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      For Rob.

      Blame him for Abominaball and snarret.

      I certainly do.
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      “You must get your rest, Montana. At least what little you can. Tomorrow, you go on a bear hunt.”

      “Gonna catch a big one?”

      “Your grace, you are going to have to catch them all.”

      I groaned audibly. Which wasn’t totally fair, since it’s not like the guy knew it was a stupid catch-phrase from Earth.

      “Though by catch, you mean kill,” I said.

      “Yes, Montana, I do mean kill,” Nikolai said. “Is that a problem?”

      “Just seems a bit, I don’t know—”

      “You have not been hesitant to unleash violence in the past. What’s happened?”

      “Most of the time it’s because someone or something is trying to kill me, so I’m just killing back. This is straight up hunting.”

      “And you aren’t a hunter?”

      “Not in either life. At least not yet.”

      “So you would prefer to let these abominations regroup and come for you once again? Or, worse, engage in whatever vile activities they have thought up and take it out on some innocent population?”

      “Fuck no. I just wish it wasn’t me that had to do the hunting.”

      “Welcome to being a responsible lord.”

      “Not something I asked for.”

      “Do we need to do this again?”

      “No,” I said, sighing and shaking my head. “I just needed to vent or something, I guess.”

      “Good, my lord. Now rest. You have quite a quest in front of you.”

      “And you don’t think I need to help out with Wian and his attack?”

      “No.”

      “Are you—”

      “Your grace, please.”

      I smiled, and shrugged. “Okay, got it. Rest.”

      “Thank you.”

      I walked away from my erstwhile mentor, the person ostensibly in charge of my holding. He’d become so different since he’d been in prison, since he lost his levels and his strength. Nikolai had always been a bit of an asshole, but now he was darker, broodier, unhelpful, and — I know this might be a bit much coming from a dumbass like me — he was a bit stupid. He was just a little thick. My confidence in the man was waning, but I wasn’t sure what to do about it.

      At that moment, however, there wasn’t much I could do. Nikolai was right on one count: I needed some rest. So I went into the mountain and walked quietly and calmly among my people. Which was a weird thing to say — my people. What the actual fuck? I had pretty severe imposter syndrome going on. Or maybe I was an actual imposter, since most of the people I passed either looked at me like I was a bloodthirsty devil or that I was the chosen one, there to save them from the dangers of the world. Again, I say to you, what the fuck?

      I finally got high enough up into the mountain-building so I didn’t have to slip between people or deal with them standing to the side to let me go. At last, I was in my bedroom. My suite. I peeled off my armor, trying to ignore all the dried blood flaking off. It was a disgusting, poignant reminder of the violence I’d just committed. I headed for my huge, amazing shower and did my best to get all the blood and guts off of me.

      The water turned red around me. I just kept my eyes closed as long as I could, scrubbing myself with wild abandon, trying to get not just the physical blood, but also the memory of the violence off of me. I thought about Emeline, and her head, and the rage that washed over me. I thought about Fritz and his sacrifice, once again, for me. I thought about all the people who were counting on me, and I started to feel a rising panic. I wondered if there might be a way of talking to an alchemist and making a Vuldranni equivalent to Xanax. I pinned that in my head for another day.

      I lost track of time. I’m sure I wasted a literal ton or two of water, considering the ridiculous flow-rate in the shower, but, well, it’s good to be the king, I guess. Or duke.

      My body ached as I got out, and I dried off. It had been a long day. I threw myself into bed and closed my eyes, immediately drifting into sleep.
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      But as it turned out, it was the first time I’d slept since hitting level 25, or level 26 really, which meant my sleep was immediately interrupted as the game world assholes popped up the whole choice nonsense.
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        * * *

      

      IT IS TIME. YOU MUST CHOOSE.

      For reaching Level 25, you must make a Choice. This prompt may not be minimized nor ignored.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Third Choice

      1) Burgmann — Not quite undisciplined enough to be a barbarian, nor so noble as to be a knight, you are still a grand warrior with honor who lives to protect those who cannot protect themselves. 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.

      2) Reaper — Reapers kill. Indiscriminately. A reaper provides death for any and all. Gain double XP from all kills. Gain zero XP from other sources. Do 10% more damage to living creatures.

      3) Noble — You have a title, whether or not you deserve it. Leadership skills advance double. You gain a portion of your sworn followers’ XP. Bonuses to relationships with other nobles, penalties for Freemen.

      4) Master of Monsters — You have a way with the creatures that others fear. Monsters are your friends, companions, family. Bonus to taming attempts on all Monsters. Increased damage from Monstrous pets. Monstrous pets require less taming to become domesticated. Able to see breeding lineages of monsters. You make sentient humanoids uncomfortable being around them.

      5) Juggernaut — You are an unstoppable force on the battlefield, but might not find a place off the battlefield. You gain the ability Indomitable. You gain the ability Charge. Martial skills advance double. You gain increased XP while in battle, but your XP is halved outside of battle.
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        * * *

      

      You have one minute to decide.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was underwhelmed with my Choices. And why call it Choice? Capitalizing the word didn’t make it cooler; it just made the whole thing kind of presumptuous. And what would happen if I didn’t Choose? Ridiculous. I chose to continue along as a Burgmann. Seemed like a pretty decent thing, and frankly, I wasn’t super sure there was any real tangible benefit to the damn choices at all. Besides, I wanted to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      BONG. You have made your choice. You are a Burgmann. 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. Let them come, they will crash upon you and perish.
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        * * *

      

      Like it tended to, morning came way too early.

      Someone poked me awake while it was still dark out.

      A young woman stood next to my bed, her armor beat to shit. She held a small candle that provided a weak light.

      “Pardon, your grace,” she said, “but I was sent to brief you.”

      I struggled to sit up, wiping my eyes on the back of my hand and wishing I had some sort of insta-wake ability. My wish did not come true.

      “There some reason Nikolai or Wian aren’t here?” I asked, stretching.

      “Yes, your grace,” she answered, eyes to the floor.

      Whatever it was, it was a bad reason. I threw the blanket off, realized I was naked, pulled the blanket back over my body, and wrapped it like a toga. Then I got out of bed.

      “Didn’t seem right to get the news laying down,” I said. “Who died?”

      “Many men and women lost their lives this night.”

      “Did we win?”

      “I was told to tell you that the siege has lifted. Though there was a cost.”

      “Who told you to tell me that?”

      “Chancellor—”

      “Nikolai’s fucking politic answer. And Wian?”

      “He fought through the battle, but took many wounds. It is unclear if he is going to—” she said, and then choked back a sob or two.

      “It’s okay,” I said, resting a hand on her pauldron. I had to hide my disgust over the bits of someone I definitely just touched. “I’m sure you did all you could.”

      I didn’t want to lose Wian, and I had to wonder what the limits of magical healing were in this world. Why might someone not make it? What couldn’t healers heal? Losing Wian would be a blow, to be sure. Even having him out of commission was going to be challenging. Of all those controlling our military, he seemed to have his head about him. Which was more than I could say for Emeline. Too soon? Probably, but I’d like to believe she’d have appreciated the joke.

      The female soldier, Thingwoman I guess, shook her head. Then she stood tall once again, like nothing had effected her.

      “I’m sorry, your grace,” she said.

      “For showing emotion?” I asked. “Nonsense, you don’t need to apologize for that.”

      “I should have waited until I was on my own,” she replied.

      “How high was the cost?”

      She looked from side to side, and finally said, “Over a hundred dead. At least two hundred injured. I should not speculate how many might pull through.”

      I listened to her rattle off the numbers and names of people who’d just perished pushing back Caticorix and his foreign mercenaries, and it meant little to me. Not emotionally — I was devastated that all these men and women died. But from a logistics standpoint, I had no idea what it meant that we lost over a hundred of our Thingmen. Plus the leader of the Thingmen. And what did it mean that Nikolai sent this girl to talk to me instead of coming himself?

      I realized my internal monologue had gone on long enough that the girl was just staring at me.

      “Thank you,” I said. “And I am sorry for your loss.”

      “It is our duty to serve,” she said. “A death in the line of duty is not to be mourned.”

      Then she saluted me, the fist to the chest, and gave a brief nod. She turned on her heel and marched out of my chambers.

      I sat back down on my bed and let the blankets fall back across the mattress. This was not something I was prepared for.

      There wasn’t much of a chance I was going back to sleep, so I walked over to my balcony, strode out, and looked down at the world beyond.

      It was fucking cold outside.

      Probably didn’t help that I was naked.

      I went back inside to look through my available clothes. Nothing stood out as being particularly comfortable or climate appropriate. In a moment of extreme sadness, I tried to pull my white fur sort of garment on, the one I’d come into the world wearing. But it no longer fit. My arms were so thick I couldn’t even get them through the legs. What had happened to me?

      I settled for layering up the clothes I did have, and then went back out on the balcony. I looked down and saw people running. There were cries of pain, calls for mercy, all sorts of horrible sounds as young men and women grappled with mortality. I wanted to do something for them. I flexed my hands, thinking that I did have my one healing spell. I thought about what Tarryn had told me, though, that my muscle blocked my magic, that I hadn’t built the mana pathways to let magic through. That was probably hogwash and superstition though. I closed my eyes, and felt the mana deep inside. Then, I cast humus.

      It felt like there was a blockage inside, so I forced the magic through.

      I heard a tearing sound, followed by an incredible amount of pain. A flash of incandescent colors flitted up into the night sky. I felt weird. Oddly cool on the inside.

      Looking down, it made sense. Something had torn out of me. I stared through a big hole in my clothes at a huge gaping wound in my midsection. I blinked, maybe twice, and then I toppled over, pain overtaking me. My mind went black.
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      I’m not sure how long I was laying out there in my blood, but it was still night when I woke up. The moons were still out, there were still cries of pain from the wounded below, but their sad moans had decreased in volume and intensity. A dismal metric for gauging time, but effective. I got up slowly, watching the dried blood all over my abdomen flake out through the vague remains of my shirt. There was also a decent portion of my balcony missing and some rocks had been knocked out of my wall.

      “Duke Coggeshall!” came a shout from my suite. “Coggeshall!”

      “Out here,” I said, brushing some of the blood off.

      I heard the footsteps of someone running through my room. Correction: several someones. A bunch of soldiers burst through the doors out to the balcony. They stood there, weapons drawn, looking around for, well, whatever they were looking for. They seemed mostly fresh, but were wearing armor and had spears.

      “Evening boys,” I said, stretching a little. My stomach, in particular, felt remarkably tight. “Something up?”

      “There was,” the lead soldier started, “we saw, Nikolai had us come up here because we saw a flash of light, and there was a boom of some kind, your grace. We thought, perhaps, you were under attack.”

      “Nope,” I said, “just me.”

      “Might I ask what happened to you?” he pointed to my torn shirt.

      “Caught it on a door,” I lied.

      Everyone in the group knew I was lying, but it’s not like they could really say anything about it. So they smiled, and then I smiled. Then we all stood around awkwardly.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” I said, and I pushed through mass of armored men and women. “Have a good night. Thank you.”

      There was definitely some mumbling, and some of the soldiers left while some stayed out on the balcony searching around. I didn’t care either way. I wanted to get the blood off my body (again) and get some sleep before having to go on my bear hunt. So that’s what I did. I went to the shower, scrubbed off the blood, and went to bed. By which point the room had emptied, so I was alone again.

      I should have gone right to sleep. Naturally that didn’t happen. I laid there, staring at my ceiling, listening to the water in my ‘shower’ rushing through the bathroom. I didn’t turn the shower off because I wanted the noise to drown out the sounds of the wounded warriors below. Big problem of not having glass in the windows, I suppose. Or having such a massive group injured. Over two hundred soldiers.

      I sighed.

      I realized I should use the time to look at my notifications. It was a problem that I left so much unread, and I knew I needed to get better at it. But, I mean, reading. Ugh.

      I’d killed a lot of Ursus. Like, a lot more than I expected. I felt a real pit forming in my stomach. I’d never been much for dealing out death so much as dealing out meth. Which wasn’t true either, I mostly specialized in opioids. I liked to say that I dealt pain and pain meds. Which was hilarious to the dumb junkies. And the bikers. But neither were exactly a discerning group when it came to comedy. Or morals.

      All the death and destruction had kicked me up to level 25, and gotten me my new Choice.

      But the most interesting notification was this:
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        * * *

      

      Look at that, you’ve learned the spell: ManaBomb

      ManaBomb is the result of attempting to cast mana in the form of a spell whilst possessing no open mana channels, and causes all internal mana to become external mana in short order. It makes you a magical bomb. Any of you that gets in the way largely becomes shrapnel. All mana must be used at once.
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        * * *

      

      So that was a new spell. Sure, it seemed to require me literally tearing a hole through my flesh to let the magic out. But hey, no pain no gain, right?

      I took a few more minutes in bed, and then dragged my sorry ass out and got another set of clothes. It was my last shirt. And it still didn’t fit right.

      Still, it was time to get working. And my work, at least at that point, was getting ready for a quest. A quest I would embark on later that morning.

      To start, I emptied out my knapsack to take inventory. It was full of a lot more gack than I expected, as always. And a surprising amount of small shiny rocks. I had the feeling the prinkies had been dropping the shiny rocks I’d had them bringing Nikolai. There wasn’t much I needed to throw in the bag, at least from my room. I was really tempted to claim ducal privilege and not clean the mess of random crap up. But that seemed kinda dickish, so, instead, I summoned up some prinkies, and had them sort everything.

      Then I headed to the armory to pick up some weapons, and then to the kitchen to get foodstuffs. When I had everything in my bag, I realized it was really damn early. So early that no one else who was coming on my quest was awake. I decided to walk around the holding. Or, more precisely, the singular city within my holding. But city? Village. Hamlet. Walled group of buildings.

      The longhouses had been taken over by the healers. They were filled to the brim with injured soldiers. I thought about going inside — I even walked up to the doors, but I didn’t know what I would say. I’d just take up space. A lot of space.

      Instead, I walked to the wall, climbed up, and stared out. There was a low mist hanging above the grassy fields. The moons were dipping towards the horizon, the first one already below. True dark was coming, though it would probably be pretty short.

      Nothing moved outside Coggeshall. It was stillness. I felt someone coming closer to me inside the walls, though. Someone who probably thought he was sneaking up on me. I didn’t turn around to see, but I kept my inner-eye on my tremorsense, ‘watching’ as the person came up the stairs and stood slightly to the left and behind me.

      “See anything?” came a familiar if weak voice.

      Nikolai had sidled up to me.

      “Mist,” I replied.

      “You are heading out there shortly,” Nikolai said.

      “That’s true,” I replied. “On the hunt.”

      “It is for a good cause.”

      “We’re deciding the morality of it, Nikolai. Of course we’re going to say it’s good.”

      “You think these Corrupt monsters would do anything positive to the world?”

      “Maybe? I don’t know. It’s just unsettling to basically go out and commit genocide because some sparkly goddess told me to. Why are you still awake, anyway?”

      “There seems to an endless series of tasks to handle,” he said. “Plenty of dead bodies to police, for one.”

      “Do we need to build a graveyard?”

      “How much do you know about the dead here?”

      “I’ve caused a fair amount of them.”

      “But have you ever seen what happens after death?”

      “I’m assuming you’re about to tell me it’s a whole lot more than just rotting and putrefaction?”

      “A large amount of dead tends to attract the undead.”

      “Okay, so graveyards are a bad idea.”

      “Was that what I said?”

      “No, but—”

      “Graveyards have their place. We are not in a good position to have one at present.”

      “So what do we do with the bodies?”

      “Burned. The ashes are being put to use in the underground farms.”

      “Gross. But that’s farming, right?”

      “From what I know, yes.”

      “Is someone handling the Corrupt dead out there?” I asked, pointing out to where the last fight had taken place.

      “Yes. There are twenty dwarves out there right now, with ten Legionnaires as guards.”

      I nodded. “Seems safe.”

      “As much as it might be in this situation.”

      “What happened with the Thingmen?”

      “We paid the price for Caticorix having numbers over us.”

      “Even though the Thingmen were better?”

      “Even though. We pushed them back, made sure the mercenaries are not likely to take another contract with Caticorix. But it was not without loss.”

      “Should I—”

      “Montana of Coggeshall, I am not one hundred percent sure what it is you are about to say, but I have a sense you are going to ask me about the soldiers. About their lives and if it was worth it. You need to understand that these men and women volunteered to be a part of a fighting force, and, more than many, these men and women understood their own mortality. What they might face in their chosen life. You need to be able to make the decision to send soldiers to their death if it is going to save the holding. You cannot only put yourself in danger. Time will come you cannot overcome the evil you seek the vanquish just by yourself.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “No. It does not. You should not like it, but you should understand it. And honor the sacrifice these people made for you and yours.”

      I nodded.

      “Have you gotten any sleep?” I asked.

      “No,” he replied.

      “You should.”

      “I will,” he said quietly. “There will be time enough for sleep at some point.”

      “Just make sure you’re taking care of yourself,” I said.

      “I imagine things might slow down when you are away.”

      “You saying I make things crazy here?”

      “You tend to, yes. Have you determined who is going with you?”

      “I was thinking my hirð.”

      “Excluding me?”

      “Yeah, I don’t feel like carrying you this whole trip,” I said with a smile.

      He gave me a wry grin, almost like he appreciated the joke. Which would have been a first.

      “I would imagine you are planning to seek a guide from amongst the ursus here?”

      “Of course,” I lied.

      “And the cleric?”

      “If he’s up for it. And maybe a ranger.”

      “Amber?”

      “She’s the only one we have at present, right?”

      “Sadly, yes.”

      “Sadly?”

      “If you take her, it means we are without.”

      “So recruit one from Osterstadt.”

      “Easier said than—”

      “Use the damn coin we have,” I said. “The treasury is overflowing. Use it.”

      “It is—”

      “Stop. Okay? Stop. I don’t want to hear that we need to save money for a rainy day, because if you haven’t noticed, it’s starting to snow here, okay? So, duke’s order: spend some gold to fix this place up before I get back.”

      “Yes, your grace, though—”

      “Are you about to say something to contradict me? Maybe point out that we might need to have gold later to spend it on mercenaries to protect us from our own Empire?”

      “Perhaps I was, yes.”

      “I don’t want to hear it. I want to spend the gold to fix some of the nonsense here now, okay?”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “And fix yourself up. You’re a goddamn mess lately, Nikolai. I didn’t want to say it because you’ve been under a lot of pressure, but I’m pretty fucking tired of all your bullshit. I know it’s shitty to have all your powers and whatever sucked out of you and have to start back at the bottom, especially when you were such a badass before. I get it. I haven’t said anything for the past few months because of it, but you suck at your job. Not just mentoring me, but getting this holding off the ground. Most of it’s your damn attitude.”

