” one of the soldiers asked.

      “You want to go play with them?”

      “No, but–”

      “You think they’re just going to leave us alone?”

      “No, but you could be part of the shield wall.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve got a lot of experience with goblins. I’ll be fine.”

      I gave the soldiers the best, most confident smile I could, and then I strode forward to meet the goblins.

      “You know who I am?” I asked.

      “A weak human who knows nothing of what it means to be goblin,” the big goblin replied. “Who has gathered up useless traitorous goblin who can only hope for a good death at my hand–”

      “Oh, shut up. You’re an asshole and your people left because you’re an asshole.”

      “I am powerful. They fear power because they are weak. And I will mercilessly wipe out you, yours, and those who come after you. I will show you humans what we goblins can do. I will crush you with my sword and add your rings to mine. Chop you up and feed you and yours to me and mine. I will let the world know that goblins have returned. YAAAAAAGH!”

      He was done talking, and he charged me.

      I felt it was only fair that I charge him in return.

      The chief came at me, sword held high, ready to chop down.

      I feinted a parry.

      He chopped, and I slid out of the way, cutting across and scoring a hit across his chest.

      His armor held, though, my legion-issued gladius doing little more than scraping off the rust from the heavy rings. And his sword was already coming around, the big goblin grunting from exertion as he shifted the momentum of his heavy blade.

      I dove forward, feeling the wind from the goblin’s swing whoosh over my newly hair-free head.

      A quick roll and I was back on my feet, but the damn goblin was already in my face, swinging for the fucking fences.

      I got my shield around in time for the chief’s sword to smash against it, splitting the wood and denting the metal.

      “Weakness!” the goblin bellowed.

      I tossed the broken shield at him, which he batted out of the air with his sword.

      “You fight poorly,” the goblin barked. “Die now.”

      “I’ve got a bit on my plate. How about tomorrow?”

      My sass fell on his deaf ears, because he was already in motion, trying to take my head off with a single slash.

      I got my gladius up to block, just in time.

      With a loud clang, his blade bent mine and I had to make a quick duck to avoid having my face cut off.

      I stepped back a few feet so I could look at my ruined sword. It wasn’t pretty —it was bent at about a thirty-degree angle, pretty useless.

      The goblin chief laughed as he charged towards me.

      I sidestepped his charge, and had to pull off an awkward swing downward, sword held sideways so the bent-over point went into the boot of the goblin.

      “Yagh!” he bellowed.

      Being that I was already in position, I dropped my shoulder a smidge lower and tackled him to the ground.

      He tried to get his sword around, but in the close quarters fight, the size of his blade counted against him, and I easily got my legs on either side of his arms and sat up, briefly smiling at him before I started throwing punches at him.

      His face pulped under my fists.

      It felt gross.

      I felt gross.

      In some way, I’d thought this might be an actual fight, something which might have actually challenged me. And yet, this asshole was already going down.

      I got up, breathing slightly hard. More for appearance than reality, as I didn’t feel that winded. Blood ran from my fists, a mixture of his and my own, but quickly, my torn knuckles repaired themselves.

      Looking over the gathered goblin horde, I raised one hand in triumph.

      “Just like a human,” I heard a guttural voice behind me. “Celebrates early.”

      I spun in time to see the goblin chief upright, sword coming around and hitting me right in the ribs.

      My chain took some of the blow, but the iron rings blew apart and the blade hit a rib. Which hurt like fuck, but it didn’t go any farther in, keeping my lungs working. The goblin was putting serious strength behind his hits.

      He pulled the big heavy sword back, rings clanking, and he sneered at me. Or maybe the sword. It was difficult to tell.

      Then he unfurled a long, fat tongue and took a lick of my blood.

      “You taste like shit,” he said.

      “You look like shit,” I replied, wincing at my ribs. “I can eat a bunch of pineapple, but what are you going to do? Curse your genealogy?”

      He roared, brought his sword into the high chop position and came at me.

      I clapped my hands together, catching his blade.

      “Holy shit,” I said. “I can’t believe that worked.”

      He grunted and kicked me in the balls.

      My eyes watered, but I held on.

      And then I kicked him in the crotch.

      He didn’t seem to mind nearly as much, and he yanked the sword back out of my grasp. Immediately, though, he was spinning.

      As his back was to me, which, why do that in a fight, I kicked my leg out, a little overextended, and tapped the back of his knee.

      He stumbled, one knee hitting the slush that still covered Rumib.

      I got his neck in my hands, and I gave it a hearty twist. There was an unmistakable snap and his big goblin body went limp.

      Releasing his neck, I watched him fall to the ground. I stepped over him and grabbed his sword from his hand.

      He roared back to life and bit my leg. His metal tipped tusks sunk deep into my calf, and with a quick shake of his head, he tore my leg open, blood and fleshy bits turning the ground around us into a gore slushie.

      This time, I stumbled, one leg really not working so well.

      He was on me in a heartbeat, his massive green fists raining down on me as I pulled into a ball, trying to protect my head.

      Which I realized was dumb, because my skull would take whatever blunt force trauma that asshole wanted to throw at me.

      I smashed my face into his fist, a surprising move I’m sure, and rolled to get my back to the ground.

      He moved with me, so he was still on top, replicating the position we’d been in the first time I’d killed the bastard, his legs pinning down my arms.

      “Doesn’t work with me,” I spat out, blood pouring from my face.

      Then I lifted my arms up with barely a grunt, sending him head over feet behind me.

      I kicked up to my feet, turning around quickly to face the goblin chieftain again.

      He was already in motion, lunging for his sword.

      I jumped after his sword as well — it was the only weapon within reach.

      We scrabbled across the slush, each of us trying to get the blade as well as cause the other pain in the process.

      He bit me a few times, and then I got over myself, and I bit him right back.

      Pro-tip: don’t do that. Goblins taste horrific. Like, I’ve had a lot of foul things go in my mouth, and that goblin was, like, top ten. Maybe even top three.

      Still, it clearly hurt him. I was reaching for the sword. I had the length on him, and a short sword stabbed right through the bones of my forearm, trapping my arm to the ground.

      A little goblin smiled at me, eyes wide and crazy.

      “GOBLIN!” the chieftain bellowed, as he snatched his sword up and got to his feet. “GOBLIN!”

      “GOBLIN!” roared all the goblins in the horde.

      I grabbed the little goblin and yanked his head down onto the hilt of his sword, impaling the little asshole through the eye socket. I ripped the sword out of the ground, and my arm, and got to my feet.

      Pulling the corpse off the sword, I tossed it over my shoulder and gave the little sword a test swing. It was small, poorly made, and slick with black goblin blood.

      The chieftain watched me, a grim smile on his face.

      “Now you will see the true power of goblin,” he said.

      He lifted his sword up, and the thousand-plus goblins roared.

      “Won’t be my first genocide,” I said, already wishing I hadn’t. “Let’s dance.”

      They all charged.
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      I could spout off a lot of theories on fighting in groups, maybe even throw down a few lessons I’ve learned from being outnumbered in the vast majority of my fights in life. But there’s a huge difference between fighting three opponents and fighting a thousand.

      Most of what you can do when so incredibly outnumbered is to operate with surprise and savagery.

      I didn’t wait for the charge to come to me. I counter-charged, right at the big chieftain.

      And as he moved to parry my overly obvious chop, I shifted to the right, cutting through the first few goblins. That’s where my Keep on Cutting ability came in handy. Even with the shit sword, I could slice through two or three goblins with each swing. And as soon as the short sword seemed to stop working as well, I threw it and picked up another weapon.

      My biggest tip in this sort of situation is using the goblins as weapons. That way, you get rid of an opponent and you gain a weapon. They aren’t the best weapons, mainly useful as bludgeoning tools and intimidation.

      Several goblins retreated when I grabbed the first one by the head and whipped the poor bastard around over me, using him to beat down his friends. Or, maybe his enemies. I don’t know — I didn’t really care about the interpersonal relationships of the goblins. Certainly not while I was killing them.