      “You pompous sack of shit,” Nikolai retorted, “I—”

      I held up a finger to his face, and I made sure he looked at it, then at my eyes to realize I was not done talking.

      “Shut up, Nikolai,” I said. “Right now, you’re waiting. You’re listening. I’m in charge, whether you like it or not. You’ve sworn to me twice, and to Benedict Coggeshall once, that you’ll follow me. Got it?”

      His thin lips and the vein pulsing on his forehead said he wasn’t happy, but his very slight nod said he was willing to listen.

      “You’ve been an asshole to me, which is fine. You’ve been a dick to me, fine again. Most of the time I deserve it. But people here are getting confused because you tell them I’m the duke, and then you treat me like I’m a bootlicker. You mope about. You whine and moan about shit. You don’t do anything, you complain, you keep saying we need to save everything for later, and it’s gotten shitty here because of that. Everyone else is pitching in, trying to make Coggeshall not just a place to hide from the world, but a god-damn home. So while I’m gone, you need to decide what you want to do. If you want to be a whiny no-good, rotten, four-flushing, low-life, snake-licking, dirt-eating, inbred, overstuffed, underwhelming, bloodsucking, dog-kissing, brainless, bug-eyed, stiff-legged, spotty-lipped, worm-headed asswipe dickburger sack of monkey shit in a too-tight suit that doesn’t match your shoes who curses the world for everything that’s gone wrong and hates life because it’s not what it once was, well, that’s fine. We’ll build you a porch up nice and high where we don’t have to listen to you scream unintelligible obscenities at everyone for walking on the green fucking grass and feeling a little joy in this goddamn shit-fucked world full of monsters, death, and non-stop violence where I fucking found myself a goddamn duke whether I wanted to or not and you made sure I couldn’t say no, you sodden dingleberry hanging off the wrong end of a dysenteric water-buffalo! Hallelujah! Holy Shit!” I had to pause to take a breath. “Otherwise, pull yourself up by the jockstrap, get your big gloomy mood out of your face, and pitch the goddamn fuck into making this place an actual home for everyone involved. It doesn’t have to be a fortress of solitude and pain out in the middle of fucking nowhere, Nikolai.”

      The wind blew between us.

      “Been sitting on that a while?” he asked.

      “Just a bit,” I replied. “You disagree?”

      “Little heavy on the insults in the middle there,” he said. “But I suppose you might have a few salient points.”

      I pulled off the prinky charm, and I pressed it into Nikolai’s hands.

      “I don’t have a use for this on the quest,” I said. “But I think you can put these guys to work here. Still have your Mana?”

      “I’ve got some.”

      “Use it,” I said. “Use things, man. Get this place into gear. Make sure it’s somewhere people can be proud of, call home. That’s the only way they’re all going to fight for it.”

      He nodded, then I walked away. I didn’t know what else to say. I’d done as much as I could to kick him in the pants. He had to take himself the rest of the way, and I was all out of trite platitudes anyway.
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      In between yelling at Nikolai and sunrise, I did some more logistical nonsense, packing gear and making sure we had everything we needed. Tarryn was pretty messed up, exhausted from overusing magic the day before, but he wasn’t willing to sit things out. The two Lutra were raring to go, after a massive breakfast that is. It was a bit harder to convince Meikeljan to come with us, but I pointed out it was absolutely what his god had told me to do, so it probably wouldn’t go over well if he bailed on us. Amber was pumped to go with us, at least as pumped as she ever really got in public.

      I went to have a chat with Borin. I figured it would make sense to have an ursus guide on the hunt. And it seemed Borin had the same thought, since he had someone already ready: a big ol’ bear. Which wasn’t exactly true — it was a small bear-person named, oddly, Wulf. Wulf was full-grown, but actually a little shorter than me. He had an intense face, slightly squinty eyes, and dark fur with shoots of grey going through it. And a raspy voice. Like, unexpectedly deep. Even for a bear-man.

      “We were talking over things,” Borin said, “and our best guess is one of the winter valleys.”

      “What’s a winter valley?” I asked.

      “It is a valley where we spend the winters.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I mean, when you put it like that, it’s pretty obvious.”

      “Is there a way to put it where it might not be obvious?” Wulf asked dryly.

      “Wulf,” Borin reprimanded him with just the one word. “There is a valley that has been used in times past for religious ceremonies. I believe, and Wulf concurs, that you will find the corrupted ones there, either licking their wounds or doing whatever it is they are planning to do.”

      “Got it, winter valley,” I said.

      “The Valley of Spears,” Borin corrected.

      “Sounds delightful.”

      “It is full of fog due to hot springs. And tall trees.”

      “Spear-like?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you know the way there, Wulf?” I asked.

      “I know of one way there, yes,” Wulf said, “but I have not taken the whole path myself.”

      “Regardless, glad to have you aboard,” I said. “Lead on.”

      He did not look happy to be aboard the quest-cruise. But then again, I’d yet to see an ursus look happy. They didn’t really smile often. Or maybe they did and I just didn’t recognize it.

      There was no fanfare when we left. As the gates shut behind us with an ominous thud, it felt kind of like we’d just been tossed unceremoniously out of the one safe space in the area, having to fend for ourselves against the wolves and whatnot. The ground was muddy, and the wind blew cold across the mountains. I felt like snow was in the clouds. I missed The Weather Channel. What I wouldn’t have given for a five-day forecast.

      Amber led the way. Followed, naturally, by a babbling Ragnar who was still fully committed to getting the kitsune-girl to like him. Skeld was next, then Tarryn and Meikeljan in the middle, followed by our guide Wulf, and finally myself, bringing up the rear. I had contemplated going first, but being the biggest in the group meant that no one else would really be able to see around me.

      We made the short walk through open fields, and then we slogged through the forest. There was no pausing for educational opportunities, no one calling out the names of the song birds as we heard them, no one picking flowers or mushrooms or root vegetables. It was a very different experience from my other treks, as everyone, save the ever-loquacious Ragnar, was more pulled into themselves. Focused on their footsteps, and, hopefully, the larger world around them. Which was no small task, considering how tight the forest grew. The trees were huge, and their canopies spread wide. But because the first branches were sometimes fifty-plus feet off the ground, there was some pretty impressive ground cover. Ferns were everywhere, growing tall and wide, enough that we’d cut through one only to discover the fern was hiding a fallen tree twenty feet around.

      After a long way, Wulf threw down his walking stick and stopped.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Why go this way?” he snapped. “This way is stupid.”

      “You’re the guide,” I said. “You tell us where to go.”

      “We follow the river,” he snapped. I’m not an expert on Ursus emotions, nor on reading the bear-face, but I got the feeling Wulf might be angry. It made me wonder if Borin might have sent Wulf with us because the dude was a bit of an asshole. I hoped I’d get the chance to ask him.

      “Okay then, let’s get to the river,” I said.

      “Where is the river, you think?” the guide snidely asked.

      I listened to the woods, but heard nothing. Guessing, I pointed to the left, then quickly changed to the right.

      Amber chuckled, then she nodded.

      “Fine,” Wulf said. “We go to the river. Easier to walk that way.”

      Then Wulf stomped off.

      “Pleasant one,” Skeld said as he walked by.

      I just shrugged, hoping this wasn’t a sign of things to come.

      Following the river was indeed easier. I wasn’t exactly sure why Amber had chosen the woodsier direction. I strode up to the front to ask her, but just as I got there she put her hand up in the danger signal. Then she indicated all of us should take cover.

      I frowned, but did as she asked, huddling like a coward in the big ol’ ferns. Then I saw why Amber had us hold up.

      Something massive was moving on the other side of the river, crunching along through the heavy vegetation, straight up pushing trees out of the way.

      Even though it didn’t come all the way through the foliage, I caught sight of a few things I figured had to be horns. The thing crashed along, clearly unconcerned about much of anything seeing it or hearing or doing anything about it. It was lord of the forest, at least as far as it was concerned.

      We stayed there in the ferns until the noises of the little critters returned, and then we were back on the trail. Or lack of trail. To the rest of the critters, we were probably the ones crashing along through the woods.

      I’d been holding my shit together, for the most part, until the big crashing thing came along. Then I couldn’t help but think about the last time I’d seen something big and bad in the woods. The creature that had ripped my leg off, the one that had forced me to retreat with my proverbial tail between my legs. That thing was still around in the forest. Unless it had just stalked by on the other side of the river. But the leg-ripper was quiet, not a crasher. Pretty sure the crasher was a different beast all together. Maybe the big crashing thing had taken out the leg-ripper, but I couldn’t be sure.

      And I can’t say exactly why, or how it worked with my skill that was supposed to make me unafraid, but walking along, I could feel something looking at me. I felt it on the back of my neck, that someone was sneaking up behind me, about to pounce.

      I spun around, weapon pulled out and ready to fight.

      Everyone stopped, and followed suit.

      We all stood there, ready to fight.

      But there was nothing there.

      I caught my breath, feeling like an idiot.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Jumpy.”

      No one said anything, but I caught a few looks. Then we started walking again, pushing through the thick trees, forging a path. I took some deep breaths, trying to regain my sense of calm.

      It didn’t happen.
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      We ended the first day by sleeping up in a tree. Which, you know, not that bad a way to sleep, really. The gentle swaying was relaxing. And we’d prepared a bit more for it this time, with hammocks and sleep belts to keep us attached to branches. Cold as fuck, but, well, you win some.

      We ate trail rations (cold) for breakfast. You can’t exactly have a fire in a tree. Well, I suppose you could, but only once. Then we were on the move again.

      We crossed the river, which was also horribly cold. A recurring theme for the quest. Wulf insisted we skirt the lake, and by quite a distance. I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t want to ask.

      A storm came on around midday. Not a terrible thing — it barely felt right to call it a storm, really. It was more like the suggestion that it was snowing. But it did have the other requisite elements of winter weather, like incredibly dark low-hanging clouds. And the cold. It was definitely cold.

      For the most part, the upward tilt of the ground the first day had been mild, and we’d only had to scramble up inclines and the like a few times. But day two introduced real hills. We went up and up and up, until finally we had to climb up a cliff-face about twenty feet or so. Then, we were out of the forest.

      I’ll admit I was surprised to come up and over the cliff and see a verdant sea of grass spreading out across the hills. It was one of the first times I’d really had the chance to look around and see the landscape. Towards the south, I saw green hills for a goodly distance, perhaps half a mile, and then scree slopes and rocky crags disappearing into the dark clouds above. A massive lake sat to the north, deep and dark blue with some sparsely wooded hills on the far side. There was an island over to the east, and though I tried to make out what was on it, I just couldn’t tell. I wanted to believe it was something that had been built, but it was just a little too far away with just a bit too much cloud cover to really know.

      I opened my mouth to ask Wulf about the denizens of the lake, if he, maybe, knew about the fishing there. But that’s when I realized everyone else had spent maybe a second to take in the landscape before they continued hiking. I shook my head at their damed pragmatism. If we were in a movie, this would have been the moment where the camera pulls back and the music swells and there’s a gorgeous landscape montage.

      The land was beautiful, in a grey, green wild sort of way. Tall grasses, occasional trees, lots of rivers. Rivers, streams, creeks, brooks, you name a style of running water, and it was there. Nothing approaching the size of the river that ran by Coggeshall, but the amount of water moving downhill was astonishing.

      The water certainly presented its own unique challenges. By mid-afternoon we all had a certain amount of ice we were carrying along with us.

      It was still light when we had to stop though. Wulf decided he was done.

      “I am done,” he said. “We camp there.”

      He pointed over to the left, uphill a bit, to a flat spot tucked up against a short cliff, maybe fifty or so feet high. There was a burbling brook coming from that direction, which made me think there might be a spring.

      I looked over at Amber. She shrugged.

      Wulf, however, was already moving, head down and picking his way through the grass and mud.

      “You think this is okay?” I asked her.

      “Seems fine,” she replied. “I’d prefer to go until a little closer to dark, but…”

      I looked over at Tarryn, and realized that maybe Wulf had a bit of a point to stop. The poor guy looked horrible. Exhausted and partially frozen.

      “We stop for the night,” I said. “Let’s get as much of a fire as we can tonight.”

      That brought smiles. Spending the night in the tree had been a safety measure, but it sure was a chilly one. And as we’d hiked up higher, it had only gotten colder. Even without a weather app, I could tell that the wind kept temperatures well below freezing, even during daylight hours. I felt bad for my quest mates. I could feel the cold, but I think my absurdly high constitution helped even out the extreme temperatures.

      While the others got tents set up, I pulled broken furniture and firewood out of my bag of holding. It was a remarkable gift, not having to source kindling and the like in the wilds, especially on a horribly wet day in a place where trees were sparse. After a little sparking on some oil-soaked rags, we had a fire crackling and pushing back the night. Skeld grabbed my knapsack, got some meat out, and was, in short order, cooking a traveler stew of sorts.

      The cliff-face was curved just enough to block a fair amount of the wind, and that kept the snow from falling too much. Not that there was much in the way of snow happening that evening anyway. And though we were pretty quiet while the food was cooking, once everyone had a hot meal, or two, in their bellies, the taciturn nature of the group seemed to slip ever so much.

      “You know this area well?” Amber asked Wulf.

      He nodded as he blew on a spoonful of his second bowl of stew.

      “Well enough,” he said, then he ate. “My home was far from here, but we would come to this valley some winters. And some summers. Good hunting, fishing. Lots of food if you know where to look. But it has been some time.”

      “Any reason?” I asked.

      “The rolegurdaüdi.”

      “I’m sorry what?”

      “Rolegurdaüdi. Big monsters.”

      “These, uh—”

      “Rolegurdaüdi.”

      “Tough name. How big are they?”

      “Very.”

      “Strong?”

      “Yes.”

      “Big fingers?”

      “They walk on two legs, have long arms, and have the ability to move silently through even the thickest forest.”

      “So that’s what that thing was,” I said.

      “You know of it?”

      “I had an unpleasant encounter with one.”

      “Most encounters with the Rolegurdaüdi end in death. You should count yourself lucky.”

      “It was a pretty tenuous sort of affair. And really fucking painful. But I didn’t get the name of the thing. Rolegurdaüdi. Now I know.”

      “Was it near your town?”

      “Our town? Yeah.”

      “Ah, so you have only seen the juvenile.”

      “That fucking thing was the kid?”

      “Yes,” Wulf said, and he smiled for the first time — his first genuine smile at least. “There is a breeding pair at the mouth of your valley, where the mountains divide and the plains come in. We have left that area alone for as long as I have been coming into the valley. Twenty winters, that. But it was two or three winters back we encountered the young rolegurdaüdi who was staking his territory along the river.”

      “Do we need to worry about him coming here?”

      Wulf shook his head. “No, as far as I know, as far as all the Ursus know, the rolegurdaüdi never leave the trees. There is little to fear across the hills here. When we get to the valley, we’ll have more to worry about.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Hills go on like this for a day or two. Up to a top you think is the end, since you only see sky above. But the clouds conceal another hill. So you go up that. And there’s another hill. And up and and up. The Clouded Hills. A short stretch of rock before a valley. There the trees return. But the trees in the valley are shorter than those in the Valley or the Endless Green to the west, and thick. They make the way dark, impassible. In those woods, plenty of nasty things are hiding. We tell the cubs stories of that valley to get them to stay inside at night. That forest is full of things I hate. Things we all hate. But through that forest we must go.”

      “No way under it?” I asked. “No way over it?”

      “And no way around it,” Wulf finished. “We must go through it.”

      I smiled, but no one else did. Stupid Earth-bound references…

      “Past the valley and the forest, we get to the Rocklands. And that will be the real test of you.”

      “Me?” I asked. “Why me?”

      “Ogres and others of their ilk will have moved into the Rocklands by now. Their winter hunting grounds. And they’ll be hungry, wanting to fatten up before the big snows come. It is rare for ursus to move through the Rocklands this late in the year.”

      “Yeah, that might be a test,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure I can handle an ogre.”

      Wulf just shrugged, then scooped a third bowl from the pot. For a small bear, he certainly put away the food.

      Meikeljan, on the other hand, had managed half a bowl before he looked like he was going to throw up. He was in nearly as bad a shape as Tarryn, and I was starting to have doubts as to the wisdom of bringing the two along. Certainly from a questing background, it was nice to have the firepower of Tarryn and the healing prowess of Meikeljan, but what if this trip killed them?

      Use them, I heard myself telling Nikolai. This was exactly what I was getting on his ass about. Maybe it was just more important that I figure out a way to use them without killing them. You know, a little thing like that can pay off with big dividends later in life. It was something I was learning as a leader of men. And women. And otters. And other things.

      “I’ll take first watch,” I said. “And, uh, I guess, at least for tonight, I’ll take all the watches.”

      The lutra were used to me not sleeping, so they headed to the tent without me and were asleep remarkably quickly. But I noticed no one else opposed the motion, and within no time at all, I was left alone, sitting with my back to the fire, looking out across the grassy hills all the way to the lake below.
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      Night was quiet. Almost eerily so.

      And it was cold.

      But the most dangerous thing was boredom.

      To stave off the danger, I pulled up my character sheet and gave it the once over.
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      Montana - Lvl 26 Burgmann

      Traits

      Race: Royal Fallen

      Height: 6’5”

      Weight: 410 lbs

      Eye Color: Hazel

      Hair Color: Blonde

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

      

      Statistics

      HP: 510

      STAM: n/a

      MP: 748

      Active Effects: Frightful Presence
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 36

      Dexterity: 39

      Constitution: 70

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 32

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 37

      Unassigned points: 0
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        * * *

      

      Skills

      Riding - improvised (Lvl 1)

      Falling (Lvl 3)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 5)

      Investigate (Lvl 1)

      Harvesting (Lvl 5)

      Swords (Lvl 25)

      Unarmed Combat (Lvl 11)

      Axes (Lvl 22)

      Large Weapon Throwing (Lvl 28)

      Jump (Lvl 6)

      Stealth (Lvl 3)

      Improvised Weaponry (Lvl 5)

      Swimming (Lvl 17)

      Spears (Lvl 41)

      Warhammers (Lvl 25)

      Light Armor (Lvl 5)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 8)

      Fishing (Lvl 9)

      Carving (Lvl 6)

      Crafting (Lvl 5)

      Wooden Weapon-Making (Lvl 1)

      Skinning (Lvl 11)

      Detect Traps (Lvl 45)

      Lumberjack (Lvl 21)

      Intimidation (Lvl 10)

      Surveillance (Lvl 1)

      Birding (Lvl 1)

      Archery (Lvl 20)

      Tracking (Lvl 24)

      Fletching (Lvl 10)

      Shield (Lvl 40)

      Internal Monster Butchering (Lvl 1)
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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

      Duelist

      Labyrinthine Recall

      Detect Mimic

      Indomitable

      Swift Tracker

      Veritasium

      Detect Metals and Minerals

      Tremorsense

      Unbreakable Skeleton

      Imperial Favor

      House Scion

      That’s not Pain

      Armored Hide
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        * * *

      

      Boons

      Powerful Build (Mister Paul) - You are bigger than you look. For all strength roles, you are counted as one size category larger than you actually are.

      Regeneration (Mister Paul) - Outside of combat, your body will repair rather quickly. Given enough time, it’s possible you will heal from nearly any wound.

      Gift of Gab (Mister Paul) - Should you encounter a language you do not understand, as long as you hear at least three words of it, you will understand it, and speak it, perfectly.

      Monstrous Companion (Typhon) - You have been gifted a companion from the god Typhon. Your companion is immortal, though if reduced to 0 HP, he will be forced to return in a different form, chosen at the whim of Typhon. You may absorb your companion for a temporary boost to your abilities, but the boost will only last until Typhon sends another companion your way.
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        * * *

      

      Indicium

      Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement (complete) - You are granted permission to use family buildings as you see fit, granted control of family funds, granted permission to use the family name, granted permission to name an heir, granted permission to expand the family, granted permission to bestow aspects of the Coggeshall Heraldic Achievement. You gain ten levels in the skill Shield. You gain the ability Imperial Favor. You gain the ability House Scion.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Spear - Eona blesses you with +10 spear, +7 swimming, +5 fishing, +10% movement in water, +3 Agility

      Indicium of Imperial Prerogative: Magic - You are permitted to perform magic within the Empire of Glaton

      Royal - You are identified as being of Royal Blood, and gain the abilities Stand Tall and Regal Bearing

      Dungeon of the Ancients Indicium - You gain the following skills and/or abilities: Duelist, Labyrinthine Recall, Detect Mimic 20 ft, Indomitable, Detect Traps +45 levels, Swift Tracker, Veritasium, and Endure Destruction.

      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.

      Typhon’s Mark of the Beast - Typhon blesses you with +10 intimidation, tremorsense, labyrinthine recall, and +5 Strength.

      Zothys’ Blessing of the Protector. You gain 25 levels in shield and +3 Constitution.

      Eona’s Blessing of the Hunt - You receive +20 skill levels in Archery, +15 skill levels in tracking, +10 skill levels in fletching, +10% harder to detect while moving, +3 Dex
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        * * *

      

      Titles

      Imperial Duke of Coggeshall

      Prince of Eonneque

      Fürst of Vreijuirag

      Ducal heir of Old Lattimoore

      Count of Duhamel.

      Count of Helgand.

      Count of Dunnismeer.

      Count of Whitelock

      Count of Michelgrove

      Count of Daroonga

      Count of Braewood

      Count of Kingshills

      Count of Wolveshire

      All lesser titles minimized.
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      Relationships

      Rumib Pass (destroyed) - Liked
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        * * *

      

      Languages

      Goblin

      Imperial Common

      Mahrduhmese

      Infernal

      Hobgoblin Battle Cant

      Night Goblin

      Ursusian

      Lutra

      Northern Kobold

      Carchedonian
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        * * *

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Heal Other (lvl 3)

      Humus (lvl 1)

      Identify Object (Lvl 3)

      Tame - Greater (Lvl 1)

      ManaBomb (Lvl 1)
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        * * *

      

      Seemed good. As far as I could tell.

      But I still had a long way to go.
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      Trekking through the hills was almost relaxing. Almost. It was still challenging to walk uphill all day and it definitely didn’t feel like we were making real progress. It was mostly walk up one hill, then walk up another hill backtracking a bit because it was easier. Then up another hill. A lot of walking, sure, but it was nearly all vertical. My legs felt wobbly after the first few hours, so I decided to walk backwards for a while. Old scouting trick.

      While there still wasn’t much in the way of chatter, a night of sleep and two hot meals had done wonders for everyone, especially our warmancer and cleric. For the first time since we’d set out, neither of the casters looked like they were about to pitch over, or roll down the endless hills to their deaths.

      At a certain point after midday, we got to a little level area near a small lake. Maybe an acre or so. There were a few trees around it, smaller things, and steep sides all around the lake. Oddly, though there were streams coming into it, nothing was coming out.

      “Lake Portos,” Wulf said.

      He and Amber were sharing the lead, but at the lake, Wulf stopped and walked up to the edge. He knelt down and took a deep drink.

      “Best water in the mountains,” he said. “Big fish. At least in the spring. Not sure where they go the rest of the year.”

      Before anyone could stop me, I had my rod and reel out and tied on a hook.

      Whizzzzzzzzz…. Ploop.

      “Ah,” I exhaled.

      There were a few ripples on the lake, which was really more like a pond. A true feeling of contentment washed over me as I watched the bobber do the thing it was named after. A light breeze rustled the few leaves in the few trees.

      “Are we taking a break here?” Ragnar asked.

      “Just a few minutes,” I said.

      He shrugged.

      Everyone else took a seat somewhere along the shoreline. Even though I knew we were on a bit of a time crunch, I knew it would be good for everyone’s morale to take it easy on occasion. Plenty of tough times were ahead, so a nice little break wasn’t the worst idea.

      After waiting a few minutes, I tossed another line out. Then another. I was getting into the rhythm of things. Sure, there weren’t any bites, but fishing wasn’t always about the actual catching of fish. Sometimes it was just about the motions. About forcing your body and mind to separate. Giving your body something to do so your mind can be free. Back and forth, back and forth. It wasn’t quite the meditative state I got into when fly-fishing, but it was more peaceful than anything else I’d experienced in Vuldranni so far. The rhythm got me thinking, and thinking dropped me into my past. An unceremonious push into the last time I’d been fishing back on Earth.

      It was summer, and I’d taken a long ride north on the bike, about four hours of riding with the wind in my hair. Naturally, I didn’t bother with things like a helmet. The girl had gone to her parents, off to have another weekend fight, she said. The Club didn’t have anything planned for me, all my accounts were paid up at the moment, and the product we were distributing was being held up at McAndrews. So I was free to go off on my own, to do whatever I wanted, and what I wanted was to go fishing. The sun was shining, and it was just an impeccable day.

      And up at the lake, the locals didn’t really care that I rode my too-loud bike past their lakeside homes. No one came out to look at me or challenge me — I was just a dude with a scraggly beard and a fishing pole. I tossed the line into the lake, and I waited on the shore. There, I might have also had a few cans of beer cooling in the water of the lake, but otherwise, things were remarkably similar. There, I’d also slipped into thoughts of the past, and then of the future. I thought of the ring in my pocket, the one I’d found in a pawn shop and gotten for a song. A platinum Tiffany band with what I thought was an absurdly large diamond. I thought about the original owner of the ring, how the ring must have been a symbol of happiness that wound up being an ultimate sadness. How the ring must have meant something to someone once, and now, it was mine. And I was going to give it to someone else, and I knew she’d say yes because she’d told me a million times we were going to be together forever. And it was something I believed. It was a brief moment of bliss, that afternoon along Black Lake.

      Then came the phone call that changed everything. The call that set everything in motion, that led to me standing on the side of a lake mid-way up a mountain during a sunny moment on a quest to murder a bunch of talking bears.

      A great splash brought me back to the present. Something hit the water with an impressive amount of force. Waves washed against the shore, and I immediately reeled my line in, eyes peeled for whatever had just spoiled my erstwhile relaxing fishing moment.

      Skeld and Ragnar had spears out on either side of me, about ten feet distant, also focused on the lake.

      Tarryn looked into the sky.

      Meikeljan had taken a knee twenty yards back from the shore, but I could see his tiny eyes darting about, ready.

      And Amber had an arrow nocked into her bow, but had yet to pull it back.

      Wulf, for his part, was nowhere to be seen.

      Slowly, I slid my rod and reel back into my bag, and pulled out an axe.

      And we waited.

      And waited.

      Then a very particular nightmare of mine came true, when up popped a very large bird. A goose? But it was the size of a goddamn horse. With eight heads. And all eight heads, with their sixteen beady fucking eyes, looked right at me.

      “Gah-buh-lin,” it said. The thing spoke. Sort of. Each head made a noise, and when they were all together, you could do the ear version of a squint and kind of parse out a phrase from it. Or a syllable. But it didn’t make much sense to me.

      “Aw, fuck,” I said, feeling like this was going to be a shit day. “Fritz?”

      Eight heads nodded.

      “Well, fuck.”
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      “Gah-bah-lin!” Fritz the eight-headed goose said.

      “It’s Fritz. everyone,” I said. “Put your weapons down.”

      Something whacked me upside the head.

      It was a big fuck-off wing.

      “Gah-bah-lin!” Fritz said.

      “Why are you saying Goblin?” I asked.

      “Com-ing.”

      “Well fuck,” I said. “How many?”

      There was a moment of awkward silence, and then what I can only assume was the goose equivalent of a shrug.

      I looked over at my team, and tried to gauge their feeling.

      “You guys want to run or fight?” I asked.

      “How many goblins?” Ragnar asked.

      “No idea.”

      “More than I want to deal with,” Amber said, leaning over the edge.

      I walked over and took a peek. It wasn’t pleasant. A quick count put the approaching greenskins around fifty, with a big ol’ dude leading them. Tromping up the hills without a care in the world. Which, to me, meant they weren’t looking for us.

      “They don’t know we’re here,” I said, stepping away from the edge of the hill. “Let’s keep going. Double time it, if we can.”

      Amber nodded, already moved quickly along.

      “And somebody find Wulf,” I said, “remind him we’re going.”

      Ragnar darted off as the rest of us started hiking. Fritz waddled next to me, his heads towering over, each one looking in a different direction. Then they’d all change.

      “Not exactly the form I thought you’d have taken,” I said.

      “Pun-ish-ment.”

      “Typhon not keen on you switching up so often?”

      “Bing-go.”

      “Well, nice to have you back all the same.”

      He just honked at me.

      “You want those goblins to find us?” Amber hissed. “Keep fucking talking.”

      I waved a sorry with my hands, and focused on walking up the steep slope. We weren’t quite jogging, but it was that point right where walking became an Olympic sport. Uphill. We needed to find another rise or something to block the upward view from the goblins — otherwise we’d be spotted and the chase would be on. Not that I was super concerned about it, since I could probably take on fifty goblins myself and still come out ahead. But it could very well cost a member or two of my crew, and that was not at all worth it.

      I kept my eye on the weather. What had been a partly cloudy day with some mist and fog was now on the cusp of becoming nasty. Dark clouds were pushing in from the west, and I had that feeling in the back of my head that it was going to get superbad supersoon. Those are technical meteorological terms, by the way.

      Up and up we went until Wulf, who’d darted out of the trees to rejoin us without a word, held up a paw and bent over.

      “I think we need a break,” I said, as I stopped, and turned around. We’d been hiking for a good long time. I could barely see the little lake down below, but there, spread out around the shore, were the goblins. They were bickering, but also starting more than one fire, and seeming like they were setting up camp.

      “Yo, Tarryn,” I said. “You think you can cast a spell or something from here, crush some of those fools?”

      Tarryn walked over, and squinted down at the lake.

      “I could,” he said, “I think. Might be out of range, and if there’s a magic user down there, they’ll know I did something, and they’ll come up here after us.”

      “Can you tell if there’s a magic user?”

      “If I could see better, maybe.”

      “We need some binoculars. Or a telescope.”

      “A what?”

      “Ragnar,” I said, “take a note: I need to invent the telescope.”

      “Take a note?” Ragnar replied. “How about I take a note that you can kiss my ass.”

      I shot Ragnar a look, and saw him shooting me a middle finger.

      “Nice,” I said. “You know I’m your lord and master, right?”

      “Want me to take a note about that too?”

      It wasn’t the time for a discussion on lordly respect. And frankly, it just wasn’t that important to me.

      Watching the goblins was fascinating, seeing them pull canvas tents together and set up for the night. Sure, they were efficient, but I couldn’t help but think they were lazy. They’d stopped to camp even though here was still plenty of daylight left.

      Then the weather hit.

      Snow started to fall. Hard. Within minutes, I couldn’t see the goblins. Then, I couldn’t see, well, much of anything.

      “Tie your goose in,” Amber shouted, wrapping a rope around my waist. “We need to find shelter.”

      The white-out blizzard consumed us in seconds, while I was still trying to figure out how to tie a rope loop around a giant goose.
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      Fritz pecked at me with his eight beaks a time or two and then thwacked me on the head with his wing. Like almost all geese, my special monster was an asshole in his goose form.

      “Fly-ing,” he honked, and spread his wings, letting the wind lift him off the hillside.

      His departure made me want to yell at him, tell him he was a coward for abandoning us, and maybe he should have flown a few of us on his giant back. But yelling this close to the goblins was just inviting trouble, and the blizzard was going to be a big enough problem by itself.

      I thought I’d be fine, thanks to my darkvision and tremorsense. But the combination of snow and wind did a stellar job to make it impossible for me to see or sense anything. I was stumbling along with only a rope to guide me. At the front of the formation, something I could see on occasion during momentary lapses in snowfall, were Amber and Wulf. They walked side by side, grumbling at each other, Wulf trying to guide and Amber trying to keep us alive. It was an interesting dynamic.

      There was still grass underfoot, but barely. It was quickly being subsumed by the sticky wet snow, which was also doing a fantastic job of Santa-fying me. You know, if Santa was addicted to steroids. But still had a giant white beard. Made of snow. Okay, so the Santa metaphor wasn’t the best. But with someone else doing most of the work, all I really needed to do was walk wherever the rope tugged me.

      Which was how it went for the first thirty minutes or so. By that time, there were a few inches on the ground, and footing started to get a little dicey. The verdant hills were all of a sudden slidey death slopes. I had to walk with my feet in first position, a skill I knew thanks to my one ballet class while trying to get into Jasmine Sims’ tutu.

      The others in the rope-line didn’t have my extensive ballet training, and perhaps that’s why they slipped. Well, Tarryn slipped, running into Skeld. The combined weight of those two pulled poor Meikeljan off his feet, and then there were three of them sliding down the hill. Ragnar, Amber, and Wulf had no chance, and all of a sudden it was a free-for-all.

      Except for me.

      I just leaned uphill, kicked my feet in, and held on. The rope snapped tight around my waist; Amber’s knot held. I hauled them back to their feet, and dusted the snow off them.

      “Thanks,” Ragnar said.

      “No problem. You take note of that?”

      He gave me an evil smile.

      The stop gave us a moment to huddle together. “What’s the plan?” I shouted.

      “Shelter,” Amber replied, also shouting.

      The wind hurtling around us was loud enough to make my ears hurt. The cold also made my ears hurt, and I felt a real good headache coming on.

      “Where is it?” I asked.

      “That way,” Wulf said. “I think. I got turned around in the tumble.”

      “He says it’s uphill,” Amber added.

      “But with the snow, we need to watch for snarrets,” Wulf said.

      “What the fuck are snarrets?” I asked.

      “Bad news,” Wulf replied. “They like to hunt in whiteout conditions. They will trip you and paralyze you.”

      “And they’re, what—?”

      “Snarrets.”

      “I just don’t—”

      “The longer we wait in this snowstorm, the more that will come out and hunt. We need to keep moving.”

      “Uphill,” I said.

      “Uphill,” Wulf replied.

      Lead on,” I said.

      Amber nodded, and headed up.

      I waited for the rest to get ahead, take a little slack out of the rope, thinking that there might be another slip and fall.

      There was.

      Two more.

      It was mostly the same deal, sliding down until it got to me, and then I served as the anchor and pulled everyone back up. There was the brief discussion, that I should take lead, but then Ragnar pointed out that if I wasn’t ready to catch a fall or if I slipped, we’d all go down. So, once again, we trudged into the wind and snow.

      There was a sense of timelessness in the blizzard. You couldn’t see where you were going or where you had gone. If we weren’t following an uphill direction, we’d have been lost. My footsteps were filled in almost immediately, and the combination of wind and snow meant I couldn’t even find Ragnar’s footsteps. Though he did have tiny little feet. As the snow level rose, I started to worry for Meikeljan, given his wee form. It wouldn’t take much for him to end up under the snow entirely.

      We crested the hill we were on and came to a rocky bit. Which meant we were on flat ground. The rope in front of me slackened, and I saw Amber peering into the whiteout, doing her damndest to figure out where the fuck we might be going.

      “We must move!” I heard Wulf bellow. “We are being hunted already!”

      “Which way do we go?” I asked.

      Wulf just pointed. I was pretty sure he’d just picked a random direction.

      The wind howled, the snow came down, and we walked. Mostly forward. Theoretically. There was no way to tell.

      And then, something wrapped around my ankle, pulling tight and then tripping me.

      I face-planted into the snow, not even thinking to put my hands up and break my fall.

      As soon as I hit the ground, or the snow, small creatures surrounded me. They looked like weasels, all white, bodies about a foot long with very thin, lengthy snouts filled with tiny needles for teeth. They had stupidly long tails that had to be at least seven feet long, and stubby little legs ending if fat wide feet.

      I saw one snout pop open and try to bite me. I snapped my hand out, grabbed it, and squeezed.

      There was a momentary hesitation before I felt a pulpy pop.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Snarret (lvl 6 Beast).

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

      

      Another one of the creatures bit me, and I got a flash of a notification, which I think was the paralysis debuff. But maybe because of my constitution, it barely registered. I felt a flicker of a tingle. So I just started thrashing around wildly, and after I jellied three more, the creatures decided I wasn’t worth the effort.

      I swung myself to my feet and followed the slack line up to the next in the row. Tarryn. He was down in the snow, immobile, snarrets already munching on his paralyzed form. His eyes were wide open, and I could see the fear and panic in him.

      “I got you, buddy,” I said. Then I played a quick game of whack-a-snarret, punting some of them off my mage while squishing the others.

      He had small bites all over him, and some spots where chunks of flesh had been torn free. But he wasn’t moving.

      “Just, uh, chill here,” I said, with a wry smile.

      He did not return the smile. It was a bad joke, so even if he wasn’t paralyzed, he probably wouldn’t have returned the smile.

      Up to the next.

      Meikeljan was worse off. I was very worried he was dead already, so I picked the little guy up gently and carried him under one arm, dragging the inert form of Tarryn behind us.

      I worked my way up the line, a bringer of death and jamification to the snarrets. They seemed to have gotten all of us, but they were quickly frightened away, leaving six paralyzed bodies and one me. So I just started dragging them all behind me, heading in the direction I thought might be the right way to go.

      Which, you know, always works out fine. After about five minutes, I started to feel someone behind me moving the rope. A massive shadow loomed up out of the blizzard, and roared right in my face.
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      As hot, fetid breath melted snow around me, I got a good glimpse of the creature’s throat. And uvula. And tonsils. And probably some of its last meal, considering the half of a kobold arm I could see stuck in between some of the back teeth. The creature had plenty of saliva, thick ropes of the stuff vibrating as it yelled at me.