      Also, by moving into the horde of smaller goblins, I made sure it was difficult for the chieftain to get to me. He had to navigate his way through the dead bodies I left behind, as well as the smaller goblins who were trying to stab me in the back.

      It wasn’t really a viable tactic in the long term. I only had one working leg, so I wasn’t exactly fast or agile. But I was more running on instinct than thought, hoping Alcibiades might hurry his dumb ass up the mountain and help me out.

      Instead, another group helped out.

      As I waded into the mix of goblins, laying waste with my goblin-corpse clubs, a furry figure charged into the back of the horde with his own horde of goblins, shouting a battle cry:

      “For Coggeshalla!” Ragnar shouted.

      “Coggeshalla!” my goblins roared, and then they hit the enemy from behind.

      It’d probably have been more of a surprise if Ragnar and company hadn’t been yelling, but the enemy goblins weren’t expecting the attack. Ragnar started cutting through the goblins better than me. Granted, he had about a hundred followers helping him, but still.

      Swinging a particularly tall goblin around my body, I made a little space and turned to face the oncoming chieftain.

      The little goblins gave us room, turning their attention to the newcomers.

      Which to me, at least, meant the goblin chieftain was going to monologue about the greatness of goblin and the terribleness of human.

      “You bring your traitorous—“ he started.

      I threw the goblin corpse at him.

      He sputtered, knocking it out of the air.

      I kicked another corpse at him.

      And then another.

      I scooped up a bunch of gore-slush and threw it at him.

      “Stop that—“ he tried to say, but I wasn’t stopping.

      I was trying to find a viable weapon.

      “Give up,” the chieftain said, as a dark mist swirled around him. “You have shed more than enough blood for me—“

      Then the chieftain disappeared as a rock appeared in his place.

      I frowned.

      Fritz shrieked as he dropped a second rock, which bounced a little, pulping a group of goblins, before he pumped his wings to get some altitude back.

      “Nice shot,” I bellowed.

      Fritz squawked at me.

      A tiny little hand waved at me from Fritz-back. Bear the pilot... or bomber, hard to tell.

      “For Glaton!” bellowed another voice as the Montana Volunteers charged into the goblin horde as well.

      I grabbed the chieftain’s sword, which came with a bonus piece of his arm, and then I set it aside. Technically, it belonged to Fritz.

      Instead, I got the boulder up and threw it.

      “Much better for group work,” I said, watching the rock crush a path through the goblins for me.

      But from behind me, I heard the jingle of rings on iron.
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      “Strike me down,” the chieftain said in his guttural voice, “and—“

      “Nope,” I said, turning around to see the goblin chieftain stand once again. “Let’s not do that.”

      He held his jagged sword in his hand. His hand that had been torn off and tossed aside by me just a moment before.

      “Any chance you’ll tell me how you’re doing that?” I asked. “It’s a pretty neat trick.”

      “Die, pretender!” he said.

      He came at me, and I dodged to the right, where my bad leg was, stumbling as the blade came down.

      Except my leg had mostly healed in the moments I’d been out of the fight, so it was a feint! And as the blade came down, I grabbed the chieftain’s arm and executed a textbook throw over my shoulder.

      He would have flown through the air, but as soon as his body was in front of mine, I wrenched back.

      His shoulder popped, and I got my foot in his armpit and pulled.

      Then his arm popped off.

      “I’m done playing, bub,” I said, and I used his sword to cut off his head.

      Taking the head with me, as well as his right arm, I cut my way through the goblins until I got to Ragnar.

      “Open the bag,” I said.

      Breathing heavily and leaning on a spear, he nodded, and got the knapsack open.

      I shoved the head inside. And then the arm. And the sword, just in case.

      And, just in case, I decided I’d gather up the rest of the body. As I walked back over to the corpse of the goblin chieftain, and saw the one remaining arm reaching out for a smaller goblin that was coming closer. The hand grabbed onto the little goblin, and the little goblin made a soft sighing motion and as it died, the chieftain’s body started to repair itself. Much faster than even mine.

      I sprinted over and stomped down on the half-formed head until the formation stopped. Oddly, though, it seemed like he might be gaining in power, because it took a lot to get his damn skull crushed.

      One of the hands started to reach out, and another little goblin started to come closer.

      I punted the goblin into the distance.

      Another small goblin started over.

      I drop-kicked that one.

      A third.

      “This is ridiculous,” I said, and I hoisted the disgusting corpse onto my shoulder and walked out of the remains of the battle.
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      It really is quite incredible how fast a battle can transform, because one second, there were a ton of goblins fighting each other, and the next, there were a bunch of goblins talking and staring adoringly at me.

      I’d taken the chieftain corpse to the still-smoldering smithy and dumped the fucker onto the half-banked coals. I unbanked them, and I hit the up the bellows for a hot minute, literally, until the goblin’s corpse was little more than char. At that point, his armor had begun to glow a bright red as the threads and leather keeping it together became ash,

      It seemed that, as the chieftain met his final end, his goblins switched sides to become my goblins. My goblins were perfectly okay with that, and were already proselytizing.

      I received word that my quest was complete:
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        * * *

      

      You have completed the quest:

      Call of the Imperial Hero

      You have successfully pushed back the armies of Mahrduhm and taken Rumib Pass for Glaton.

      Reward for success: Upon return to the Senate, you will be awarded the indicium: The Imperial Hero as well as any banked XP.
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      I sighed, feeling some irritation that I’d have to wait until I got back to the capital to actually get my reward. As I looked at the notification, or, rather, looked through the notification, I took notice of the camp.

      Or, rather, the remains of the camp. The Mahrduhmese army had bugged out right quick, leaving almost everything behind. All the ingots the smiths had labored to bring up were stacked nicely. Sacks of coal. Beds. Tents. Personal possessions seemed gone, though. Not that I’d gone into the various remaining buildings to look for loot. I’d never do something as uncouth as that.

      A little arm waved at me. A small goblin arm, stuck in a pile of bodies.

      I ran over and threw goblin corpses to the side until I came to a familiar green face. The goblin who’d tried to stand in front of the knight. Who’d been there to protect me. He was bleeding horribly, struggling to keep his insides inside, and failing because his insides were in pieces.

      “You… came…” he said weakly, his little voice barely audible.

      “Yeah,” I said, gritting my teeth together, not wanting to feel bad for a goblin. Not wanting to feel anything for a goblin. “I’m here.”

      “Thank… you…”

      “You did well, little guy. I think. I mean…” I was going to say that I didn’t seem him actually fighting, so I had no idea how he’d done, but suddenly it didn’t seem right. Not in his last moments, not when I could just, I don’t know, not be an asshole and let him have a decent passing.

      “I… go… to… Coggeshalla?” he eked out between trying to gulp air into his failing lungs, blood fairly pouring out of his mouth.

      “Coggeshall?”

      “Coggeshalla…”

      “Yeah, sure. You’re going.”

      He closed his eyes, a smile spreading across his face. It was as if I’d told him it was okay to die, because he sighed and then stopped breathing.

      I sat there, holding the tiny corpse, barely two feet tall, failing at not feeling. Whatever the rest of his kind had done, whatever he had done, the little guy had given his life for me. I couldn’t fault him for that. I couldn’t hate him just because of what his distant relatives had done.

      But going down that mental path was treacherous… I’d killed so many goblins. I’d hated them so fervently. If I suddenly accepted they were people as much as myself, or humans, or dwarves, or a host of any of the other creatures I’d met and interacted with… didn’t that make me a greater monster than they ever could dream of being?

      I picked him up, and I carried him over to the smithy, laid him in the coals, ignoring the burns on my arms, and I cremated him.
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      The sun was getting close to the western horizon when I finished cremating my goblins. Not the living ones; I left those alone. But I had taken the time to cremate all of mine who’d died in the fighting.