      My first impulse was to throw my little ID spell at it, but considering what happened the last time I tried to cast a spell, I went in a different direction and, instead, I pulled a spear from my bag, and then screamed right back at the thing.

      The scream either surprised him or scared him, because the monster shrank back a little and just stared at me out of one of his massive eyes. I noticed his very long eyelashes blocking the snow from causing any vision problems. For the barest of moments, he seemed to wait, to assess me.

      Then he roared again and moved even closer.

      I threw the spear as hard as I could right at the top of the creature’s mouth. The soft palate.

      The spear shot forward like a rocket — hey-ho super strength — and it basically just disappeared into the creature. The creature semi-halted. Then, with its mouth still in roaring position, it tipped over, slamming into the ground with a heavy thud.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed an Abominaball (lvl 11 Beast).

      You’ve earned 1250 XP! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      And trapping the seven of us under the creature.

      Actually, though, not that bad of a thing. Because the creature had a big fuck-off mouth, and it was wide open, so it was kind of like being in the most disgusting tent you could imagine. Still, it provided a break from the storm.

      I pulled the other members of the group into a more relaxed position in our mouth-tent, and untied our guide rope. Immediately, I noticed someone missing.

      Wulf.

      The line had been cut quite neatly.

      I sighed. This guy was either a grade-A coward or had something seriously nefarious planned.

      As for the rest of the group, I set them out on their bedrolls and got them comfortable. Then, I examined everyone, and used a healing potion sparingly, putting a few drops on each of the open wounds. Within, say an additional ten minutes, the other six were up and about.

      “This is disgusting,” Ragnar said.

      “But warm,” Skeld countered.

      “And we’re not getting lost,” I said.

      “Because we are lost,” sniped Amber.

      “Okay, but we’re not getting more lost.”

      “Big difference.”

      “Can you get more lost?” Skeld asked, leaning back against a tooth.

      “I think you can in Europe,” I said.

      “Is that one of the hells?”

      “Depends who you ask.”

      “You can’t be more lost,” Ragnar said. “Doesn’t work that way. You are either lost or not.”

      “I think there are degrees,” Skeld said. “Sometimes I’m really lost, other times, I’m just a little lost.”

      “Nope,” Ragnar replied, crossing his arms. “Lost is lost. If you’re a little lost, you’re still lost.”

      “Is this really the most productive use of our time?” Tarryn asked.

      “We’re stuck in the mouth of a monster waiting out a blizzard,” I said, “what the fuck would you have us do?”

      Silence for a moment.

      Then a new layer of misery began — something started leaking from the throat of the creature above us.

      “I might prefer the blizzard,” Amber said.

      “This is fine,” I said.

      Something more solid landed on the melted snow and grass with a sick wet thwop. It laid there for a moment, then started crawling. The damn thing had worms…

      “Blizzard it is,” I said.
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      By the time Amber and I cut our way through the corpse to get to the outside world, the blizzard had largely died down, turning into something more along the lines of overzealous flurries. Now we could see that we were near an escarpment soaring up and disappearing into the grey clouds above.

      The creature’s corpse was little more than a mound of snow from the outside. There was over a foot on the ground. The thick, sloppy snow of not-quite-winter. It felt heavy and cold on my feet. And I knew it was going to make things difficult for the smaller members of the party. Something I realized as Ragnar scurried up my body to stand on my shoulder. I didn’t have the massive pack I wore when we traipsed across the big lake, WarWaters, so Ragnar didn’t have his preferred perch. So he settled for plopping on my shoulder.

      “Onward, steed,” he hollered.

      I really considered grabbing him by the head and throwing him into the snow. Instead, I hauled Meikeljan out of the snow and put him on my other shoulder.

      “Earmuffs,” I said.

      Skeld laughed, and Ragnar muttered something before hopping off.

      Meikeljan, however, seemed too tired to care. He straight up leaned against my ear.

      “Which way?” I asked Amber.

      She looked from one direction to the other, but the wall of stone was nearly identical either way. And there wasn’t enough light to figure out where the sun might be.

      “Who’s got our compass?” I asked.

      Everyone looked at someone else.

      “Okay, raise your hand if you thought someone else was bringing the compass?” I asked.

      All the hands went up.

      “Great.”

      While I was digging in my pocket for the magic rock that would give me the direction of the nearest Corrupted ursus, I felt Meikeljan get to his feet and move around a little on my shoulder.

      An insanely bright light shot from Meikeljan’s general area, searing an arrow into the snow. It pointed towards one direction along the rock wall.

      Meikeljan sat back down.

      “The goddess recommends that direction,” he said. “I suppose I brought the compass.”

      I shrugged. Which caused Meikeljan to fall, and I had to catch him and reset him before we trudged on.

      Looking at the rocks we passed, I wished I’d had the sense to get Lee on the journey. At least he would ramble on about the geology of the area, telling me how the rocks got there, how they formed into these mountains. I wanted to ask him about the formation of our valley, if he might have an idea on how it had come to be. It seemed so perfectly circular, I just couldn’t see how it’d been formed naturally. There were more trees where we were, smaller though, already bending under the snow.

      As the sky started to get truly dark, Amber stopped and waved us down and to the side. Everyone darted over to the escarpment and knelt at the base, trusting the nearly black rock to hide us.

      Wait here, Amber signaled before darting off.

      She slipped into the shadows easily, disappearing amongst the tiny trees. I figured the twin tails tipped in white would give the kitsune-girl away, and yet, somehow she was perfectly camouflaged.

      Just when it was starting to get pretty damn cold kneeling in the mushy snow, Amber returned.

      “Cave up ahead,” she said.

      “Empty?” I asked.

      “So far,” she said. “I didn’t go deep, though. Seems like a good place to sleep for the night, and maybe we can get a better idea of where we are tomorrow.”

      “No sign of Wulf?”

      “Not in the cave.”

      “Nothing during our walk either?”

      “No.”

      “Well shit.”

      “So are we going to the cave?”

      “Sure.”

      She nodded, and briskly walked towards the spot of black I could now make out on the cliff wall in front of us.

      It wasn’t a posh cave, that’s for sure. There weren’t neat things about the place, no secret door at the back of a hidden grove of giant crystallized trees. It was just a semi-flat tunnel that seemed to go on and on. We made a fire at one end, and rolled some rocks into place providing a vague block for the the end that went deeper into the mountain. Then we did a little campfire cooking. Meats seared on super-heated rocks, seasoned with salt carried in pouches, and with a potato cooked in ash. It was definitely rustic, but also absolutely delicious, and just the thing to to take the edge off a long day slogging through the wilderness.

      Skeld offered to take second watch. A huge smarmy smile wrapped around Ragnar’s face, like he’d won the lottery because he got to sleep through the night.

      I looked at the entrance to the cave, and then I looked over at the other side, where it just led further into the mountain.

      “Not sure one on watch is enough tonight,” I said. “I’ll take two watches, but that still leaves four spots.”

      There were some quick arguments between Skeld and Ragnar before Ragnar agreed to two watches as well.

      “I can take last watch,” Amber said. “I’m best in mornings.”

      “I’ll take last watch as well,” Ragnar said.

      “No,” I replied, “you’re worst at mornings. You take first watch with Skeld. Skeld will take first and second. I’ll do second and third, Amber will do third.”

      Ragnar squinted at me, and even though I hadn’t unlocked a psychic skill, I got that he was pissed. I needed to have a talk with him about Amber, it was just never a good time.

      Those of us sleeping snuggled into our bedrolls. Even with the fire, I’m pretty sure everyone wished we’d taken thicker blankets. Or had some magic dome we could sleep in that would provide us with safety and warmth. Alas, the only real magic we had was my beefy arms. And it was with that comforting thought, and a wry smile at how foolish I was, that I fell asleep.
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      Morning came like a boot to the head. Wherein I mean, Ragnar kicked me awake. Not hard, not like he was punting my face in, but he definitely dug his toe into the general region of my kidneys.

      “I’m up,” I said, quickly pushing to a seated position and got all the damn hair out of my face. One thing those fantasy novels never really delved into was how the barbarians with long hair dealt with having long hair. I was constantly losing chunks of it to acid, or fire, or poor swordsmanship, and even when it was perfect and long, it constantly got into my face. And sometimes I felt like I wound up eating more beard than food.

      Ragnar had already dropped into his bedroll, but I knew it was a now-or-wait-forever sort of a thing to talk to him. So I grabbed the foot of his blanket and pulled the lutra over to me until he was looking at my face.

      “You had an issue with my sleeping position?” he asked.

      “I get that you have an affection for Amber,” I said, deciding that awkward honesty was the best policy here. “But I’m not sure she’s in the position to be looking for a relationship.”

      “What in the abyss are you blathering about?”

      “You need to chill with Amber.”

      “I’m not doing anything!”

      “My little brother from another mother,” Skeld said from his position sitting and facing the outside world, spear leaning against his leg. “We all see what you’re doing, and we all cringe.”

      “You don’t cringe.”

      “There’s cringing,” I said.

      “I cringe,” Skeld said.

      “Also me,” Meikeljan added.

      “You go to sleep,” I said.

      “Sleeping,” Meikeljan said.

      “But the littlest guy is right,” I said, “you’re too, uh, eager.”

      Skeld nodded.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I mean you do,” I said. “You don’t need to say anything to this, hells, you don’t need to change the way you’re acting. But I thought maybe you’d like to know that we all see it.”

      “Which means she sees it,” Skeld said.

      And then realization dawned on Ragnar’s face.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ragnar said again. He ripped his blankets out of my hand, tromped about ten feet away, and curled up in a little pile of sulk next to the rock wall.

      I shook my head, got to my feet, and did a little stretching. Then I walked over to Skeld.

      “That didn’t go as smoothly as I’d hoped.”

      “Never does,” Skeld replied.

      “You see anything out here?”

      “Crickets. Bats.”

      “Quiet.”

      “Too quiet.”

      “Why’d you go and say that?”

      “Because it is too quiet. Crickets stopped. Something’s out there.”

      “Any crickets inside the caves?”

      “They stopped too.”

      “So something is inside here.”

      Skeld nodded.

      “Well this should be an interesting night. If and when the thing exposes itself,” I paused to stifle my laugh, “get Tarryn up first. I’ll hold the back until we know which is the bigger enemy.”

      “Probably the thing that isn’t in here yet.”

      “I didn’t mean in size.”

      He gave me a smile, letting me know he knew what I meant.

      “Yeah, well, have fun with your quiet crickets.”

      “Have fun staring at a wall.”

      I looked at the spot I’d be guarding. It was definitely the less interesting of the two. At least Skeld could look at stars and moons. I just got, well, shadows on a wall.

      Too bad I forgot to bring my Plato.

      I sat there, watching the shadows dance on the wall, hoping to have some profound thought. Instead, thoughts turned to home again. Home home, not Coggeshall. I was thinking about winter back there, about going out into the snow, trudging through said snow, to grab a tree. The only time the girl and I did the whole tree thing, she’d wanted the biggest goddamn tree I’d ever seen. We put the Griswolds to shame. I had a big ol’ truck I’d borrowed from a club prospect named Last Wednesday, one of those real big trucks. Long bed, double cab and stuff. And that tree was hanging over the front, the back, and the sides. It was huge. (That’s what she said.) Big tree. And it was perfect, the most amazing tree ever. It didn’t fit in the house, so we set it up in the back yard, and I rented a cherry-picker to put the lights on. It was a fantastic and magical Christmas.

      Shut up. I’m not crying, you’re crying.

      When I wiped my tears away, I caught just a hint of movement down the tunnel.

      Quickly I shifted into darkvision, and peeked down the hall, doing my best to look like I hadn’t noticed a damn thing. But whatever had moved wasn’t in motion any longer.

      So I reached out carefully with tremorsense, trying to get a feeling for whatever might be around. But that also failed to pick up anything untoward. I tried to gauge the length of the tunnel, and if the moving thing was just outside my range. That was always a possibility.

      “Might have something here,” I said in Lutra, as calm and casual as I could, as if I was passing on a random thought that popped up in my head.

      I heard Skeld sputter like he just woke up, but I knew it was just part of the act.

      “Danger?”

      “Not yet. Curiosity?”

      “You want to trap it?”

      “I don’t know what it is. What if it’s like a rust monster or something.”

      “Rust monster?”

      “That’s a thing, right?”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Monster that eats metal?”

      “Lots of things do that.”

      “But nothing that’s called a rust monster.”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Well shit,” I said.

      “Good name,” he said.

      “Maybe we can find a monster and name it.”

      “Just add that to the list of things to do.”

      “Done.”

      He chuckled softly.

      And then we were back to relative silence, just the soft occasional crackle of the fire in the background. I went back to watching the shadows dance a bit on the walls of the cave.

      On and on it went, until there was a honk and a whomp and a squeak of surprise from Skeld, which was very quickly covered up by a more masculine bark of surprise.

      “Halt,” Skeld said.

      I spun around, weapon out and ready to rock, only to see a giant goose with a bunch of heads.

      “Hiya Fritz,” I said.

      “Hi,” came the honk-talk. “Hard. To. Find. You.”

      “Maybe don’t bail on us in bad weather.”

      “Wind. Blow. Fritz. A. Way.”

      “Oh. I suppose that makes a certain amount of sense.”

      “Is. Truth.”

      “Well, here we are. How did you find us?” I asked, suddenly both worried and curious.

      “Cave. Glows.”

      I had to squish by the horse-sized goose, with all eight heads glaring at me because I had the temerity to touch said glorious goose, and got out side. Looking up and down the cliff-side, I saw nothing, so I jogged out about a hundred or so yards, into the darkness of night.

      Looking back at our little camp, it was stupidly easy to spot. We needed to figure out how to hide our campfires better.

      Sighing, I took a second to look around. The stars were out in full force, and I was blown away by how many there were. It boggled my mind to see all of them, to imagine how many worlds there were out in this universe. And I wondered if magic could move people between the stars. Was there some super-high-level spell that could take me to another planet? It was disconcerting to be having all these thoughts all of a sudden. Apparently the fishing had messed me up.

      I went back in the tunnel, pushing past the stupidly big goose. I stood next to the fire for a moment, letting the blissful warmth roll over me.

      “We’re not good at this questing thing,” I said.

      “Speak for yourself,” Skeld muttered.

      “Then next time, how about you speak up when we build a fire within view of the outside world?”

      “Oh,” he said, looking out the cave entrance, which necessitated peering around the big-ass goose. “Yeah, that would have been a good idea. But the goose is blocking it now.”

      “The goose if Fritz.”

      “I know.”

      One of the heads nipped at Skeld, but Skeld darted out of the way.

      “Those of us not on guard duty are trying to sleep,” Tarryn said, his grumpiness very evident when he rolled over. He gripped his blanket tightly, and then farted with enough force that the fire flared up for a minute.

      I was equal parts impressed and disgusted.

      “Fritz,” I said, softer this time, “you and Skeld can fight over taking watch, I’ve slept enough. I’ll get back to the other spot and I’ll watch over the back entrance.”

      And I walked off, listening to the honk-talk of the goose trying to explain something to Skeld.
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      I took my spot staring into the abyss behind our camp. I didn’t want to take any chances at getting sucked into memories again. It was time to make something happen.

      I sat down on a rock and put my legs up on a wall in some sort of attempt at relaxing. I looked at the various rocks around, then picked a handful up. I tossed one down the hall. Super relaxed sort of a thing, just like I was bored. Then I threw another one. And another one. And another one.

      Then, I hauled off and really threw a rock, trying to get it as far down the tunnel as I could. It clattered off the walls, ricocheting back and forth, echoing into the darkness. And it made the creature who was hiding and watching me to move enough that I could see it.

      “See something,” I hollered, already moving, sprinting towards the creature.

      It made an eep sort of noise, and turned to run away from me, dropping its weapon as it ran. The crude spear clattered to the stone floor. It had some speed to it, but I wasn’t a slouch in the running department since I’d put some points in agility. My feet were eating up the tunnel, and as I got closer and closer, I dove, reaching for the little dude’s feet.

      I snatched the ankle. Then, together, we crashed to the ground.

      I had a scaly foot in my hand with the vaguest traces of what might have been a leather shoe at some point.

      A kobold.

      I released his foot, and sat up.

      It did the same, eyes wide open and staring at me.

      “You okay?” I asked, in kobold.

      It rubbed its ankle.

      “Hurt,” it said.

      “But you were spying on us, being sneaky.”

      “Was told to watch.”

      “Watch what? Us?”

      The little guy nodded.

      “And tunnel.”

      “You know, I know your duchess.”

      “No more duchess.”

      “What? I was, I mean, I just hung out with her, like, the other week or month or something. What happened?”

      “You hurt me?”

      “No. We’re friends?”

      “Friends?”

      “Allies?”

      “What that mean?”

      “It’s like friends, but, I mean, less, uh, convivial.”

      “Not know that word.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      The little guy shook its head.

      “No? What do people call you?”

      “You.”

      “Like, hey you?”

      Nods.

      “Seems harsh.”

      “Have not earned a name.”

      “You need to earn names?”

      More nodding.

      “How do you earn a name?”

      A shrug.

      Skeld slid to a stop, spear out, and the little kobold looked around in panic before deciding to hide behind me.

      “I got this,” I said to Skeld.

      He gave me an eyebrow raise, then a vague shrug before heading back to the fire.

      “So,” I said, pulling the kobold out from behind my back, and looking at the kobold.

      The little dragon-looking dude wore mismatched armor. Or rather, things that could vaguely be classified as armor if you were being generous. A rusted bowl held onto its head with a piece of string, a carapace of an insect with bonus guts still attached on its torso, and something that looked a bit like oversized celery as its leggings. The spear he’d dropped on the floor was a chipped bit of bone, tied loosely to a not-quite-straight stick. I hadn’t exactly been impressed with the kobolds I’d seen previously, but those guys were leagues above this sad excuse for a scout.

      “Who’s in charge now?” I asked.

      Shrugs.

      “Is Baltu here?”

      The face of the kobold brightened, and then it nodded vigorously, so much so that the bowl-helmet’s string snapped, and the bowl clanged across the ground. The poor kobold scrambled around, trying to grab the bowl, doing that toddler thing of kicking the bowl a few times before managing to grab it. The kobold plopped the bowl-helmet back on, and made a pretense of tying the string back together, but, well, a frayed knot…

      “Come,” the kobold said, eager now. “I show you.”

      He grabbed my hand, and then started running. Which was a little awkward because I hadn’t gotten up yet, so it was a bit like a dog running off without realizing it was still tied up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      But we were off soon enough. I jogged while he sprinted, weaving through the various tunnels until I would have been lost, if it weren’t for my Labyrinthine Recall ability. Which, by the way, was proving to be clutch when dealing with the kobold warren.