      Around then, Alcibiades and the rest of his cohort showed up.

      There was a bit of a ragged cheer from Montana’s Volunteers, a name they’d taken unto themselves, as well as a general ‘meh’ from the goblins, who I think would have preferred to be the only ones associated with me.

      “I doubted you,” Alcibiades said, taking off his helm and bowing his head. “Forgive me.”

      “Nothing to forgive,” I replied. “Care for some roast?”

      I gestured to an animal over the nearby fire, something that smelled delightful. I was, in fact, going to get some.

      “Any idea what kind of meat it might be?” he asked, smiling.

      “Reasonably sure it’s not human,” I replied. “Also probably not goblin. Not green, you know.”

      He shook his head, but pulled out his dagger and sliced off a steaming chunk, bouncing it from hand to hand while trying to score a bite.

      “Speaking of them,” Alcibiades said through a full mouth, “what are they doing over there?”

      I glanced over and saw the goblins busying themselves at their campsite.

      “I think they’re moving it over here?” I said. “Not sure, really. They’re just doing their thing, and I’m pretty happy to let them.”

      “And the Dark Queen’s regular forces?”

      “As far as I can tell, Mahrduhm is gone. They left the pass to us.”

      “Just like that?”

      “I mean, it wasn’t just like that. It was a full frontal assault that left half their forces incinerated and they have no horses to use for their cavalry.”

      He started to rub the hair on his helm, then shook his head.

      “Sorry, your grace,” he said, pulling the pouch from around his neck. “Your friend.”

      “Did he try to eat anyone’s brains?” I asked, opening the pouch up to peek inside.

      “No, your grace, he was most well-behaved. At least, I think. I have never interacted with a creature such as this, so...”

      Nimble opened up one eye and stared at me.

      “Do you mind?” he asked. “I am trying to nap.”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, and pulled the drawstring tight again before putting it around my neck.

      “What are you thinking in terms of holding this point, your grace?” Alcibiades asked.

      “I’m not. That’s your job. Or the Legions’. Scouting the rest of the pass shows that Mahrduhm has fully retreated. It’s clear all the way until the base of the mountain, at least, that’s what we saw.”

      “We?”

      “Not me, my scout on my bird friend.”

      “Ah.”

      “And I’m not good with the whole defense thing. I can fight with the best of them, or at least the not so bad of them, but I don’t know a damn thing about how to hold a line or, you know, any of that.”

      “Of course. I believe the General would be willing to return the full might of the Legion here, should he know the extent of your victory.”

      “Our victory, Alcibiades. I couldn’t have done this without you and your soldiers. Especially those ones,” I said, pointing at the volunteers. “Do we give them medals or something?”

      Alcibiades gave me a smirk, then said, “I am sure a commendation of some sort is coming their way.”

      “Good. They deserve it.”

      “I will take it under advisement,” he said. “Though I would imagine any recommendation from you, a duke, would be much more meaningful that anything I, a lowly centurion, might say.”

      “Okay. Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “If you would excuse me, your grace, I–”

      “You don’t need to wait for me to say something. Go, do your job.”

      “Thank you, your grace.”

      He put his helmet back on his head and walked off, looking very much like a professional soldier with a job to do. Which he promptly started doing by barking out orders to everyone within earshot.

      I cut off a chunk of meat.

      “Got some for me?” Ragnar asked, tossing the knapsack at me.

      I tried to catch the magical bag, just barely getting a grip on it while balancing the hunk of greasy, steaming meat in the other.

      Ragnar, ever the opportunist, reached over, plucked the roast out of my hand, and bit down.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “What?” he asked, playing innocent.

      Bear popped into view on my shoulder.

      “You finish with the cleanup?” I asked.

      “Shouldn’t have any undead rising tonight,” she replied.

      “And Fritz?”

      “Hunting.”

      “You want to tell me why Fritz couldn’t have any of this?” I asked.

      “He didn’t want it,” Bear replied.

      “Probably because he knew you were cooking it,” Ragnar added.

      “Ha-fucking-ha,” I said.

      Ragnar gave me a smile.

      “Where did Coggeshalla come from?” I asked.

      “Huh?” Ragnar asked.

      “Coggeshalla,” I said. “I heard you shouting it. Some goblin asked me if they were going there. Where’d it come from?”

      “When we were doing the oil stuff, the goblins asked me about you. They’re convinced you’re a god. Did you know that?”

      “I did.”

      “Are you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Life just gets weirder and weirder around you, Duke of Coggeshall, God of Goblins.”

      “Tell me about it. Get back to Coggeshalla.”

      “I’m getting there. They know I came here with you, and that I’m part of your hirð. So they think I know all sorts of things about you. Since they want to know everything about you, they spent any moment we had free to ask me about you. And where you were from. I wasn’t going to say anything about, you know, but I did mention Coggeshall. I think one of them misunderstood when I said Coggeshall, because then they said ‘Coggeshalla.’ That reminded me of this thing Lee told me about in, um, that other place. Valhalla.”

      Bear made a knowing noise, nodding.

      “And so,” Ragnar continued, “being that goblins are a bit, um, fearful of things, I thought they could, I don’t know, use a little extra courage. So I told them there’s a place called Coggeshalla. And if they die bravely in battle or helping someone, they’ll go there. Where you’ve prepared a hall and a feast, and it’s a big party with you until the next thing happens.”

      “The next thing? What the fuck is that now?”

      “I don’t know. That’s when we blew up the oil.”

      “Great,” I said.

      “Becoming a god was not on my Montana Bingo card,” Bear said, winking at me.

      “What’s a bingo card?” Ragnar asked, sitting down on a rock near the fire.

      Bear hopped down from my shoulder, walked over to Ragnar, and snatched the last bite of meat from him.

      “It’s a silly game,” she said.

      “Hey,” Ragnar snapped, “that’s mine.”

      He tried to grab it, but Bear already had it in her mouth.

      “Better watch out,” Bear said. “I’ve got powerful magics.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Ragnar said.

      “I’m very powerful!”

      Ragnar picked her up and prepared to throw her in a bush.

      And then the planet blew up.
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      Time lost all meaning. Everything lost meaning. I existed in a maelstrom of fire and pain and... rocks?
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      It’s not like the entire planet blew up. Not really. Just the immediate area around me. That blew up. And down. And all around, really.

      One second, I was sitting and watching my buddy Ragnar fake throwing our mutual friend Bear, and then the next, there was fire everywhere. And loud noises.

      I’m pretty sure I flew. Tumbling head over heels through the air in the midst of rocks busy going every which way but down.

      Then I went down.

      At least, that’s how I remember it.

      The next thing I remember was darkness and pain. Pain and darkness. And it was oddly the pain that gave me hope — it gave me the proof I was still alive. Pain only happens in life.

      And the excoriating pain told me my body was in the midst of repair.

      A moment or two later, I could open my eyes.

      Which didn’t do that much. Being that it was really fucking dark where I was, I could barely see a thing. In other moments, when I wasn’t trying to figure out so much that had clearly happened, I always thought it interesting I still resorted to feeling like darkness meant I couldn’t see. I still hadn’t come to regard darkvision as a natural state of being. Nor had I learned how to incorporate tremorsense.

      I shifted into darkvision, and things cleared up a little. I was buried under rocks. Nothing overly large, more like I was in a scree slope. Sure, my whole body was under what amounted to gravel, but my head was closer to air, and I could breathe just a bit.

      Slowly, carefully, I pulled myself out of the rocks, moving in a horizontal direction in the hopes I could prevent a rock slide.

      There had, most definitely, been a serious explosion, and Rumib was no longer a pass. At all.

      Where once I had been up high, now I was down low, in a big fucking crater. Walls went up several hundred feet all the way around.

      The ground was a mishmash of rock. Rocks of all shapes and sizes, with piles still being built at the edges as small stones and dirt continued to fall.

      Water was oozing up from below, as well as falling into a glorious waterfall, as if an underground river had been interrupted. And, as far as I could tell, there didn’t seem to be any outflow point beyond the pass itself. Eventually, if I wanted to wait a really fucking long time, I could probably just swim out. You know, if I didn’t die of hunger first.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      Nothing.

      Just the sound of the water falling, and the ping of the odd rock still coming down.

      No Alcibiades.

      No Montana’s Volunteers.

      No goblins.

      No Ragnar or Bear.

      I immediately flipped through my notifications, having to scour over an inordinate number of kill notifications for goblins before finding... nothing.

      No death notice for Bear or Ragnar...

      But they also weren’t listed in my hirð.. Just Skeld Woodingson and Tarryn Flynn.

      I blinked, rubbed my eyes, got ready to get real mad, and then the names were there.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I asked myself.

      “Why would I know?” a familiar and annoying voice called out.

      I looked down to see Nimble worming his way out of the pouch to look around.

      “Oh my,” he said softly. Then he turned to me. “What did you do?”

      “How would I have done this?” I asked.

      “Why would a little earworm such as myself know what you, some big meanie, could do?”

      “I’m a meanie? Maybe—“

      “What’s that?” Nimble asked, pointing up at the sky.

      Something was falling down, catching the moonlight as it flittered and fluttered. It looked like a flat rope. Or maybe a ribbon. Given my luck, it was probably a tape worm that could fly coming down to lecture me on morality.

      I darted across the rock-strewn floor of the crater and grabbed the thing out of the air. It was a red ribbon, with a small square piece of paper at the end that had been folded into an envelope. The envelope was sealed with a bit of green wax, embossed with a big tree.

      The back said: “Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “This is weird,” I said.

      “Is that a letter?” Nimble asked. “I have memories of letters.”

      “Whose memories?”

      “No idea. They get a bit jumbled.”

      I sighed, and cracked the wax seal.

      Inside was a short note.

      

      Montana-

      Have to keep this short. Ragnar and I are safe and back in Coggeshall. See you when you get home. Sorry, you were too big. Hope you didn’t have to respawn.

      Bear.

      PS - I didn’t make the explosion.

      

      How the fuck...

      I read over the note a few times, looked at the paper, looked at the ribbon, tried to figure out what I was looking at. But none of that made any sense.

      Still,

      “How are we getting out?” Nimble asked.

      “We aren’t yet,” I said. “We’re looking for survivors first.”
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      For once, I used my skills to help people live longer instead of cutting their lives short. Tremorsense helped me find as many blast survivors as I could. Which, in this case, meant five.

      Five out of over a hundred humans and close to a thousand goblins.

      Near the northern wall, I could feel heartbeats. Two of them. But they were weak.

      Quickly, ignoring Nimble’s questions about what was going on, I dug, throwing handfuls of rocks and sand out of the way before coming to a layer of dead goblins, all hugging each other, forming a protective shield.

      In the middle were two tiny goblins, maybe a foot and a half tall each. In between the two of them, they held a small metal box, crudely made, but clearly important.

      I reached down and lifted them out together, setting them on the ground.

      “You’re okay,” I said softly.

      The other goblins seemed to have formed around the two survivors to keep them alive. I hate to admit that it warmed my heart a little to see the goblins sacrificing themselves for others.

      One of the goblins opened one of his eyes and looked around.

      “Coggeshalla?” he asked.

      “Not yet,” I said, smiling.

      The little goblin shook his buddy, and then his buddy opened his eyes.

      Both goblins looked at each other, then around the crater, and then at me.

      “Let’s keep looking,” I said. “There might be more survivors.”

      The goblins weren’t moving all that well, so I got them on a safe spot, away from the water, and I went back to walking a pattern on the floor of the crater.

      Of course, walking implies an ease to the process of moving about the crater. It wasn’t quite as simple because it really involved a lot of bouldering, climbing, testing the stability of things. There was very little flat space remaining from what had, at one point, been very flat.

      Near the center of the crater, probably round about where Rumib the town had been located, perhaps even in the exact spot where there had once stood a tavern, I found a slight tremor down about twenty or thirty feet.

      Standing right above it, I sighed. Looking down, I only saw rocks. Rocks on rocks.

      But it’s not like I had anything better to do.

      I dug down.

      And down.

      And then the little goblins showed up to take the small rocks from me, which wasn’t actually helpful, but they were trying.

      As I got closer, I could hear people talking, and then I got a rock out of the way, and there was a glowing barrier of sorts, a red undulating light.

      I peered down, and then a hand came through the barrier.

      Grabbing the hand, I pulled up a human.

      Alcibiades.

      He seemed startled to see me.

      Frankly, I was startled to see him.

      “How—“ I started, but he interrupted me.

      “There are two more,” he said, then started to climb out of the hole.

      I knelt down and tried to reach through the barrier.

      It didn’t work.

      “Gotta put your arm through,” I shouted. “I can’t reach—“

      Another hand popped up through, a slighter one.

      I grabbed it and pulled out a female Legionnaire.

      She looked a little shellshocked.

      Alcibiades had stopped halfway up and helped the woman.

      A third hand came out, but waved.

      “As soon as you pull me out of here,” a voice called from inside the barrier, “the barrier will collapse. I fear it could cause a landslide.”

      “Hold on tight,” I shouted, and I grabbed his arm and gave him a big yank.

      There was a cry of surprise or pain or both, and the mancer came flying up. And like he said, the rocks I stood upon went down. Which meant I was in danger of going down. I shot my other hand out and wedged my fist into a tight spot.

      I waited for the rocks below me to settle into new, mostly stable positions before I pulled the mancer up, with one arm, thank you, to look in my eyes.

      “Hold on to my neck,” I said.

      He nodded, wrapped his arms around my neck, and hung onto my back.

      “Bit-tight,” I managed to eke out.

      “I am already slipping,” he shouted.

      Had I been able to breathe, I would have sighed. Instead, I just climbed up and out of the pit.

      Alcibiades, the girl soldier, and the two goblins stood there, staring at me.

      I pulled the mancer off my back and set him on the broken ground.

      “Okay,” I said. “Does anyone know what just happened?”

      Silence.

      “I’m willing to take guesses,” I said. “Thoughts, feelings, anything?”

      “How do we get out of here?” the mancer asked. “Are you going to climb up those walls? Go get help?”

      “That’s one way out, but I’m willing to bet it’s not long before someone comes along and, you know, drops a rope. Or a ladder.”

      Something on the edge of the crater above shrieked.

      “See?” I said. “Help has arrived.”

      Only it hadn’t. Not really.

      Philippe stood on the edge of the crater, staring down at us, silhouetted in the moonslight.

      “What happened?” he shouted, after he finished his screaming and caterwauling.

      “No idea,” I shouted back. “Can you get some rope?”

      “Rope? Yes, of course. Rope!”

      He disappeared from view.

      “One gold he’s coming back to ask where to find rope,” I said.

      “One gold, he’ll ask what kind of rope,” Alcibiades countered.

      “Deal.”

      Barely a second later, there was Philippe.

      “Quick question,” he shouted. “Where do I find the rope?”

      Alcibiades threw a gold coin my way.

      “And what kind of rope?”

      I threw it right back.

      “Go back to camp,” I shouted. “We’ll meet you there.”

      “What? How?” Philippe shouted.

      “I would also appreciate knowing that,” Alcibiades said.

      “Same,” the mancer added.

      “Fritz,” I replied. “He’s hunting. When he gets done eating, he’ll come back here and pick us up.”

      “Unless he already came back and thought we were all dead.”

      “Fritz isn’t like that.”

      “I climb,” one of the little goblins said. “Get rope.”

      He was one of the OG goblins who’d glued hair on his face to make a uniform. The other one, even smaller, had painted half of himself the blue to match the Imperial colors, which seemed to have been the uniform for the second wave of goblins.

      “No climb,” I said. “Flying soon.”

      I walked away from the group, toward the center of the crater, and then leaned back and yelled into the sky.