      Nothing really looked that good in the tunnels. There was a fair amount of trash built up, as well as some odd construction projects that seemed to block certain tunnels. And there were definitely multiple things scratching at those blockages. It was also a ridiculous distance from where we’d started until I finally saw another kobold. It happened to be in the throne room, I’m not sure if you could call it that anymore, since it was now devoid of any throne. Instead it held some very large, very muscular yet slovenly-looking kobolds, all lounging around. We sped through and down a more familiar tunnel, towards the cramped quarters of the old kobold Baltu. Once at the unassuming door, my little kobold guide opened the door without bothering to knock, and roused Baltu from what looked like a fitful sleep.

      “Wha—” the old kobold said, his wispy white hair moving around in the slight wind. He tried to get up, then lay back down with a rather sad sigh. He closed his eyes.

      “He ask for you,” my little kobold said, with the kobold equivalent of a massive smile.

      Baltu opened his eyes again, and looked around the eager kobold.

      “Ah,” Baltu said, “the duke.”

      “Montana of Coggeshall,” I said.

      “Come, stay awhile.”

      “And listen?”

      Baltu gave a wry smile. “I might be able to conjure a story if you like.”

      I looked around the room. Now it had even less furniture than before, so I just sat on the floor.

      “You used to have a desk and chair, didn’t you?” I asked.

      “And a whole blanket,” Baltu said, gesturing what I took to be a missing bottom half of his blanket.

      “Something going on in the warren?”

      “Yes. But, before that, if you have a little something to give your guide here.”

      “The nameless one?”

      “Ah, yes, another of the Old Ways rearing its head. Maybe a bit of food?”

      I reached into my bag of holding and pulled out some dried meat. What I would have considered a pittance, but the little kobold’s eyes practically came of out of its head as it reverently took the meat with both claws. He scampered out of the room.

      “I hope that little one is smart enough to eat that meat before it is seen by one of the others,” Baltu said.

      “Little dude,” I yelled out into the hallway. “Eat that quick. And go get the rest of my companions — I’ll give you some more of that.”

      The little guy stuffed the entire chunk of meat in his mouth. Then he nodded at me and started running back the way we’d come.

      “Okay,” I said with a clap of my hands, “enlighten me. I went through the throne room, but no Duchess FancyPants. Where did she go?”

      “You would prefer to eschew the small talk?”

      “You want to talk about the weather?”

      “Has it started snowing?”

      “Yeah. Good blizzard up top.”

      “You came from the top?”

      “I did,” I said, and I gave him a quick run-down of the path we took, from the river to the forests and the hills until the white out up the mountain.

      He smiled, and nodded.

      “Last we spoke,” Baltu said, leaning against his wall, “things were different.”

      “Yeah. Just a little.”

      “Things have changed here.”

      “You just said that.”

      “I fear I am a little out of sorts.”

      “You seem hungry.”

      “I am,” he said softly, almost like he was afraid to admit it.

      I reached into the bag and pulled out some rations. Dried meats and fruits, hardtack, and a skin of milk. Hopefully cow’s milk, at least as far as I was concerned. Though I had no compunctions about what kind of animal the skin was from. I set everything on his blanket, and he shook his head.

      “These can be used—”

      “Just eat and drink something,” I said. “You look like shit, and you don’t seem to be able to think. I want to know what’s going on here, so that means you need to eat.”

      He smiled, but nodded, and tucked in. Carefully though. I could see he was starving, but he still had the sense to go slowly with the whole ordeal.

      After a few bites, he paused to drink some milk, then ate a bit more.

      I leaned back against his wall, and took a moment to relax.

      “As befits having a duchess,” he began, still chewing on the dried meat, “there is a kingdom we belong to—”

      “The Mountain Kingdom.”

      “Yes. You remember.”

      “I’m trying hard to get over that whole being an idiot thing.”

      “A long road to walk, I fear,” he said.

      “You’re telling me.”

      “There is trouble brewing in the Mountain Kingdom, and our duchess, in all her wisdom, has decided to return to the court and make a play at becoming the new ruler.”

      “Is the, uh, did the king die?”

      “Worse. He showed signs of weakness.”

      “Not much in the way of loyalty?”

      “I recall from our previous chat, that you know little of kobold culture.”

      “Nothing you haven’t told me,” I said, which wasn’t exactly true, but it was mostly. To be fair, I didn’t really have much knowledge of any of the cultures of my new home world. I should really change that. “Care to explain?”

      He laughed a little, kind of like a chuckle.

      “You know I am not like these kobolds here, in this brood.”

      “Okay, warren or brood?”

      “Warren is largely referring to the home, brood to the creatures within it. The brood lives within the warren. But the terms can be interchanged when—”

      “Got, it, sorry for the interrupting, and I know you’re different, you’re a snowbold.”

      “Yes. We, snowbolds I mean, are,” he paused, searching for a word, “different from our brethren for a number of reasons, perhaps most pointed because we are, fewer.”

      “Fewer? Like there’s not many of you?”

      He sighed, like he was dreading having to explain what he was about to. “Snowbolds are hunted. It is hard for us to grow. We have been moving deeper into the mountains, and that means we are fighting more monsters. I left my warren when it was overrun. When all my brood were killed and skinned. I was the only one who escaped. All to say we did not follow the Old Ways, because we had not the numbers.”

      “So the Old Ways, it’s a, like, killing off the weak ones?”

      “Not exactly. There is a,” he paused again, “it is not widely known that kobolds are able to,” again he searched for a word, and I started to worry there was something really wrong with the old guy, “evolve. We are able to become greater creatures if certain criteria are met.”

      “Kind of like super-leveling.”

      A very slight grin spread on his face, then he nodded. “I suppose that is a means of expressing what might occur.”

      “So, like, what can you turn into?”

      “Me?”

      “I meant kobolds. In general.”

      “Ah, yes, of course. What you ask has two answers: legends and what can be, I suppose, verified. There are any number of possibilities. Naga, with snake bodies, Lizardfolk, Dragonkind, Quetzals, Greater Kobolds, Lamia. I have met all of these in my travels. But it is said that there are other, greater forms available. Some kobolds even believe this is how dragons arose.”

      “And the Old Ways are all about making these transitions happen?”

      “That is certainly what is spoken about in more polite circles. But the truth is more sinister. It is a means of continuing a caste system. Different ways of feeding and caring for the eggs and the young, different ways of training, potions, experiences, everything is curated to boost or deform kobolds. Big but dumb warriors to serve as shock troops. Starve some young to make miners who can fit into the tiny crevasses. Keep them in the dark so they have better vision in the blackness down below. And save the choicest delicacies for the elite. Those who rule over us.”

      “And the elites are the ones who transition or something?”

      “Or something. While we might once have had a better understanding of how to make the transition, that information is lost to us now, and it has become more guesswork than anything. Should anyone find the path, they seem to keep it to themselves. Or their brood.”

      “Got it. More or less. And so the king of the Mountains — he showed weakness?”

      “He had made boasts, that he was going to be the next great kobold, a lamia. That he had the secret. But he has yet to make any sort of change while there are those under him who have. Not to a lamia, but there have been Nagas and some Dragonkind, and this growth has eroded trust in the king. Weakened his perceived power. And, worse, there is also a story of a kobold hero rising.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “It is to the elites. This hero is saving kobolds. All kobolds, regardless of strength. He saves them, gives them food, a safe place, and asks little to nothing in return. From what I overheard the duchess speaking about, she worries those of us in the lower ranks will rally behind this hero, that the hero will raise the lowly kobolds up and cause a revolution.”

      “I guess that could be bad.”

      “For those who like being in power, yes, it would.”

      “And why are you still here?”

      “Those who were judged unworthy were left behind. We were told we needed to hold the warren, though I heard, in private, the duchess’s advisor decided we would be a drain on their food supplies as they traveled through the mountains—”

      “Two things: one, that’s really shitty. Two, what do you mean through the mountains? Like along them? Through secret passes and stuff?”

      A chuckle. “I am continually surprised at your lack of knowledge regarding us.”

      “Yeah, I’m an idiot. I get it.”

      “No, I mean it in the only good way I suppose it might be taken. You are one of the only surface walkers I have met who is willing to speak to us, to try and understand us beyond what they ‘know.’ But that is neither here nor there, and does little to let you know how we move through the mountains. Snowbolds, like me, we traditionally live closer to the surface, and we spend our time outside and inside in relative equality. However, the traditional kobold is a creature of digging. Of mines. And sadly we do not have the same fears as some of our digging brethren. It is rare for a kobold to stop and ask if it is wise to dig as deep as we often go. But because of that, say, compulsion to dig, and the lack of fear of being underground, nearly every kobold warren will have one, or more, connections to the Gloom.”

      “I’m not even going to ask, and just assume the Gloom is some sort of great big cave system in the depths.”

      “It is a cave system in a way, but few believe it is a natural phenomenon. Something greater made the Gloom, some greater being which longed for a world devoid of light. Just as there is the world above, so is there a world below. And a world below even there, and even one below that. Entire empires have risen and fallen without any glint of sun ever reaching any of it. And since nearly every kobold warren will have some connection to the the Gloom, it is possible to cross from warren to warren without going to the surface, if you wish to brave the dangers of the Gloom, that is.”

      “Okay, first question,” I said, “I’m trying to get to this valley a bit further east and whatnot in these mountains, can I just take the Gloom there? Skip all this going up and down and around the mountains? Maybe skip some of the snow?”

      “The Gloom is not a road, Duke Coggeshall. And it is not safe. It is a realm of darkness and monsters, and those who live there are savage at the best of times. Nearly all are cruel, twisted. It is almost a different world. And I know little of the other entrances or exits for the Gloom in the immediate area. There might not be any for hundreds of miles. The guides the duchess has know paths between warrens, but no others. And even though the duchess took all the elite guards and all our best warriors with her to cross the Gloom, it is not a safe journey for her. They will move fast and light, hoping to reach the king’s court with a minimum of loss.”

      “And then what? Attempt to take over the kingdom.”

      “And evolve. Your second question?”

      “You kind of answered it. But that also leaves you and all the lower—”

      “And all the wrymlings.”

      “Wyrmling means baby?”

      “Yes.”

      “She left all the children?”

      “She has abandoned this warren in all but name. Any she didn’t deem strong enough were left here. To die. Or struggle and survive, and if strong enough, recolonize the warren. Though I doubt she would like her warren to have survived without her input. She expects us all to die. Either to exposure, starvation, or merely waiting for the goblins to find another way to take us.”

      “I take it the big musclebound asshats lounging around what used to be the throne room are not helping the matter?” I asked.

      “Those are the current rulers of this minor fiefdom,” Baltu replied. “Those particular, asshats I believe you said, accurate term by the by, are adherents to a belief that exercise and gluttony will lead them to evolving to the kohemoth.”

      “Is that just a huge kobold?”

      “Is a giant just a huge human?”

      “Yes?”

      “No.”

      “No, okay. Of course. So the kohemoth is a big bad thing?”

      “Your terminology is inaccurate at best, though it is, indeed, a large creature. It has a modicum of intelligence, but is mostly known for being a bastion of strength. In times past, the Sunless Empire was said to have entire battalions of kohemoths able to take down even tier one demons unleashed from the abyssal pits.”

      “I’m feeling like there’s a lot of history in what you just said, but maybe let’s focus on what’s actually happening.”

      “We are starving and dying, and I fear the quest we gave you can only end in failure now.”

      “Do you want to starve? Or die?”

      “Not particularly. I imagine it is against the nature of most every creature.”

      “Is there a reason you remain here then?”

      “Any place I am able to reach, I am not welcome, and any place I am welcome, I am unable to reach. The Gloom is a place of infinite dangers, and the surface is full of Imperials who will shoot me on sight.”

      “I didn’t, and won’t.”

      “You are a rarity, Duke Coggeshall.”

      “You want to come to Coggeshall?”

      He laughed.

      “I would not presume to—”

      “I’m the duke,” I said, knowing I was inviting trouble but not exactly able to stop myself. “So I get to make the rules. You want to come, then just ask.”

      “I could not leave all my brethren to be eaten by those trying to become kohemoths.”

      “Is that what’s going to happen?”

      “When the remaining stores run out, likely. Or they will be hunted by something else who discovers the unguarded warren.”

      “The little guy, he was guarding the place.”

      “He is a curious sort, and has been exploring farther afield these days. I have tried to convince him to find a safe burrow, but he waits to get a name from those who are no longer here.”

      “He seems nice.”

      “He is young. He has yet to see the true vileness of the world.”

      “How many kobolds would you consider your brethren?”

      “Here or in the larger world?”

      “Here. Who are starving.”

      “Two thousand. Thereabouts.”

      I blinked a few times while I tried to contain the mild freakout. I mean, obviously I’d been thinking I’d just bring everyone to Coggeshall, but two thousand kobolds? That was a hell of a lot. That would be the single largest population group in the holding, and I had to wonder what the ramifications of that might be. Kobolds weren’t popular, and here I was bringing in a ton of them. But did I really care? I’d said I’d let in goblins if they’d ask — was I going to deny that to kobolds? They certainly seemed to be better than goblins, at least in the interactions I’d had. They’d never been overtly violent to me, whereas goblins had tried to kill me on multiple occasions.

      “If you ask,” I said, “I will offer you admittance to my holding. Provided you swear fealty.”

      “To you?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I cannot speak for all of the kobolds here, but I can say that I will take your offer, at the very least.”

      I held out my hand. Slowly, he reached out his little claw, and we shook.

      “Well,” I said, “Baltu, welcome to the dukedom.”

      “Thank you,” he said with a bow of his head, “your grace. I will have a talk with my brethren, and see where their feelings lie. Provided, of course, that you might grant your lowly servant safe passage through the throne room and beyond.”

      “Hey buddy,” I said, standing up as straight as I could in the tiny room, “you’re part of the family now. Nobody gets to fuck with you but me.”
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      I was not expecting the notification I got, but up popped this:
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        * * *

      

      You have completed a quest:

      Won’t You Save Your Neighbor

      Your neighbors, the South Mountain kobold warren has been the sacrificial storehouse for the Night/Dark Goblins who also inhabit your valley. The kobolds seem unable to stop the goblins, and sought your help in stopping the goblins from making their routine raids and sacrificing kobolds to their dark gods. Your solution is somewhat unorthodox, but by bringing the kobolds of the South Mountain warren into Coggeshall proper, you have made them safer from the night goblins.

      Reward for success: Significant increase in relationship with the kobolds formerly of the South Mountain warren, 2500 XP
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        * * *

      

      Nice. Unexpected to see that the quest would consider moving the kobolds to Coggeshall, if they wanted to come, as a completion state, but I wasn’t going to argue with it.

      I didn’t bother to pull out a weapon as I walked with Baltu through the halls of the kobold warren. Every once in a while, Baltu would stop at a ramshackle door, push it open, and disappear inside. I could hear muted talking, nearly all of it from Baltu, but I didn’t listen in. Instead, I leaned against the wall and frowned, doing my best to look like I was pissed off and mean. Which, to be fair, I had a feeling most of my own subjects would say was the truth.

      Then Baltu would emerge, sometimes nodding, sometimes shaking his head. One time ducking a ceramic pot filled with a noxious liquid that broke against the far wall of the tunnel. At no point though, did I see any of the kobolds he spoke with, which struck me as odd.

      Finally, we got to the point where I needed to do something: the Throne Room.

      The big fat dudes were still lounging around the place, eating. I counted eight of them, the biggest nearing six feet, and who knows how many pounds. Lots. Tiny kobolds, especially in comparison to the big dudes, were bringing in sacks of edible stuff, which, you know varied quite wildly in what a human might term edible. Lots of mold-covered items. Some of it I think was just straight mold. Or liquid mold. There were meat-like substances, and bones. Virtually all organics were on the table, it seemed. And then there were the poor kobolds who seemed to be tasked with the horrific task of ferrying the waste from the room. Apparently the hopeful transitioners were unwilling to leave the room even to, you know, poop and stuff.

      While I stood there, watching Baltu approach the eaters, one of them stared at me as he got up. He pulled down his proto-trousers and took a big stinky dump right there on the floor. Didn’t bother to take his eyes off me once.

      “I’ve seen better,” I said in kobold.

      The pooper sneered at me.

      Baltu took a position in front of the largest of the group, and he bowed his head a little.

      Before he could even open up his mouth, the big kobold had his arm cocked, and rocketed a backhand across Baltu’s face. Baltu’s snout whipped around to face me, and then his eyes rolled back into his head and he crumpled to the floor.

      I shook my head.

      “Bad move, big boy,” I said, stepping forward.

      Big Boy seemed to disagree.

      “That one has no right to talk to me,” Big Boy said, getting to his taloned feet. “Neither do you.”

      His hands were flexing, and despite the extra pounds the dude was carrying, there was definitely some serious muscle underneath. Also, teeth. And claws.

      “Think,” I said. “Do you really want to do this?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      The other seven were getting to their feet, and I couldn’t help but notice that Pooper was grinning with excitement. They started to spread out around me in a rough semi-circle. It would have been a circle except I wasn’t far enough into the throne room. At the far end was still the remains of the dais with a few flakes of gold paint remaining. Big Boy was in the center, Pooper off to the far end.

      Because I’m an idiot, I snuck a glance at Pooper, which is exactly when Big Boy lashed out, his claws ripping right across my throat.

      I leaned back just enough that Big Boy’s claws didn’t dig through my jugular, but he got in deep enough to gash, and blood came spurting out. I got a fist around though, and punched him in his eye. But one of his stupid eye-horns going right through my knuckles.

      Leaning back, I got my leg up and Sparta-kicked Big Boy. He crumpled almost in half before he tripped over his own feet and crashed on the ground.

      Pooper made his move then, but I wasn’t having it.

      He jumped at me, arms out wide, I think trying to do some sort of cool claw-based move. But I just grabbed him by the neck, twisted my body out of the way and slammed him down on the ground.

      Pooper landed with a whuff, the stone floor doing a good job knocking the wind out of him. Dust and other detritus whooshed out from around his still form.

      Wanting to make sure he stayed out of the fight, I gave the asshole a swift kick to the face. I heard a sharp crack, and Pooper moved no more.
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        * * *

      

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

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

      

      The other six kobolds still seemed interested in continuing our fight, though certainly not quite as eager as at first. You know, when there was eight of them.

      “You don’t have to do this, boys,” I said.

      One of them growled at me, and I sent out a quick jab, tagging the kobold in his snout.

      “Last chance,” I said. “I don’t have all night to dance with you Nancys.”

      One of the six charged, roaring his way to me, mouth wide open. I thought the others were going to gang up on me, but these cats seemed to like fighting one-on-one, mano-a-koboldo. Which worked for me.