      “Fritz!” I bellowed as loud as I could. “Need a pick up on aisle five!”

      A faint screech echoed through the mountains, and a moment later, the monstrous bird circled around and around until he landed next to me.

      The big guy leaned over and peered at me, maybe to make sure I was real. Either that, or he was giving me shit.

      “Hello, my fine feathered friend,” I said. “I could use a ride to Arenberg. You know, if you’re feeling up to it.”

      Fritz stood up straight, leaned one way, then the other, then back, deciding what to do.

      Then he hopped up and turned around, stretching out for ease of boarding.

      “Come on,” I shouted to the group, who were busy staring at me. “It’s either flying on Fritz, or climbing the wall. Makes no difference to me. Or Fritz.”
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      We paused on our trip to pick up Philippe, who wasn’t back at the camp, he was, instead, sitting next to the hole trying to weave shrub branches together to make a rope. Philippe clearly knew very little about weaving, branches, or rope.

      But being that he’d flown on Air Fritz before, it was less of a chore to get him aboard.

      Then we winged our way over the pass towards Arenberg.

      From above, it was a sobering and bizarre sight. The road went along, weaving between chasms and plateaus, rocks and boulders, and then it just sort of disappeared into a huge fucking hole. A hole that encompassed all of what had, at one point, been Rumib. The whole flat, open-ish area was now gone. As well as everything beneath it. And given the depth of the hole, I was stunned. Where had the mountain gone?

      Arenberg was bright, even at night, the streets lit with plenty of lanterns, all glowstones judging by the lack of flicker. There were also a load of lights all along the walls, both inside and outside.

      Most bright, however, had to be the count’s home. A giant and somewhat grotesque, at least to me, structure almost up against the eastern walls, strangely close to the pass.

      “On the roof, please,” I shouted into the wind.

      Fritz gave one huge nod of his huge head, and we glided downward.

      Cold winds blew, and the lack of starlight to the west meant a storm was likely on the way.

      Fritz managed to avoid detection on the way in, not sure it was on purpose, or just a side effect of being a flying creature in a world where people didn’t really think about flight. He landed us on the roof of the palace, just a hop away from a balcony.

      I unbuckled myself, slid down the tiles and onto said balcony.

      “Philippe,” I called up, “with me.”

      “And the rest of us, your grace?” Alcibiades said.

      “Goblins with me, I guess,” I replied. “Alcibiades, you take, um, the others with you. Sorry I didn’t get your names. Soon.”

      “Milena,” the woman said. “I was one of your volunteers. I would go with you.”

      “Well shit, just all come with me then.”

      They all came with me, and then Fritz looked at me expectantly.

      “I don’t know where Bear and Ragnar went,” I said, “but they’re back in Coggeshall now.”

      “Coggeshalla...” the blue goblin said reverently.

      “Not Coggeshalla,” I snapped, “Coggeshall. Different places. Fucking Ragnar... Anyway, Fritz, I need you to stick nearby. We’re going to be going back to the capitol in a minute or two after I finish reaming out the fucking count.”

      Fritz nodded his head, perhaps realizing the need for a measure of stealth.

      He jumped up and flew away into the night.

      I looked at my party.

      Philippe. Useless.

      Hirsute goblin. More a liability.

      Blue goblin. Leaving blue smudges everywhere.

      Alcibiades had a bit of a limp.

      The mancer was clearly exhausted, a fact emphasized by Alcibiades having to hold the man up.

      Then there was the last volunteer, Milena. Who had her sword out, and a really mean look on her face.

      “We’re not here to kill anyone,” I said. “Sword away.”

      She frowned, but sheathed her gladius.

      I walked forward and through the door to the inside.

      I wish I had opened the door first. Frankly, I thought it was open because I hadn’t seen such a large pane of glass before. Which means I just walked through the glass.

      There were a few cuts and a bit of blood, but only for a second.

      I didn’t stop moving, though. I pretended as if that was what I’d meant to do the whole time. Intimidation.

      So I also kicked down the next door.

      “Count what’s-your-name!” I shouted. “I’m coming for you!”

      “Arenberg,” Philippe whispered.

      “Thank you, Philippe.”

      I strode down the hall, ignoring the sound of boots on the stairs, opening the doors as I came to them. Bedroom, bedroom, bedroom, occupied bedroom.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I lied to the busy couple, “but where’s the count?”

      The woman shrieked and hid under the blanket. The man rolled off the bed, taking the blanket with him.

      Being a gentleman, I averted my gaze.

      “Goblins!” the woman screamed.

      I looked down to see the two tiny goblins leering at the woman.

      “Oi, knock that shit off,” I snapped. “We don’t do that.”

      The goblins immediately looked away and seemed properly ashamed.

      “The count,” I said again, “where is he?”

      “Downstairs,” the woman replied through tears. “In the study...”

      I was already moving towards the stairs, but I heard Philippe say thank you. Which was nice, but somewhat undermined the whole anger and intimidation thing.

      There were quite a few guards on the stairs, none of whom had weapons out, all of whom looked confused.

      I walked right past them without a second glance.

      They didn’t seem to know what to do, so they just sort of followed along behind.

      I went down two flights of stairs and was about to go down a third when I heard someone clearing their throat.

      Philippe was pointing to the left.

      “This floor?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      I nodded and stormed off to the left.

      Despite my angry outward appearance, I wasn’t really that filled with rage, though I could feel it percolating down in the depths of my being, wanting to be let out. But I just didn’t feel it. I felt tired. I had been doing so much killing of late that I just didn’t want to indulge in the bloodlust. Frankly, I wanted to go home. I wanted to sleep in my own bed, eat my own food, see my friends, maybe even help a few people or, gods forbid, go fishing.

      Instead, here I was, stomping down the beautiful marble hallway filled with what were surely priceless relics and works of art.

      “That one,” Philippe said. “Third on the right.”

      I didn’t break down any other doors, instead, I politely knocked.

      There was no answer. But while there was an awkward silence on my side of the door, it sounded a bit like there was a party on the other side, including music.

      I knocked a second time, a little more forceful.

      Still nothing.

      I punched a hole in the door and stuck my head through.

      There was a party inside, one that promptly stopped as soon as I broke the door. If there had been a record, it would have scratched. All the eyes were on me.

      “Seems like your door is broken,” I said with a smile. “Mind opening it from the inside?”

      No one moved.

      “Oh,” I said, “seems like I can.”

      I punched another hole in the door and reached through to open the door.

      Then I opened it, and ripped the door off its hinges and snapped it in half, dropping the splintered wood on the ground.

      “Toss that on the fire for me, bub,” I said to an older-looking asshole sort of a man who was busy giving me the stink-eye.

      Speaking of stink, that’s when I realized I hadn’t showered. I was still covered in the gore of the day. My skin was charred in places, peeling in others. I was covered in blood and a mishmash of other things, all contained, somewhat, under a heavy layer of dust.

      “Which one of you fuck buckets is the count?” I asked, wanting to get this mess over with so I could find a bed. “Kind of only remember you from behind, so...”

      No one spoke.

      I was going to interrogate Philippe, but then I saw someone I recognized.

      “Rufius?” I asked. “What are you doing here?”

      He was currently trying to hide between another Legion officer, and wasn’t particularly happy to be singled out.

      “Uh,” he started, clearly trying to figure out how to navigate this rather fraught social situation, “his lordship invited us to dine with him tonight, uh, your grace.”

      “Oh, did he? How nice. I must have misplaced my invitation.”

      A bookcase slammed against the wall, revealing a hidden door, and a young man stepped out, retying his pants.

      “Who stopped the band?” he asked before he stopped and looked around at the room. “What is happening here?”

      “The count, I take it?” I asked Rufius.

      Rufius nodded.

      “Who are you?” the count asked.

      “Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “And you come into my home uninvited to — what did you do to my doo- Philippe?”

      “I did come into your house uninvited, so for that I apologize. I opened your door, and then it fell off its hinges. Might want to get that looked at, don’t want all the other doors falling apart. And yes, good observation skills. That is, indeed, Philippe. Who works for me now, so, you know, don’t try ordering him about, okay?”

      The count looked confused, which seemed a normal look for the idiot.

      “Kind of my turn now, your lordship,” I said. “Care to explain what the fuck is going on here?”

      “Have you never been to a dinner party before?” he asked, chuckling as he picked up a snifter of some amber liquor and swirled it around. “Never been invited to drinks after?”

      “I was a bit busy defending the country, and your estate in particular, to come and have a little party.”

      “The explosion,” Rufius asked, “what was that? We heard it down here and—”

      “Where is Albrecht?” I asked, suddenly remembering I’d sent him down to Arenberg.

      “He is, um, at the Legion encampment.”

      “At my orders,” an older man wearing Legion armor said, grunting ever so much as he worked his bulk out of the couch and on to his feet. “And you must be the Montana I have heard so much about. Are you coming here to request more soldiers again? Complain about lack of—”

      “Shut it, pops,” I said. “I’m not ready to talk to you. I’m still busy with the count—”

      “The count has nothing to do with the workings of Legion, duke,” the Legion General said, somehow managing to make the word duke sound pejorative. “I examined the situation, and I made the decision to pull back and fortify the city. We were losing the pass and there was no way to—”

      “I took the pass,” I said. “I pushed Mahrduhm out. They have no presence in Rumib Pass any longer.”

      “You did what?”

      “I took the pass, pushed Mahrduhm out. Which is what I was sent here to do. So I did it. It has been done. I am leaving, going back to Glaton, and I’m going to report on what I saw here. Which was a shit show.”

      “Are those goblins?” one of the artisto-assholes in the room asked.

      I looked at the goblins who were currently shoving food into their mouths off a table of canapés, caviar, and cucumber sandwiches.

      “No, pixies,” I said. “Anyway, the Legion could have done what I did. They helped do what I did, with zero support from you. And I would imagine the Commandant of the Legion is going to want to know why you decided to hole up in here and party it up with the rest of these assholes instead of actually defending the realm, right?”

      “Are you threatening me?” the Legion general asked, I think trying to draw himself up to a height that might make me feel small.

      “No,” I replied. “I am merely making an observation about the events I’ve observed here.”

      “I can confirm that his grace was successful in pushing Mahrduhm out of the pass,” Alcibiades said, finally stepping into the room.

      “However,” I said, before Alcibiades could let the not-so-secret secret out, “there was a, um, incident in the pass.”

      “Incident?” Philippe said. “The town is gone!”

      “That is nothing new,” the General said. “Mahrduhm destroyed the town—”

      “No,” I interrupted, “it’s like really gone. There’s a big hole where Rumib used to be, and it’s currently filling with water. I figure you’ve got about a month before there’s a river coming down the pass road and washing up against your gates.”

      “Might not hit the gates,” the mancer said, leaning against the wall with the help of Melina. “The road takes a rather circuitous route down, if I had to guess, it is more likely the river would go to the north of Arenberg, though not by much.”

      “And how did you do that?” the count shouted. “How did you make a town disappear and a lake appear?”

      “I appreciate that you think I’m capable of that,” I replied. “But that wasn’t me. You want my guess, which I doubt because you’re all pretty set on being cowardly assholes—”

      The count bristled and took two steps towards me before one of his underlings pulled the young man back.

      “—that you won’t come out from behind the walls to see anything. Mahrduhm has been stringing us along up there and doing something else, setting Rumib to blow if we got too close.”

      “How would they arrange such destruction?” Rufius asked.

      “I would need to return to the site to investigate further,” the mancer said, “but I saw evidence of arcane workings at a number of places in the resulting crater. As well, I noticed the acrid odor indicative of certain explosive alchemical creations I have worked with in the past. Certainly nothing to this scale, but it is theoretically possible. Incredibly dangerous stuff, if we had any inkling of what was happening, it would have been easy to stop or reverse… but, yes. That is my guess as to what happened.”

      “There we go,” I said, pointing at the mancer. “What he said.”

      “Then you failed,” the Legion General said.

      “No, my quest was to push back Mahrduhm and prevent them from taking the pass or establishing a foothold here. I have done that. I’m complete. I’d say you’re welcome, but I don’t give a shit about you. Or him. Or anyone here, except slightly for Rufius. Still trying to figure you out.”

      “I was ordered to come,” Rufius said. “I thought I might—”

      “You will silence yourself,” the General said sharply.

      Rufius shut up.

      The other Legion officers were busy trying to blend into the wallpaper.

      “There is much that must be discussed here, your grace,” the General said suddenly. “And this event you have barged in on is not the appropriate venue for it. I understand your… discomfiture with how things have been handled with the battles here, but we have had to make tactical decisions based on information you were not privy to and—”

      “You know,” I said, “I’m past caring. I’m done. And if they want, I’m taking Milena, Alcibiades, and that guy,” I pointed at the mancer, “with me.”

      “You leave for the capitol, then?” Rufius asked. “Just like that?”

      “What else do I need to do here?”

      “Mahrduhm’s army sits on the other side of those mountains, do you think they are just going to go home?”

      “Either that or figure out how to get an entire army over the mountains that no longer have a pass going through it. Also, Count, you should probably start thinking about what new economic opportunities you can look into, being that trade isn’t going to be a big thing for Arenberg any longer.”

      The count looked confused. So, normal.

      A young man ran into the room. He was sweating, panicked, and dressed in the colors of the count.

      “Your lordship,” he said, “you must come quickly.”

      “I bet he does,” I replied.

      “What is it?” the count asked, not even bothering to acknowledge my joke.

      “There is something happening at the mountain,” the young man said.

      He was immediately pushed aside by two burly Legionnaires.

      “General,” the burliest said, “there is activity to the east, your presence is requested on the wall.”

      “Huh, sounds like your party is over,” I said. “See you later.”

      “Your grace,” Rufius started, “perhaps you could come and—”

      “Let him leave,” Count Arenberg said. “Let the coward run back home and suckle at the teat of his wet nurse.”

      “First of all,” I said, “I don’t know what a wet-nurse is, so I can’t exactly be offended by whatever you’re implying. Second of all, I’m pretty sure you can call me coward all you want, and no one is going to believe you. Third, you say anything else nasty about anyone here, and I’ll sic my goblins on you.” I switched into Goblin and said, “Growl at that asshole, please.”

      The two tiny goblins looked over at the count, and they tried to growl. It wasn’t exactly on the spectrum of threats, but it, at least, unsettled the count a little.

      “Your grace,” the General said, “if you would at least come with us to the wall before you go.”

      I noticed that Rufius and at least one other officer had been pleading their case to their leader while I’d been having my battle of wits with the unarmed count. I stared at the General, then at Rufius, then over at… Ragnar wasn’t there. Or Bear. I felt that rage bubbling up, missing my friends and feeling that overwhelming frustration and irritation. But I took a deep breath, let it out slow and tried to channel my inner Ragnar, ignoring the sass answers.

      “Fine,” I said. “Lead on.”
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      Whatever was happening to the east had the Legion stirred up like a hornet’s nest. Soldiers running around everywhere, putting on armor or delivering arrows or just doing something. Through the middle of that barely controlled chaos came our motley crew, the group of artisto-asses, the officer corps of the Legion, and then my group. I’d put the goblins on my shoulders, one on each, to keep them out of the way, and to make sure that no one did anything to them. Nimble was watching from his pouch, but seemed to realize his precarious position, so he kept quiet, for once.

      We went through the camp to one of the many stairwells that led onto the wall.

      Then up the wall, all the while, I wracked my brain trying to figure out what might be happening.

      Then we got to the top, and I saw.

      “Well, fuck,” I said. “You’re going to ask me to stay, aren’t you?”
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      The mountainside was only about a quarter-mile from the walls of Arenberg. Not quite close enough to shoot an arrow, but within decent siege weapon range.