      I wasn’t playing around anymore. I was done. So I grabbed the charger’s jaw and yanked straight down as hard as I could. There was a loud pop, and the jaw came loose, like it was dislocated. So I got my other hand on the top of the jaw, and pulled my arms apart.

      There was a nasty tearing noise, and a spurt of blood. And then, I had a weapon.
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        * * *

      

      Kobold’s Jaw

      Item Type: Improvised

      Item Class: One-handed Melee

      Material: Bone, flesh

      Damage: 10-20 (Slashing)

      Durability: ???

      Weight: 2.8 lbs

      Requirements: Not being squeamish

      Description: The jaw of a kobold, teeth included.
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        * * *

      

      Before any of the standing five could move, I swung the jaw, making sure the pointiest, longest tooth was aiming straight for the nearest kobold’s pretty brown eye.

      Pop went the eyeball, and that kobold started screaming. I stomped on his foot and pushed him over.

      A back hand here, a punch there. I took a hit so I could throw another over my shoulder, and I made short work of the big kobold motherfuckers. They just weren’t trained for fighting. At least not brawling like this.

      I wiped the bit of blood off my neck as it healed, and pulled some teeth out of my hands, tossing them on the floor.

      There was a low groaning noise, and something that sounded a bit like flesh tearing. I shuddered, realizing I was the kind of dude who recognized what flesh tearing sounded like. But in the dimly lit former throne room, I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. That was one of the problems with having such a tall ceiling with so many hard surfaces. Sounds were bouncing everywhere.

      Finally, I saw it. Something very large had blocked the light, standing where Big Boy had once been. It quivered just a little, and stretched towards a ceiling that seemed almost as tall as in a cathedral.

      Big Boy’d gotten bigger…

      Kohemoth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kohemoth.

      The word itself strikes fear into the hearts of, well, no one really. I’d never heard of one before. But there was a good chance it was going to be something people heard about in the future, because the thing was impressive as fuck.

      It was big, that’s for sure. Big Boy was now poorly named — Bigger Boy or Biggest Boy might be more apt. It also wasn’t quite as simple as super-sizing a kobold. It was a boost of size and aggression to everything, at least as far as I could see. The spikes on Big Boy had easily tripled in size, and now seemed to have jagged edges of their own. Spikes on spikes. His mammoth teeth barely fit in his mouth. His eyes were still kind of beady, sunken deeper into his skull. Which was probably good for a brawler, harder to end up like his buddy I’d taken the jaw to. His legs were longer now, but seemed disproportionately short for his body. But his arms were the opposite, his knuckles now seemed like they’d drag on the ground. His tail was huge. Heavy looking with plates of armor that looked like wide-bladed knives. A great balance to his gargantuan mouth full of nasty-looking teeth.

      “Well fuck me,” I said. “You did it!”

      Bigger Boy opened his huge maw and roared at me, so loud that the ropey saliva connecting his top jaw to his bottom vibrated like a vile guitar string.

      He stomped one giant step forward, and I had to dart up and snag Baltu to keep the old snowbold from becoming grey paste on the floor.

      “Huh huh huh.” The kohemoth was laughing. It was the unmistakable laugh of something that was very large and very stupid.

      Bigger Boy swung one of his massive arms at me, his wicked claws extended out. But he telegraphed his movements so completely that it was really just a matter of taking a step to the left. The only thing that touched me was a bit of wind.

      The kohemoth looked at me like I was a master martial artist, and he couldn’t believe I’d dodged his blow. Then he tried to take another step, but that was problematic because he barely fit in the throne room anymore.

      I shook my head, and carried Baltu through a doorway, setting him down gently.

      Bigger Boy managed to get himself turned around, and stomped towards our tunnel. In the process, he squished two of his former brethren. Un-phased, he knelt down and reached into our tunnel.

      His massive taloned fingers were almost like tree trunks, except they were flexing and had huge fuck-off talons on them.

      I snatched Baltu and dragged the little guy farther down the tunnel in a frenzied run, barely staying ahead of the claws. Finally, though, Bigger Boy’s shoulder got in the way, and he was at his limit.

      Looking back at the arm, I shook my head, not believing what I was seeing. The kohemoth’s arms were long, but I hadn’t remembered them being quite so long.

      I grabbed a small healing potion out of my pouch and poured some of it into Baltu’s mouth, hoping that healing potions were a universal thing. I’d be fucked if kobolds were somehow allergic to them.

      He wasn’t. Baltu’s color returned immediately, though he remained on the ground, out. The potion didn’t seem to be a magical panacea for his lack of consciousness, but I wasn’t that worried about him. Unless you know, the kohemoth continued to grow.

      Bigger Boy was letting everyone know how angry he was, and ear-splitting roars echoed from the throne-room.

      Or big. He might’ve been saying he was big. Bigger Boy was definitely losing his grip on communication, because his roars weren’t registering as a new language. They were just expressions of anger and rage. Which, fine by me. I could do that too.

      I roared down the hall.

      Bigger Boy shut up. I saw a giant eye looking down the tunnel at me.

      Quick as I could be, I had a spear out of my bag and flying through the air.

      The kohemoth seemed to take a little longer registering what he was seeing, because he only managed to move fractions of an inch before the spear impacted. It went deep into the creature’s eye-socket, missing the eye by the smallest of margins.

      I already had another spear out, and was sprinting down the tunnel. I came out of the tunnel, the spearhead entering the throne room first, aiming for a big ol’ fleshy thigh. Also important to note: as the kohemoth had grown, Bigger Boy had shred his clothes. There were no Incredible Hulk Incredible Shorts that morphed with the growth. While I was definitely intending to aim for the thigh, there was a, uh, much larger fleshy element dangling about. I shifted my aim just a little, and gave Bigger Boy an amateur and impromptu Prince Albert.

      The Kohemoth let out a roar so much louder than I could have imagined. Then it went quiet as my eardrums burned out.

      Bigger Boy twisted around quickly, his huge tail hitting me.

      I flew.

      My arms and legs pinwheeled as I tried to balance myself.

      Oddly, I didn’t.

      I just smashed into the wall about twelve feet up, and then dropped onto the ground.

      It hurt.

      That’s one of the downsides to massive strength — you’re still sometimes at the mercy of physics.

      Kobold blood, or kohemoth blood, sprayed across the throne room as the big guy ripped the spear out of his, uh, spear. Then he threw the spear back at me. He was not used to his size yet, and so the spear didn’t really fly straight. In fact, it barely flew at all — it more just slammed into the wall above me.

      I pushed off the floor, reached into my bag, and got out a big axe. Then I had to dive to the side as Bigger Boy’s hand slammed into the ground right where I’d been, sending nasty food remnants everywhere. I slid to my feet and got the axe up and chopping sideways, digging deeply into his Achilles’ heel. And just like poor Achilles, Bigger Boy’s was a weak spot. As soon as the axe bit in, the kohemoth dropped to a single knee.

      I swung again, lodging the axe deep in the soft spot under his ribs. Immediately, the pressure inside shot outside, spraying me down with a foul mixture of internal liquids. Ropes of intestines came out, and, because the guy was so big, they started to fill the room.

      Blinded by pain, and still not moving well, Bigger Boy swiped at me with his clawed hand, overreaching and overbalancing. He crashed to the floor, and a weak gurgle came from his giant lips.

      I walked over to him and put my foot on his neck.

      “The bigger they are,” I said.

      And then, because I really don’t like clichés, I cut his head off. Cut makes it sound like it was easy. Like I just had a single swing and lopped the head off. And yet, that wasn’t exactly the case. The kohemoth had a massive neck full of muscle that seemed to be made of iron. But after I started, I couldn’t stop halfway, so I just hacked away at it until the spine gave up, and the head came off. The whole messy project just further drenched me in blood.

      I needed to find a portable dry cleaner and just bring it with me wherever I went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood there over the headless kohemoth, and checked my notifications.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Kohemoth (lvl 1 Bruiser).

      You’ve earned 900 XP! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      At least ol’ Baltu had been right: the big kobolds were trying to turn into kohemoths. And at least one had managed it. Another might have been able to, except that Bigger Boy’s thrashing around the throne room had done a better job killing the kobolds than I ever could.

      The floor was covered in a disgusting mix of organic materials — some liquid, some semi-liquid, but nothing fully solid remained. Kobold jam, I suppose. Or jelly. Always been a bit hazy on the distinction between the two.

      I waited until my hearing came back, feeling a few ribs pop back into place while I stood there. When I could breathe normally again, I thought about picking up the spears, but one was really bent and the other was, well, gross. So, instead I walked down the hall, wiping the blood from my eyes and pointedly not thinking about the other bodily fluids that were probably covering my face.

      I found Baltu leaning against the wall, eyes wide as he surveyed the grotesque pseudo-abattoir the throne room had inadvertently become.

      “Just so we’re clear,” I said, “kohemoths are real.”

      “He managed the evolution?” Baltu asked in an almost reverential tone.

      “Yeah. For a bit. But it also dumped him back down to level one.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “Seems kind of problematic that way.”

      “That he was starting at level one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I counter it is quite the boon. Your early levels are when you see the greatest growth, fast. Going back to level one allows you to gain all those attribute points and put them to use in the manner that will best suit your new form.”

      “Oh,” I said, realizing how big a boost that really was, especially if you managed to keep everything you’d earned so far. Maybe there was a whole lot more to kobolds. “I was kind of thinking of it from my perspective. Makes it rough for us non-kobolds.”

      “Pardon,” Baltu said, interrupting my reverie, “do you know how he did it? How he transformed?”

      “Not a clue.”

      Baltu shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

      I shrugged. “A topic for a later date,” I said. “We’re on a bit of a time crunch.”

      “Of course,” Baltu said, and struggled to get up.

      I had to help him, and I pointed at the healing potion.

      “You probably want to drink the rest of that.”

      “I couldn’t, your grace. I haven’t—”

      “Let’s not get into this argument. I need you healthy. I can’t deal with all these kobolds, but you can. So, you know, bottoms up.”

      He gave me a weak smile, then drank the potion all the way down.

      “Raring to go,” he replied.

      “Are there more kobolds to speak to?”

      “Oh yes. I’ve asked all those interested in going to meet us in the tunnel chamber, but there are more, yet, to speak with.”

      I sighed, but gestured for him to lead, and we were off. We did a lot more of the same: Baltu knocking on doors, speaking with kobolds behind the closed doors, and then coming out. Over and over again, until I got lost within the boredom of the activity.

      Finally, however, I realized we were heading down the stairs into the room where the worm tunnel had originally emerged. Two armed kobolds stood at the entrance to the tunnel. They also had helmets, but the helmets didn’t fit. Their hands were so small, they couldn’t get their fingers all the way around their spears. Which, even though they were short spears, were so much taller that the poor little kobolds were having trouble keeping their spears upright and straight.

      “These your guards?” I asked.

      Baltu nodded. “They are young.”

      “I can tell.”

      Besides the two mini-kobold warriors standing guard, there were about twenty or so milling about. They were all a bit on the skinny and wee side, looking malnourished and a bit dopey, to be honest. No one talked — they all just sort of stood around, looking at each other. I noticed they all had heavy looking knapsacks on the front and backs of their torsos.

      “What’s going on here?” I asked.

      “Waiting,” Baltu replied.

      “Okay…”

      “I told those I thought might be willing to swear loyalty to you to come here to listen to you.”

      “And these guys—”

      “They aren’t quite, uh, they are not fully kobolds.”

      “They look like kobolds.”

      “They were at one point.”

      “And now?”

      “They are merely egg-guardians. They take care of the eggs.”

      “And those aren’t considered kobolds?”

      “They never put any of their points into intellectual attributes, so it is rare they have the intelligence to even know what is going on in the world around them, beyond the eggs.”

      “Ah, and you’d want these to come to Coggeshall?”

      “I want the eggs to come. I feel it is wrong to leave them here to become food for some scavenger.”

      “I guess that makes sense.”

      “I counted them among the 2000, yet they could not say no, so they are here.”

      “These, uh, I don’t know how to say this without sounding, you know, stupid or inappropriate, but, how come you seem so much smarter and put together than any of the other kobolds?”

      He looked over at me, and he gave me a low smile.

      “I am Baltu the Traveler.”

      “Okay—”

      “I have been many places other kobolds have not. And I am a snowbold — I have not been part of the Old Ways. And while I was part of the tribe, before it was destroyed, my path was one of leadership. A shaman. And so I put the points I gained into intelligence and wisdom.”

      “Ah.”

      There was a moment while we stood in the room, just sort of being there.

      “Also I broke into a wizarding school and drank a potion of intellect,” he suddenly said. “So I might be the most intelligent kobold.”

      “Ever?”

      “Maybe? I have never taken the time to look into it.”

      “So the kobolds coming along are going to be—”

      “Looking for a place to survive.”

      “Are they going to be a problem?” As soon as I asked that, I realized how impossible a question that would be to answer.

      “Depends who comes.”

      “Can you control them?”

      “Am I in charge of them?”

      “I, uh, I’m not sure. I don’t know how population integration should work here. I’m kind of just, uh, trying to figure it out as I go along.”

      “You inspire me with great confidence, Duke Coggeshall.”

      “I didn’t realize kobolds were quite so sarcastic.”

      “It would appear I am unique.”

      The other kobolds began to appear, timidly looking through the door before coming into the room proper. They were smaller than the kobolds I’d interacted with in the past, and they seemed to come in a variety of colors. Mostly muted reds, like iron-bearing ore. They wore rags, rags that had been patched together with other rags. So it was pretty clear that they had a desire to wear clothes, but just didn’t have the means. They had no weapons among them, though I did see a broken spear being used as a pole to hold a bag. They continued to come into the room until it was packed, shoulder to shoulder, and I could make out a few still out in the hall.

      “Warren of the South Mountain,” Baltu shouted, “This is Duke Coggeshall. While he may be a human, he does not judge us harshly. He will allow us to join his warren if we but swear allegiance and fealty to him.”

      Silence as all the eyes shifted over to me, all at just about the same time. One second, every kobold was watching Baltu, the next, they were all looking at me. I gave a little wave.

      “I will swear,” one kobold said.

      A cacophony of sound erupted as each kobold shouted out that they, too, were willing to swear. But before we could fully settle the matter, a familiar little kobold pushed his way through the crowd, somewhat helped by two muscular lutra shoving the poor kobold forward. Behind them was the bushy tail, or tails, of Amber and the taciturn face of Tarryn. The tiny Meikeljan was riding on Tarryn’s shoulder. The whole crew had arrived right on time. They climbed up next to me.

      “Team huddle?” I asked, gesturing for them to gather round.

      Our backs to the kobolds, gave a teensy modicum of privacy. They all glared at me.

      “What’s going on?” Amber asked. “Why are we here?”

      “I’m glad you asked,’ I said. “These guys are going to join us.”

      ”On the hunt?” Ragnar asked.

      “Back home,” Skeld said. “Coggeshall.”

      ”That doesn’t seem like a great idea,” Ragnar said.

      “Because they’re kobolds?” I asked.

      “I mean, normally that’s reason enough,” Tarryn said. “They’re kobolds.”

      ”And you’re a warmancer,” I countered. “Most people would like to see you dead before you joined their village.”

      Tarryn raised an eyebrow at this, but then nodded a little.

      “Any other complaints?”

      Ragnar raised his hand, but Skeld elbowed him in the ribs.

      Amber screwed up her face, then looked over her shoulder at the kobolds who were most certainly staring at us with zero subtlety.

      “I’ve never really interacted with kobolds,” she said. “At least not in any meaningful way. That said, I’ve never heard of anyone who has. So I feel I can’t make any sort of judgement on them. But I’ve only heard bad things.”

      ”Outside of our communities,” Baltu said, butting into our huddle, “there is little good said about us. But I believe we will be an asset to your community.”

      I nodded. “I’m bringing them,” I said.

      “Nikolai is going to shit an ogre,” Tarryn said with a smile. “That makes it worth it to me.”

      ”I like your approval. Now I want Amber and two of you, and Fritz if you can get him, to go out and find out where the fuck Wulf went off to. Meikeljan, you’re with me. I want you around in case one of the kobolds needs healing or helping.”

      “What if Wulf is injured?” Amber said.

      ”At this point, Wulf better be injured.” I passed a healing potion over to Amber, and she slipped it into a pouch at her belt.

      “I can go with you, Montana,” Ragnar said. “Escorting the kobolds down the tunnel?”

      “Probably more protecting His Grace from Nikolai’s fury at all these new mouths to feed,” Tarryn said.

      “Bit of both,” I said. “So Ragnar is with me. The rest of you, go find Wulf. Use that cave entrance as a base camp. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      There were nods, and I almost put my hand in the middle to get a go-team moment going. But that just seemed really hard to explain. And anyway I heard murmurs spreading through the crowd, and I didn’t want the event to turn ugly.
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      I led the way through the worm tunnel, walking at the head of a really large group of kobolds. The tunnel was the result of a summoned giant freak of a worm that ate through stone and pooped out magic foam rock. While the goblins meant it to be an easy way for them to gather sacrifices, I’d taken it to become my own safe passage from Coggeshall to the South Mountain Warren. Yet somehow, I was the loudest of the bunch. They all moved with preternatural stealth, never tripping or kicking an errant stone. It was purely silent behind me, to the point that I’d get freaked out and need to check they were still there every once in a while.

      Baltu walked next to me, while Ragnar and Meikeljan were at the very back of the group, making sure stragglers were helped along.

      “I appreciate you doing this,” Baltu said.

      “It’s not total altruism,” I said. “I’m doing this partly to boost my population numbers. And you’ll all have to pull your own weight.”

      ”Kobolds have never had problems working,” Baltu said. “It is more often we have had issues being told what to do.”

      ”There are plenty of people desperate to tell others what to do in Coggeshall. No shortage of that there. But something I’ve been meaning to ask you, is there someone in your group that knows the mountains well?”

      ”What kind of well?”

      ”Like, can guide us through passes and the like. Knows where, I don’t know, dangerous creatures call home and can give us some tips on avoiding them. Or killing them. Whatever the case may be.”

      Baltu turned around, and, while walking backward, looked over the group following us. Then he seemed to find who he was looking for, and he disappeared into the horde of kobolds. It was quite a bit later when he came back with a very strange looking creature, someone I was a little surprised I hadn’t noticed before. The thing was shaped like a kobold, but had a familiar-seeming white fur all over it. He almost looked like he belonged on a particular children’s television series set around a street in New York City.

      “Vreggork has spent more time on the surface than most,” Baltu said. “He is a snowbold, like me.”

      ”Looks a little different,” I said.

      ”I keep fur,” Vreggork said, taking a hand and running it through his luxurious locks.

      ”He has yet to interact with humans,” Baltu said. “Then he’ll know why I have kept my own fur so short.”

      ”But you know the mountains around here?” I asked Vreggork.