      A chunk of the mountain wall had been pushed out of the way, revealing an arched tunnel about sixty feet across and thirty-ish feet high in the center. As far back in the tunnel as I could see were creatures wearing robes, holding weapons, ready for war. Above them were battle standards, all of which were in Mahrduhm colors.

      “On the plus side,” I said, “no heavy cavalry charge.”

      “What in the hells are they?” the General asked.

      “The robed ones,” Rufius said with a sigh, as if he’d already given up. “They were the ones who have been harassing us in the night fights, though they had stopped of late.”

      “Guess they were busy building a tunnel through to the other side,” the count said. “Which does seem to mean that you have failed.”

      “Nope,” I said, “I was told to take the pass. I took the pass.”

      “What about this?” the count asked, gesturing to the tunnel full of robed ones, who were now starting to emerge into the night.

      “That’s a tunnel, dickweed. I know you have trouble with basic things like–”

      “Enough, your grace,” the General said. “Now is not the time for… tomfoolery. I must… to the command tent!”

      He very quickly made his way off the wall, followed in no short order by the rest of the Legion officers. Rufius at least managed to give me a look and mouth the word ‘sorry’.

      “How did he get to be in charge of a Legion?” I asked, watching the portly old guy practically run away.

      “Some assholes just fail upward,” Alcibiades said quietly.

      “Find me a flag of truce,” the count said. “I would negotiate with this army.”

      Immediately, one of the count’s underlings was racing away.

      “You’ll do what now?” I asked.

      “This army sitting at the doorsteps to my city is far larger than any that could come to our aid. I intend to surrender the city, and thereby save the lives of all inside.”

      “Isn’t that, like, treason or something?”

      “It is the safe maneuver. Besides, I am an expert negotiator. It may be that the Dark Queen rewards her new subjects.”

      “Were you waiting for this?” I asked. “Is that why you were having that little party? Baby count gets to betray his mean old father, the archduke?”

      The count whipped out a thin sword, something like an epee or a rapier, and before I could move, he’d stabbed me through.

      “You would have done well to learn your place in life,” the count said, standing on his tiptoes so he could whisper the threat into my ear.

      I grabbed him by the throat and lifted him up into the air. Then I extended my arm out straight, dangling him over the wall.

      His little hands beat against my arm, struggling to reach his delicate little sword.

      With my other hand, I grabbed his rapier and pulled it out of my stomach and tossed it over my shoulder.

      Down below, someone shouted in pain.

      So many thoughts ran through my head. I could just drop the count and he’d likely die when he hit the ground. Or, even if he survived, the enemy army was headed this way, and they could kill him for me. Or I could just rip his head off. Rip his arms off and beat him to death. Ask Nimble to have a midnight snack…

      What would Ragnar tell me to do?

      Rather, what would Eliza tell me to do? I hadn’t thought of Eliza in some time. Why had she popped into my head now? I know she’d tell me not to kill the count, that he was surely worth more alive than dead. Killing the asshole meant I’d have his father as an enemy. But maybe keeping his son alive would net me an ally. Or, if that was too much, just turn the archduke neutral.

      “You want me kill?” the blue goblin asked, standing on my forearm, small dagger aimed at the count’s eyeball.

      “No,” I said in Goblin. “He is worthless.”

      The goblin looked confused.

      “No go Coggeshalla?”

      “Him? Never.”

      I brought the count close to me, ignoring his blotchy purple complexion.

      “Listen closely to me,” I said, “because I really dislike having to say things twice. I hate saying things once, frankly. I’m letting you live because I need your dad to not hate me. That’s it. You cross him, I’m coming back to kill you. He dies? I’m coming back to kill you. Got it?”

      He was still struggling, but weaker, but it’s not like he had a brain to be starved of oxygen.

      “You need to swear you know what I’m saying before I let you go.”

      He nodded his head a teensy bit.

      I let go.

      He dropped like a dead fish to the stone battlements.

      “Get your ass to your palace,” I said. “If you come outside when I’m around, I’m letting these two goblins have your testicles soft boiled for breakfast. And I’m feeding what little brain you have to my ear worm.”

      “And that’s me,” Nimble said, popping up from the pouch, “Nimble!”

      Nothing like a high pitched talking fuzzy worm trying to sound hard… And just like that, all threat and coolness were gone. At least he meant well.

      Thankfully, the count was done, and he quickly crawled away, helped by more of his underlings.

      “We showed him,” Nimble said.

      “Sure did,” I replied, and held the earworm and pouch out to Alcibiades. “Hold this for me.”

      “Of course, your grace,” he said, completely solemn as he put the pouch and worm around his neck.

      “Goblins,” I said, in Goblin, “defend Alcibiades with your lives.”

      They hopped off my shoulders and took up defensive positions on either side of Milena.

      “No, that one.”

      They looked at me, then at the centurion. They shrugged and took up defensive positions on either side of Alcibiades.

      The robed ones were massing outside the tunnel, very clearly prepping to charge the walls.

      I had to act.

      So I went left the wall, found the nearest weapons tent, and I put everything in the tent into my knapsack. Except for one Legion shield and one spear. Those and I took with me.

      Then it was over to the command tent. I whipped the flap open and stared at the officers.

      “Get the troops ready,” I barked. “You counterattack at dawn.”

      “Where are you going?” Rufius asked.

      “Someone has to keep ‘em busy until you lot get around to doing your fucking job.”
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      I sprinted up the stairs and vaulted right over the wall.

      It seemed really cool in my mind. In reality, it wasn’t quite as cool.

      I managed to land, but it wasn’t a seamless sort of still running thing. It was more a stumble and crash to the ground, but then get back to your feet and hope no one was paying attention sort of a thing.

      “Woo!” Philippe shouted from the wall. “Looking excellent, your grace.”

      “I don’t need the sunshine blown up my ass, Philippe,” I called over my shoulder.

      “Apologies, your grace. Just trying to do my job!”

      I didn’t mention that he didn’t have a job yet. And that it was likely he was going to be out of a job if the robed ones killed me. But I didn’t really think they would. They didn’t seem that powerful. I didn’t really get why the soldiers had been so scared.

      So as I walked across the uneven ground towards the new tunnel, I shook out my muscles. There was a vague sense of exhaustion there. I needed to rest. And yet, the prospect of battle always awakened me in a way nothing else did. Even when I knew I wasn’t always actually facing the prospect of death, even the fight was welcome. Especially in moments where I didn’t have to worry about anyone else. No one I actually cared about was anywhere near me, not even in the walled city behind me. I could actually let the monster inside me out.

      “Good,” I said, barely noticing the smile creeping across my face. “Let’s play, your robed fucks!”

      I took the spear, hauled back, and threw it as hard as I could.
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      I followed the spear, racing as fast as I could after it, barely able to get an axe out of my bag in the sprint.

      My thrown spear hit the robed ones, going through two before impaling a third and fourth beyond.

      I didn’t slow down as I smashed into their lines. I used the big shield to batter an opening into the robed ones, and then started chopping.

      The axe cut through the heavy robes easily, and I left a wake of blood and destruction as I waded into the depths of their army.

      Swing left, chop right, I wasn’t stopping.

      And they didn’t seem to know how to stop me. They kept trying to get shields up, or parry my attacks, but I was simply overwhelming them.

      Blood was pouring across the floor of the tunnel, screams of pain were echoing back and forth in a way to make Blumhouse jealous. But I pushed on, cutting my way deeper and deeper through the horde of robed ones, trying to get to the back, trying to find the leaders so I could actually damage the army as a whole.

      But as the tunnel darkened, the tone of the battle shifted. The robed ones weren’t pushing as hard. They were actually giving me a little space, forming a shield wall around me that shifted as I did.

      I feinted left, then lunged right, slashing down through one of their shields and getting into the thick of it for a moment before the wall reformed.

      As we danced for a moment, I got a better look at the creatures I’d been slaughtering. They had thick skin that seemed to bunch up at their joints, with tufts of fur or hair popping out at odd intervals. They had three fingers on their hands, and two thumbs, one on either side of the fingers, each digit ending in a conical claw. When their hoods went back, it revealed rodent-like faces, with fully black eyes tucked deep in their heads. Small ears were folded back against their heads, and pink noses sat prominently on their snouts. But it was the teeth that stuck out the most. Both literally and figuratively. They were yellow and giant, and two of them came out of a wide mouth right below their pink nose, almost like tusks. They didn’t speak or vocalize except when they were hurt, or dying, and even then, it wasn’t words, just sounds.

      Then robed ones without robes leapt over the shields and ran at me, small daggers in each hand. They moved fast and were incredibly aggressive.

      I was pushed back to the wall of the tunnel as I tried my best to block them, then just accepted a blow or two on my armor so I could cut them down with my axe.

      And while the dagger shouldn’t have done anything to the chain, every cut along the metal started to rust. My axe, where I’d taken the hits from the dagger, started to rust.

      Quickly, I scanned the horde for a target, and I saw a large shadow moving in the background. I threw the axe over the heads of the crowd, and it thunked satisfyingly into the giant creature, which bellowed in pain and disappeared.

      I pulled a sword out of the bag and prepared to receive the next charge.

      Chunks of my chain started to fall off my body, the rings rusting too much to hold together any longer.

      No one came.

      Green fog started to swirl between the legs of the robed ones.

      It smelled awful, but the robed ones seemed to smile at the sight of it. Or the smell of it, hard to tell.

      My head began to swim immediately, and my vision started to blur. My health bar was flashing at me. I was being poisoned. Or something along those lines.

      That’s when the robed ones attacked again.

      I did my best to defend, fighting them off until I stood on a pile of dead bodies, managing to get my head just above the green fog. But the small cuts they got in here and there began to add up, so many that I got a bleeding debuff. And my HP just tumbled down and down.

      Then one particularly nasty weasel — except I didn’t think they were weasels; I meant that figuratively — ducked under my swing and sliced through my Achilles’ tendon.

      My leg went out from under me and I slid down the pile, disappearing into the green fog.

      I pushed myself back, away from the pile, forcing my one working leg to stand, my back against the wall.

      There was a loud grinding sound, so loud that all the action in the tunnel stopped. I tried to figure out where it was coming from, but all the robed ones were bent over, hands over their small ears, yelping in pain.

      And then a part of the wall moved.

      A huge part, roughly forty feet of wall, moved as if it were being pushed from behind. Which promptly cut the tunnel in two and crushed forty feet worth of robed ones.

      But I couldn’t see what had done the pushing, because a brilliant light flooded the tunnel. My eyes hurt horribly, and I could only barely see what was right in front of me.

      And then the flame came, the green fog lit up in a brilliant blast of heat. But it moved so fast that as soon as it was there, it was gone. One big phwoop all the way through the tunnel.

      I let myself slide down the tunnel wall, getting the broken Legion shield up to protect me from whatever came next.

      From the sound of it, battle.

      Those unmistakable sounds filled the tunnel as what had to be another army came in.

      The Legion. I thought with a sigh. They’d finally come.

      Only, they hadn’t.
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      Being that I was technically out of the fight, my body started to repair itself as I sat behind the shield.

      But as soon as my eyes were working again, and my Achilles’ heel had snapped back together, I stood up, ready to fight.

      There was no need.

      The fight was still ongoing, sure, but not where I was. Nor in the space between myself and Arenberg. That area was filled the dead bodies. Nearly all robed ones. But a few kobolds lay struck down as well. Not many.

      Certainly no where near as many as there live kobolds. Because there were live kobolds everywhere in smart suits of armor and neat, colorful tunics. And they were operating with incredible discipline, moving as units, pushing back the robed ones with practiced ease.

      A group of eight huge swolebolds were laying down near the rock wall they pushed out, being tended to by kobolds wearing white robes.

      And there were whistles. Lots of whistles being sounded.

      A familiar old snobold came tottering over to me.

      “Your grace,” Baltu said.

      “Baltu?” I asked, then rubbed my eyes. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “You asked me to look for kobolds, yes?”

      “Yeah, but, I mean, I meant in Glaton.”

      “It took me a little farther to find them.”

      Another kobold came jogging up and pulled a helm off.

      Kiefer stood in front of me, breathing hard. He cleaned a bit of blood off his feather mustache and gave me a winning smile.

      “I must thank you, Montana of Coggeshall,” he said. “We were not sure how long we would be stuck waiting for a distraction, and yet, their first night of completion, here you were.”

      “Glad I could help,” I said, still trying to grasp what I saw happening around me.

      “I apologize if I must hurry. There is much to be done ere I might sleep, and I believe if we push hard, we will hold the eastern tunnel by morning. Baltu you know, and Baltu knows you. He speaks quite highly of you, Duke of Coggeshall. If he had not, we would have waited for you to expire before interceding. As it is, we ask that you return our favor of rescuing you by escorting our ambassador to Glaton.”

      Kiefer stepped out of the way to allow a half-snake, half-human to slither up to me. The snake person was a dark green with a darker green diamond pattern on the tail, but nearly white scales made up the front. Or belly. Whatever. The snake-man-thing wore some clothes, a white shirt, leather jacket, tricorn hat. It had muscular arms, and a curved sword hung on its back.

      “I can do that,” I said.

      “Thank you, Montana,” Kiefer said quickly, his eyes scanning the tunnel to the east. “You are a testament to your country, duke. I hope to meet you again some day.”

      Then he darted away.

      “Ambassador?” I asked, looking at the snake thing guy.

      The snake-man-thing lowered its snakelike head, but kept its eyes on me.

      “This one is honored to meet you, Montana of Coggeshall. This one vakadiwa is known as Vengai.”

      “It’s nice to meet you? Do we shake hands? What do we do here?”

      Baltu closed his eyes and shook his head.

      Vengai smiled, I think, and then grabbed my hand.

      “The formalities are over,” Vengai said, sounding more jovial, “it is quite nice to meet you. I look forward to getting to know you over our trip to your capital. I believe it will take two months?”

      “Um, about that,” I said. “Have you ever been flying?”
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      The end of book 14
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      I know it looks like it’s forever until the next book comes out, but there’s a good reason… I’ve been missing most of my deadlines. I’m giving myself some more time just in case, and I’m hoping I can get my schtuff together way ahead of this.

      Bad to the Throne - April 25, 2024

      

      If you can’t wait, you can always hop on over to the Bad Guys, where the next book is out in two June!

      On a Throne of Lies - June 22, 2023

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

      Or click HERE to join my discord!
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      April 26, 2023

      

      Hallo.

      What a day. What a month. What a year. I just looked at the author’s note I wrote for the last Good Guys… more than a year ago. I had a plan going into that year…

      Not a thing worked like I thought it would.

      That’s life, I suppose.

      The new baby is great. Awesome, even. She likes to sleep, and likes to cuddle — it’s hard not to fall in love with her. She’s a giant baby, though, who seems like she’s always on a growth spurt and eats like a teenager already. I’ve spent a lot of time just hanging out with her, which really cut into my writing time. That’s one reason this book took longer. She’s too cute; how could I say no when she wanted me to hold her?

      But I also love writing. I love telling stories, and I am fighting to figure out a healthy work-life balance.

      Thank you for bearing with me on the delays. I’m still just a dude trying to figure all this nonsense out. Y’all have made so many of my dreams come true, so, again, thank you, thank you thank you.

      Okay, I have to hurry back to writing the next Bad Guys. This time, it’s going to be on time!

      

      Smooches,

      Eric

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ERIC UGLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Roseland - Private Investigator Mysteries

      Series One

      Series Two

      Series Three

    

  

cover1.jpeg
GAMELIT LITRPG

ERIEC UGLAND





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