      “I know some,” Vreggork said. “Some are, uh, surprise.”

      ”Some of the mountains are surprises?” I asked.

      “Yes. Is surprise to see what is there. Sometime is just snow. Sometime is,” he made a gesture with his hands, like teeth coming together. “Surprise.”

      ”Can you avoid those surprises?”

      ”Yes, if want. Vreggork enjoys surprise.”

      ”Okay, noted. I’m on a bit of a quest, through the mountains—”

      ”Through mountains or on top mountains?”

      “Uh, on top.”

      ”Okay. I not so versed in under mountains as on.”

      ”We’re going on them. I think. Not sure we can get where we are going if we’re going under.”

      ”Under not huge problem. Just, familiar less to Vreggork.”

      ”You’re willing to come?”

      ”Yes? Have nothing else to do.”

      ”Why didn’t you go east with the duchess?”

      ”She not my duchess. Duchess cruel. Stupid. Vreggork looking for new home, perhaps Vreggork like this Coggeshall.”

      “I like it,” I said.

      He just harrumphed in my general direction.

      And on we walked.

      Hours and hours later, a voice called out something that originally sounded like gibberish.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Undermountain Common
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        * * *

      

      Then, very quickly, whoever had called it out, shouted a second bit in Imperial Common: “Holy shit, Lord Coggeshall? Is that you?”

      ”Of course it’s me,” I shouted back. “Who the fuck else would it be?”

      ”I, just,” the poor dwarf manning the door stuttered back, “I, just a minute. Opening the door.”

      Even knowing there was a door nearby, I couldn’t find it. Then a piece of the tunnel swept out, revealing a staircase and the friendly light of the mountain-home of Coggeshall.

      “Your grace,” a small dwarf with the slightest bit of a beard, “it appears you are being followed. By kobolds.”
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      As expected, Nikolai pitched a fit. Well, most everyone pitched a fit. Fits were being pitched in each and every direction I looked, by everyone except the kobolds. Who, for their part, were actually being quite calm and content, sitting in the grassy area outside. Some of the littlest ones were running after unseasonable butterflies, though given the very large smile on the Timurlan the mancer/farmer, I had a feeling he might have had something to do with it.

      “What in all the hells and the abysses are you thinking?” Nikolai shouted at me. Well, it was more of a hiss. He was trying, and failing to keep his calm.

      ”They asked me for help,” I said. “They were left to die in their warren.”

      ”Then you should have let them die.”

      ”That’s not who we are, Nikolai. It’s not what this place is supposed to be.”

      ”It’s supposed to be a refuge for the men and women who served with Benedict Coggeshall in the fucking Legion, Montana.”

      “And it is. That hasn’t changed.”

      ”Who’s going to want to come here when it’s full of kobolds?”

      ”Other kobolds?”

      ”Not a moment for humor, your grace.”

      The sneer he threw on ‘your grace’ was actually pretty impressive. It was also a clear sign he was seriously pissed.

      “One, there’s always a moment for humor. Two, I’ve been clear from the beginning: if anyone comes here and they ask for help, we’re going to give it to them. Especially if they’re little and oppressed, okay?”

      ”You don’t know kobolds.”

      ”Do you?”

      “I—”

      “You don’t,” I snapped. “You think you do, but you have no idea who they really are. What they really do. You’ve been told what they are, and maybe even had some moments or heard some stories that confirmed your own damn beliefs. But I bet you’ve never sat down and had a fucking conversation with a kobold, have you?”

      He glared at me, eyes almost quivering with anger.

      Then he seemed to soften up, ever so much.

      ”No.” he finally said, almost even keel, “I have not.”

      ”Then maybe you should. Because right now, you sound like one of those assholes who talk shit about lutra and kitsune-girls. Kobolds just might be people.”

      ”They are kobolds,” Nikolai said.

      “And you’re a human, I’m a fallen, whatever. I don’t see what that means.”

      “It means I have doubts as to their ability to effectively be a part of our community.”

      “Maybe give them a fucking chance, asshat.”

      “I don’t seem to have any choice in the matter.”

      “You do have a choice to give them a chance. Right now, you aren’t. You could be open-fucking-minded, and then, wow, you’d be giving them a chance. Two, you don’t have a choice, because even if we weren’t doing the right thing by inviting them in, which we are, we would still need them for the numbers. Otherwise we don’t have a holding anymore.”

      He grimaced.

      “I don’t like it,” he said.

      “You don’t have to,” I snapped. “You just need to make it work.”

      “I understand how this all works, Montana. I just don’t know that I’m able to do so.”

      “Knock that shit off. Do you need another pep-talk?”

      “Oh, I think I’ve heard enough mildly inventive insults from you for the time-being.”

      “Okay, well, you let me know, because I clearly need to remind you of a rather important aspect of this whole holding nonsense, we need to get our population of followers up or we ain’t got no holding no more. Okay? So if some of them are kobolds so be it. Better is that they’re now followers when previously they were non followers counted in the population of the holding. We need them.”

      “Fine,” he said, putting his hands up. “You have made a valid point and I can respect, to an extent, where you are coming with this even if I do not like it. Might I ask where the rest of your group might be?”

      “Looking for our ursus guide. We got attacked by a monster-thing in a blizzard, and Wulf ran off. Left us to die.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Interesting? That’s—”

      “What do you want me to say? That he’s a coward? Fine, he’s a coward. Issues can arise when you invite anyone who knocks on your gate to be part of your home, so here’s another one. Some of the people you have are not going to be reliable.”

      “A danger I’m willing to take.”

      “You’d better.”

      “We’re going round in circles. Are you ready to meet Baltu? He’s probably going to be the best one to work with in terms of getting the kobolds integrated.”

      “Let’s go.”

      He started walking, and because it was just that sort of a day, he was going the wrong way. Which meant I had to point that out to him, which only made him angrier.

      Baltu was hanging out with the other kobolds, but he was standing.

      “Baltu,” I said, “this is the man in charge while I’m not here. Nikolai.”

      Nikolai extended his hand, and the two men shook.

      “Look at that,” I said. “We can all be friends.”

      Neither Baltu nor Nikolai looked as if they thought we were all friends.

      I clapped the two on their respective shoulders and walked away. I didn’t want to get in the middle of their conversation, mainly because I was about to leave, and I knew it was going to be a cluster-fuck in Coggeshall for a while. I didn’t need that headache.

      “Hey boss,” Skeld shouted, running towards me. “We have an issue.”

      I ran his way, he skidded to a stop, and turned to run back into the mountain dwelling.

      “What is it?” I asked while sprinting.

      “The white furry kobold guy—”

      “Vreggork?”

      “Sure. Meikeljan is the only thing keeping some of the Thingmen from killing him.”

      “Did he do something?”

      “Not that I saw. We were heading up to the armory, gearing up, and then—”

      “Things went to shit?”

      “As soon as they saw, uh—”

      “Vreggork.”

      “Sure. As soon as they saw him, they went nuts.”

      We ran through the door, pushing people out of the way. I shouted as we ran up the stairs, to make sure everyone knew we weren’t going to stop.

      I skidded to a stop at the fourth floor when I saw a human man hammering against a glowing shield, something Meikeljan must’ve created to keep himself and Vreggork safe. Four humans, two men and two women, were egging each other on, everyone with weapons out and their rage faces on. Vreggork and Meikeljan had their backs against the wall, an iridescent gold bubble separating them from the soldiers. At the end of the hall was the treasury, and one door closer was the armory. There was a fair amount of overlap between the two.

      The humans, who were definitely Legionnaires and not Thingmen, hadn’t noticed me yet. And while I thought about saying something, that really wasn’t my style when I was angry. Instead, I just barreled into the lead guy, shoulder down, launching that asshole down the hallway and bouncing him across the floor.

      He groaned as I popped up to my feet. I glared at the other three humans, who still had weapons out, daring them to attack again.

      “What the fuck is this?” I shouted.

      An awkward silence in the hall.

      “A snowbold,” one of the women said.

      “Yeah, and?” I asked. “I see a human in front of me — should I pull out a warhammer and pound on you?”

      “Do you know how much that coat is worth?” she asked.

      “Is it worth your life?”

      She blinked a few times, clearly not getting a damn thing I was saying.

      “But, your grace, it’s a snowbold. A kobold. That coat is the best thing for winter. Or summer. You wear that and you’re always warm or cool or—”

      Full disclosure here: my anger got the best of me. My arm shot out, hand around her neck, pushing her so hard against the wall that her head cracked off the carved stone with a hollow thunk.

      “This is a living, thinking being here,” I said. “I bet I could make a nice lampshade from your skin. Does that mean you should die for it?”

      Her eyes were a little unfocused, so I threw her to the side and advanced on the remaining two, who, in response, starting stepping backward.

      “Do you two have anything to say?” I asked.

      “No, your grace,” the more conscious of the two women said. “We had no idea that—”

      “Why would you think attacking someone in the town would ever be okay?”

      “We, uh—”

      “You need to understand,” I said, “that there’s not a single response here that doesn’t make things worse. So, probably the best thing to do is shut up and wait for a punishment.”

      “Punishment?” the guy said. “For what? For a kobold?”

      “Shut up, Geoffrey,” the woman said.

      “Might want to listen to her,” I said.

      There was some groaning from the guy on the floor.

      “I think you broke my ribs,” he said.

      “Good,” I replied.
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      It was some time before things settled down. Or, more to the point, before I settled down. I was angry. And embarrassed. Really embarrassed. I overreacted and nearly killed two members of my own holding, two soldiers who had sworn fealty to me.

      Thankfully, for whatever reason, Vreggork seemed pretty chill about the whole thing. I apologized, and sure, he was grateful he hadn’t been killed. Or skinned alive, which was apparently a thing that happened often enough to his kind that he commented on it, but he was also pretty blasé about the whole thing. He wasn’t at all interested in what happened to his attackers, and I wasn’t exactly sure how to deal with his lackadaisical approach to his own imminent mortality.

      Initially, I wanted them to go for attempted murder, but that was a confusing concept for the locals. The best case was qualifying it as assault, but even that was challenging, since no one besides me or Timurlan were willing to acknowledge the kobolds were anything more than animals. I got plenty of dark looks from my constituents when they found out I wouldn’t allow anyone to ‘harvest’ Vreggork. Good thing he was coming with me.

      Vreggork and Skeld mainly hung out in the armory while I yelled at Nikolai, and in turn got yelled at by Nikolai. Then, because nothing was being solved, I went to the infirmary and spoke to the soldiers I had injured. I apologized to them, letting them know that what they had done was wrong, but I was also wrong in how I went about dealing with them.

      They were confused, not expecting their lord and commander to admit mistakes.

      Which then got reported to Nikolai, which meant I got another round of lectures about how nobility was expected to act. Nikolai did his damndest to pound what I considered archaic notions of public perception into me, but I wasn’t having it. I did a little misdirection, and ended up in the blacksmith’s workshop. Zoey, our head blacksmith, looked at me like I was disgusting.

      ”What are you covered in?” She asked.

      “Kohemoth blood,” I said, leaving out the other things that were probably all over me.

      ”You stink. Which is saying something coming from a blacksmith who’s burned out her sense of smell by working around fire twelve hours a day seven days a week.”

      ”A shower is on my to do list.”

      ”Maybe bump that up to the top.”

      ”Am I that gross?”

      ”You have pieces of… creature in your beard.”

      I combed my beard out with my hands. Sure enough, I came out with a bit of something, or someone, on a finger. Probably happened when the kohemoth jammed his brethren. Again, not something worth reporting to Zoey.

      “And what are you wearing?”

      “Armor?”

      She walked over to me and looked at the half-plate I had on. It was basically just a breastplate. With some gnarly dents in it, but still. I thought it was mostly passable.

      “Do you ever check your stats on your gear?” She asked, running a hand over the iron.

      “Sometimes when I pick it up. Why?”

      ”This armor is ready to fall apart.”

      With that, she whacked me in the side with a hammer, and there was a sharp clang as the armor fell off me and dropped to the ground.

      “NARFIN!” She yelled out.

      A young dwarf girl came running over.

      “Smelt that,” the blacksmith said.

      The dwarf girl, Narfin I suppose, grabbed both sides of the breastplate and ran off with it.

      “I took an apprentice,” the blacksmith explained. “Now, let me take a few measurements. You go take a shower, and when you come back, I’ll have something sized for you.”

      ”That fast?”

      ”I mean, it will have to be a long shower to get that bit of intestine out your hair.”

      Ew.

      She pushed me out of the smithy, using a broom so she wouldn’t have to touch me herself.

      I ignored everyone else, and headed all the way up to my room, where I peeled off my clothes and left them in a foul smelling pile. Which I then took and set outside, since it was stinking up the bathroom. I frowned. I was tired of being gross. I needed that to change.

      The massive assault of cold water in the shower did an amazing job getting everything off my body. I had the feeling that spending too long under the deluge would lead to a whole-body exfoliation. And I really wanted some sort of hot water system installed, but that really seemed like a luxury I didn’t have the right to ask for. Not yet.

      I got out of the shower and shivered for a moment before drying off with rough towels. I wondered if inventing fabric softener might be possible before getting dressed.

      Minor challenge, I was down to my last set of clothes. A raggedy shirt that was stretched to its limit, and some pants that made me look like the Vegas-stripper version of Vince Neil. Sure, they might have been magic pants blessed by a god, but they were still tight as fuck and made of leather. Not exactly the look I was going for.

      As I stood there, contemplating doing a classic 80s air-guitar flying kick, I heard a knock on my door.

      And because apparently no one bothers to wait for me to say anything, the door opened.

      Nikolai walked in, and stood there, hands on his hips. A moment later, a man I didn’t recognize stepped in, followed by a limping and bandaged Wian.

      “Wian,” I said, arms out, “you’ve looked better.”

      I gave him a gentle hug.

      “You look ridiculous,” Nikolai said.

      “I know,” I replied. “But it’s what I have. What are you barging in for?”

      “You seem to be avoiding dealing with the problem you made.”

      “The problem I made? Someone assaults another member of the holding and it’s my problem?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I don’t, Nikolai.”

      Nikolai shook his head.

      “Your grace,” the new guy said, “there are some problems we have encountered with the kobolds, and—”

      “They’ve been here for, what, an afternoon? And they’re just sitting out on the lawn. What the fuck’s the problem? They’re impeding the grass growth? And, sorry, but who the heck are you?”

      Nikolai grimaced at me.

      Wian just smiled, seeming like he was enjoying the mess. It made a certain amount of sense — it wasn’t his men who’d been caught trying to skin the snowbold.

      “Loyd Fergusson. I am the current ranking officer of your Legion.”

      “Loyd, I apologize for not recognizing you. It’s been a day and I’ve had a few head injuries.”

      “Quite all right, your grace. But—”

      “Not done, Loyd. I think we’ve got a bit of an issue here.”

      “Which is why we are trying to talk to you, Duke Coggeshall,” Nikolai interrupted.

      “Let’s all of us come in. Y’all can sit on the bed if you like, and maybe someone can talk to someone about getting actual furniture in here.”

      They all came further into the bedroom, or my chambers as it were, and I shut the door. When I turned around, no one had taken me up the offer to sit on the bed except for Wian. Who was laying down flat on it.

      “Incredible comfort,” Wian said.

      “Let me see if I can get you one,” I replied. “Now, gents, I notice that Nathalie isn’t here. Is there some reason for that?”

      The men all looked at each other.

      “In fact, it seems that most of the council members aren’t present.”

      “This is a military matter,” Nikolai said.

      “It is a Legion matter,” Loyd said at the same time.

      “There’s the first problem,” I said. “The Legion doesn’t exist here. If you want to be in the Legion, I’m pretty sure you need to head back to the capital city and rejoin, right?”

      “But—” Loyd started, but I held up my hand to indicate I was still talking.

      “Nathalie is in charge of something here, right?” I asked Nikolai.

      “Yes, she is, but—”

      “And Wian is in charge of something else military-related, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “In fact,” I said, pacing back and forth, “I seem to remember saying something to you about having Wian in charge of the military.”

      “I remember that,” Wian said, putting his arm straight up.

      “So why is there still someone in my bedroom saying this is a Legion issue?”

      I was met with silence. Mostly silence. Wian was chuckling.

      “Perhaps you want to call it a Coggeshall issue,” I continued.

      “It is an issue that needs a resolution,” Nikolai said. “And you need to make a decision.”

      “About the attackers?”

      “Yes.”

      “How about we skin them, make some coats?”

      Loyd choked.

      Nikolai frowned. “Duke Coggeshall,” he said, “I appreciate you are making a point, but it is not a wise move to taunt your own people like this.”

      Leave it to Nikolai to call my bluff.

      “Okay,” I said, “no skinning then. How about exile? What normally happens?”

      “When someone attacks and kills a kobold? Usually a bounty is paid out.”

      “Come on,” I said.

      “Kobolds are not people,” Loyd yelled out suddenly, as if he couldn’t contain it any longer.

      “They are here, fuckface,” I snapped back. “I might be willing to let this slide to a lesser sort of punishment, but there will be punishment. And none of this shit flies in the future. Understand?”

      Nikolai nodded. Then he jabbed Loyd in the side, and Loyd nodded.

      “Great,” I said with a clap of my hands and a forced smile. “Whatever the most foul job in the place is, that’s what they get to do for the next month.”

      “Yes, my lord duke,” Nikolai said.

      “And Wian,” I said.

      He looked up from the bed.

      “I’m putting you in charge of getting the Legion boys and girls integrated with the Thingmen boys and girls, making it one big happy family. Then, work with Nathalie to get everybody together in the the Coggeshall Guard. We don’t need an army to go forth and conquer — we need soldiers to protect everyone. And check with Baltu, might be some kobold warriors we can recruit.”

      Wian gave me a thumbs up, then dropped his head back down on the bed with a thump.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Politicking. Get people who don’t like you to do things you want and people who do like you to do things they don’t want!
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, a skill,” I said. “What a pantload.”

      I patted Nikolai on the shoulder, and I walked out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m sure there were more things to do in the city. Something that Nikolai made abundantly clear when he chased after me and said:

      “There is more to do here.”

      “Nikolai,” I said, taking longer strides so the shorter man had to hurry his walk to match mine, “you are the one dealing with those things. I am the one dealing with this genocidal quest. You have your skills, and I have mine, and yet we are each doing something we suck at. So, let’s just do those things and then come back together and talk about what we should have done to not end up in the mess that’s surely right around the corner. Now please say, ‘don’t call me Shirley.’”

      “Don’t call me Shirley?”

      “Meh, shouldn’t’ve been a question. You didn’t sell it.”

      “I fear you have lost me, your grace.”

      “Well, that makes two of us. I need to get back to the quest. Is there anything I absolutely have to do before I go?”

      “If you wish to continue on with this madness of making citizens out of kobolds, then you need to accept their swears of loyalty.”

      I stopped walking, snapped my fingers, and pointed at Nikolai.

      “First smart thing I’ve heard all day,” I said.

      “I detest your newfound confidence.”

      “It’s surprised me too. Now let’s go swear some folks in.”

      “Before we do that,” he started.

      “Not again,” I said. “I’m tired of hearing this kobolds aren’t people bullshit.”

      “I wasn’t saying that. I was giving you something. You want to make this mistake, it will be on you.”

      “What if it works? What if the kobolds are the best little dudes to ever come into this city?”

      “That will be the battenti.”

      “How do they feel about the kobolds?”

      “Have you bothered to ask them? Have you bothered to ask anyone?”

      “No, because I keep hearing the same nonsense from everyone.

      “Did you ever think that if everyone is telling you the same nonsense, perhaps you are the idiot for not listening?”

      “Sure, all the time. But sometimes people are wrong because they’ve never stopped to think about what they’re saying. It’s incredibly easy to hate someone because they’re different.”

      “They are different. They are kobolds. They have a fundamentally different society and—”

      “Then let’s consider this a social experiment. Is there some way to give them, like, a provisional town membership? Will that make you feel better?”

      “How I feel is irrelevant. It is how the others in this city feel that should concern you.”

      “I’m the duke. I’m in charge. I’ve been listening to all of you, and from what I understand, other than the Emperor, I shouldn’t give a flying fuck what anyone thinks or feels. That said, I do care about you, so I care about your feelings on this matter. And all matters.”

      “Flattered as I am, you have little to worry about my feelings.”

      “Yeah, well, I do. So if you really think we need to do something about the kobolds, make something temporary—”

      “Commit or not. You cannot do things by half and make it work.”

      “So we do it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, let’s do it.”

      The start of the swearing ceremony was a shit-show. It was like herding cats to get all the kobolds in place. That, more than anything else, made me second-guess my decision. What was cool, though, was watching how the explanation to all of the kobolds happened. Baltu explained it to two kobolds, who then explained it to two kobolds while Baltu explained to two more kobolds. In ten minutes, the entire group of 1,785 kobolds understood what was going on. They finally got into one big group in front of me, ready for the ceremony.

      “I am ready to hear your oath,” I bellowed.

      Some of the kobolds jumped, startled. But after a momentary pause, the kobolds spoke nearly as one, in kobold, their oath. Which was basically the same as the one the Ursus had said. It felt to me like the world was taking over and telling them what to say.

      There was a complete lack of cheering or celebration. Mostly, the kobolds milled around. On the other hand, I got a nice notice about the holding.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! Your holding now has enough followers that they measure more than 25% of the total population of Coggeshall. Your holding is now eligible to gain levels. Caution: if this is not brought above 50% in six years, your holding will lose a level and shrink.
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        * * *

      

      “Well,” I said, letting a small smile dance across my face, “at least I’ve got that going for me.”

      I didn’t wait around to see what was going to happen next. It was important to keep moving, to get out of Coggeshall before I got pulled back into some other scandal. So as the ceremony (which was a pretty generous description for what had just transpired) wrapped up, I was already walking towards the smithy. I sent Skeld to gather the questers and meet me at the door to the worm tunnel, so we could go back to the kobold caves the short way.

      The blacksmith, Zoey, met me at the door. She presented a set of armor, a mixture of leather and steel plates that gave protection while also keeping me somewhat in the realm of mobile.
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        * * *

      

      The Coggeshall Cuirass

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: Light

      Material: Wyrm Leather

      Armor: +51

      Durability: Good

      Weight: 13 pounds

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: Made from tough, flexible leather, the scales on the outside of the armor are particularly hard, but move naturally with the leather. The scales offer a bonus against piercing damage. The armor also provides a natural resistance to any topical poisons or venoms. The Coggeshall Cuirass offers no penalties to stealth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Get back in one piece,” the smith said.

      “This is awesome. Thanks for the armor,” I replied.

      I pulled the armor on, excited that it fit so comfortably. I jogged in place, and it barely made any noise. Sneaky armor. Not exactly my brand, but there was no reason I couldn’t try to be a stealthy tank.

      As I walked back across the grounds, I was heartened to watch members of my holding getting to know each other. At least, that is to say the battenti and the kobolds seemed to be having a two-species party.

      The ursus were standing off to the side, watching the events unfold, but they weren’t mingling. The dwarves were somewhat similar, some watching, but most just went back to work, grumbling.

      The more I looked, the more I realized that the community was schisming along racial lines. I shuddered at what that might lead to if nothing was fixed. And I had to wonder if I was screwing things over, trying to help so many people at once. And, maybe in an attempt to mitigate some of the damage I’d caused, and because the whole problem of Wulf was weighing on me, I walked over to Borin.

      He nodded as I got closer to him, but largely kept his eyes on the kobolds and battenti.

      “Things okay?” I asked.

      “I have concerns. But otherwise, yes.”

      “About the kobolds? Have you had interactions with them,?”

      “Of course. We are both creatures of the mountains.”

      “Many interactions?”

      “No.”

      “Bad?”

      “Yes. But also some good. I know they have the capacity for good, but from what I have seen, much of their, what, personality? It is dependent on their leadership.”

      “Ah. Okay.”

      “I do not see Wulf with you.”

      “He ran out on us.”

      “Ran out?”

      “It’s not, I mean, I don’t want to make it seem like he’s a coward, but when we got attacked by some big ball of muscle and fur—”

      “Likely an abominaball.”

      “Yeah, that’s what the death notification said. But abominaball?”

      “That is what they are called.”

      “Kind of on the nose.”

      “I doubt they had much say in their naming.”

      “I mean, it’s definitely descriptive. But when the abominaball attacked, Wulf bailed. We haven’t seen him since.”

      Borin growled. “Wulf was not my first choice to send with you, but we are not spoiled for choice. Wulf is one of the only ones among us who has traveled among the various tribes. He does have the knowledge that can help you — it just seems he is just not,” he paused, and thought for a moment, “the most courageous or loyal.”

      “Great. Well—”

      “Find him if you can.”

      “I have the other members of the team looking for Wulf right now.”

      He nodded. “Thank you.”

      I stood there for a moment longer before I realized we were done talking.

      “Okay,” I said. “Maybe help out with the kobolds if you can.”

      He nodded, and I walked off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I had a quest to complete, so I tried to put any thoughts of impending Coggeshall race riots out of my mind. Naturally, that’s when Lee came up to me.

      “Mind if I walk with you for a minute?” he asked.

      “I’m heading down to the kobold tunnel,” I replied. “So if you’d like to walk that way, go right ahead.”

      “Seems amenable.”

      We moved through the halls, walking calmly, but Lee didn’t bother talking to me until we’d gone some distance, where we were, in essence alone.

      “I applaud what you’re doing,” he said. “But I wonder if you have thought this through.”

      “Probably not,” I said. “Seems to be my usual problem.”

      “I’d agree on that one.”

      “Great. You think I’m stupid too.”

      “No, I think you tend to react before you think. And then you often double-down, instead of changing your course of action. And you like violence as a solution.”

      “It is often the solution here.”

      “But not the only one.”

      “Well, right now for example, I’m about to go out and kill a whole bunch of sentient beings, just because a god told me to. That’s beyond fucked up.”

      “In the old world, very much so. But this world is different. You can show others this god. Others have spoken to it.”

      “Her.”

      “Faith is a different concept here. But that is not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Is something wrong with the kobolds and you?”

      “It’s not necessarily them, though I do worry about how the locals might perceive you and the kobolds.”

      “So?”

      “This is not Earth.”

      “Yeah, get that.”

      “But in some ways, I fear you still think of this world in Earth terms.”

      “Because I’m from Earth.”

      “Sure. I’m certainly guilty of it as well, but I fear I’ve got quite a lower threshold of responsibility. Your decisions have echoes well throughout this world.”

      “Okay, you’re trying to tell me something about the kobolds — what is it?”

      “It’s not directly about the kobolds. I know you are thinking of them as people, but our definition of people might not be the right tag to apply to them.”

      “Because—”

      “Allow me to finish, eh, Montana of Detroit?”

      “It’s more outside of Detroit?”

      “I don’t know if it’s true of kobolds specifically. But I believe there are races here, in Vuldranni, who do not possess the ability to integrate into a diverse society. And that might pose a problem. Perhaps there is inborn morality you cannot erase. And there may be individuals who buck that trend—”

      “But if there are individuals, isn’t that a sign there’s a possibility for wider change?”

      “Maybe. But are you willing to pay that price? Are you willing to ask your people, those who have chosen to follow you, to pay that price? It certainly seems that some of the races in this land are ancient enemies. The goblins seem more than willing to exist in violence and murder.”

      “So we don’t let goblins in.”

      “And what do you know about kobolds?”

      “Not that much.”

      “You know nothing of their social or moral structure?”

      “No.”

      “What if their solution for any problem is killing?”

      “Then we stop them.”

      “And yet we won’t know if that’s going to be a problem until after someone is killed.”

      “I don’t think that’s the case.”

      “And yet you don’t know.”

      “It could be the case for dwarves.”

      “Is it?”

      “No, but it could be.”

      “But it isn’t. You know it isn’t. There’s historical precedent here. But with kobolds—”

      “No one knows anything about kobolds, Lee. No one has bothered to get to know them.”

      “Might there be a reason for that beyond prejudice?”

      “I don’t know, but it doesn’t seem like it.”

      “But that’s the problem, Montana. You don’t know. You’re making decisions that impact countless souls based on no real knowledge, just your own feelings on things.”

      “So what should I be doing?”

      “Are you seriously asking me that? What have we been talking about this whole time?”

      “Uh—”

      “Do your research.”

      “There’s no way of doing research — no one knows a damn thing about kobolds. I can’t, like, go to their Wikipedia page.”

      “Find something out about them on your own then.”

      “How—”

      “I’m asking you to think about it. And think about what you aim to do with this group. With these people. Don’t come back with goblins.”

      “I’m not coming back with goblins.”

      “And yet, in the past, you’ve—”

      “Hey, that was just something I was saying.”

      “Think. And do your research.”

      I stopped walking, and just shook my head.

      “Can you do some research for me?” I asked.

      “Probably,” Lee said. “About kobolds?”

      “If you can.”

      “And then what? Isn’t it a bit too late?”

      “I mean, if we find out they have a cultural predisposition towards killing, maybe that’s something we can change.”

      “I will let you know. And Nikolai asked me to give something to you.”

      “I knew Nikolai had to be a part of this somehow.”

      “He’s a part of everything.” Lee passed over a small leather-bound book to me.

      “What’s this?”

      “Partner Journal. He writes in his book, it shows up in here. And same for you.”

      “Texting.”

      “Vuldranni equivalent. Just remember the limitations of texting when you’re using this thing.”

      “Limit the sarcasm?”

      “How about eliminate the sarcasm?”

      “Keep an eye on Nikolai, will you? I don’t think he’s doing well.”

      “Will do,” Lee replied with a nod. “And good luck out there. With, you know, all the killing and stuff.”

      “Thanks.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder, then turned back to the holding. I watched him go. The man had some persuasive points, things I should have thought of. I probably needed to listen to him more.

      But for now, it was time to get bloody. Well, time to get cold, and then do a lot of hiking and looking around, and then it was time to get bloody.
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      Leaving was blissfully quick as compared to how things had gone in the holding itself. Now that we had an additional thousand plus souls, maybe we could call ourselves a town. Bonus.

      Skeld seemed happy to be leaving, fairly skipping down the worm tunnel. Meikeljan was the opposite, moping down the tunnel. Vreggork was somewhere in the middle, stoic. And a bit resigned, it would seem. I took up the rear, just in case some goblins came along, but I had my doubts any of them would rear their heads.

      We’d been walking quite a while, at least an hour, before anyone talked. Vreggork spoke up first.

      “Is worm tunnel, yes?” he asked.

      “It is,” Skeld replied.

      “Type?”

      “Banded,” Skeld said.

      “Ah.”

      “Something you’ve seen before?” I asked.

      “Kobold live underground. Worm live underground. Kobold and worm destined to meet. But Vreggork is glad to not meet one who made this.”

      “He was one big asshole,” I said.

      “You kill?”

      Skeld piped up before I could respond. “Yep, Duke Coggeshall killed the banded worm.”

      “Wow.”

      Then we went back to silence. It wasn’t an uncomfortable thing — I kind of felt it was just a part of walking through a place that wasn’t exactly safe. You didn’t want to be chattering away when some monster might leap out and help your insides meet your outsides. But at the same time, this tunnel was probably the safest stroll we’d have in this upcoming quest.

      Finally, we got back to the kobold warren, where it was strangely quiet. Whatever kobolds remained were deep in hiding. Silence reigned. We crept through the warren, I guess because it felt wrong to disturb the quiet, moving slowly and carefully.

      When we got through to the throne room, we discovered that nearly all the meat had been stripped from the corpses. I hoped it wasn’t an indication of kobold proclivity towards cannibalism. Although, in thinking about that, it wouldn’t exactly be a problem for Coggeshall. If the kobolds just started eating themselves, it might simplify issues for everyone. Still, probably messy.

      By the time we finally got back to our camp, it was dark, and there was little indication anyone else had spent time there.

      We settled around the remains of the fire, and Skeld got some stew going. Our semi-traditional hiking-in-the-wilderness stew, which was mostly mystery ingredients.

      I sat down and leaned against the wall. My shirt felt tight, and I was pretty sure I had a rock in my boot. The joys of questing. Outside the cave, the weather was trending towards shitty, with gusts into craptastic. Snow wasn’t coming down yet, but it seemed imminent.

      The day must have been at least somewhat warm because the snow on the ground had melted into giant, mountain-side sized puddles. Which would of course freeze during the night, making the entire thing a disaster in-waiting. Nothing like ice-skating up a fucking mountain. I imagined Mister Paul would probably love this.

      At some point after we ate, I looked around at the group and thought about how weird all of this was. Not in a bad way. There was a furry mini-dragon, a warrior otter, and a thing that looked like a white miniature version of the otter, all of whom were also able to talk. And the mini otter talked to a goddess. Who also spoke to me. On the spectrum of weird, to me at least, we were on the higher end.

      “You ever wonder how we got here?” I asked.

      “Through cave, and worm tunnel,” Vreggork replied. “You forget already?”

      “I was asking in a more rhetoric sense.”

      “Ah,” he said, in the exact way where I could tell he had no idea what rhetoric meant, but really wasn’t concerned.

      “It’s been a journey,” Skeld said.

      “Yeah. I mean, it’s only a few months back, and you were just kicking it in Saumiers.”

      “I wouldn’t say kicking it,” Skeld replied.

      “What was life like there?”

      “Bizarre and awful. Most of my family was still under the sway of the agachnern. Many of those I had not even met. Our days were spent hunting, gathering, delivering food to those who were trapped within the caves.”

      “You could interact with them? Through like a tunnel or something?”

      “Not exactly. There was a small pass-through of sorts. We could send food through there, and, I suppose exchange notes. It was underwater, so talking was out of the question. At certain times of day, you could get enough light to see through, which is how we, the tribe I mean, found out what was happening with our relatives. The agachnern ordered us to feed him. And his slaves. He had no means to get his own food, not really, and so we had to spend our days trying to meet the quotas he demanded. If we didn’t he’d eat our family members.”

      “That does seem to have a certain amount of suck to it,” I said.

      “It is a nightmare,” Meikeljan said. “I cannot imagine how you lived like that.”

      “We did what we had to do,” Skeld said. “And, thankfully, it is not like that any longer.”

      “And he changed it?” Meikeljan asked, pointing at me.

      Skeld nodded, taking a large bite of stew. I think because he hadn’t really intended to talk so much about his past. That minor monologue was the most talking I’d ever heard from Skeld. I missed Ragnar. I like the little loquacious guy. He always seemed to bring everyone’s moods up just a little bit.

      “Was that how you first came to know Eona?” Meikeljan asked me, his eyes twinkling.

      “Yeah,” I said. “The night after that whole mess went down, she talked to me. Gave me a blessing.”

      “I can feel her touch on you.”

      I’m sure he meant that in a nice way, but god damn if it didn’t sound creepy.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Sure. I bet.”

      I pulled the little stone from my belt-pouch and set it on the ground. It lit up to the east. Nearly due east if I had my bearings right. So we needed to go east in the morning.
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      The rest of our group came back while I was sleeping. I hate to admit that I totally slept through their return, which was likely a testament to the silence of their movement and hopefully not because I’d suddenly become a very deep sleeper.

      When I woke, the fire was burning low, and Amber, Tarryn, Ragnar, and Skeld were asleep around the fire. Vreggork was snoring against a wall, and Fritz sat watch at the far end of the tunnel, four of his eight heads awake, four of his eight heads asleep. It was weird to see. Meikeljan and Wulf were at the opening, talking in hushed tones, huddled against the wind blowing inside.

      “Good morning,” I said softly, rolling out of my blankets, and getting to my feet to stretch. I managed to get through my whole routine without resorting to barbaric yawps or outlandish noises. “Glad you could rejoin us.”

      “I must apologize for my departure,” Wulf said, eyes down at the ground. “It was a moment of terror and panic. It will never happen again.”

      “Hey man,” I replied, “those things happen to the best of us. Just know that I have your back. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      He nodded a few times.

      “What’s east of here?” I asked, thinking about the stone.

      “Mountains,” Wulf replied.

      “Little more specific?”

      “We are headed east?”

      “As due as possible.”

      “Then tomorrow we will climb until we reach a pass. It is a narrow pass and might be blocked with snow or ice, the weather has been unwilling to make up its mind. Through the pass and we come to a valley.”

      “And the forest?”

      “Yes. The forest. The storm made it seem like we walked much farther than we actually did, though, in the end, we did not stray too far off course, surprisingly. Or perhaps you have a strong luck stat. Either way.”

      “Is this forest the one you mentioned, full of nasty things?”

      “It is.”

      “Like how nasty?”

      “I am unfamiliar with your scale of creature, well, nastiness. So I fear I cannot give an adequate answer.”

      “Okay, imagine you’ve got prinkies and ladybugs on one end, and, uh, trolls, agachnern, and I don’t know, Nikolai after a night of heavy drinking on the other.”

      I heard a chuckle from Skeld, but the joke didn’t seem to amuse either Meikeljan or Wulf.

      “There are giant spiders all throughout the northern slopes of the valley. Great furry beasts that range in size from boars to mammoths. Brownies infest the trees, and hunt with poison arrows. Rumors tell of hags seen on the island in the lake, and I have come across the tracks of a lindworm along the southern forest. There is no part of the forest free of what you call nastiness. It is only what you come across.”

      “But you made it through okay, right?”

      “Yes. It is important to note I have never gone through at this time of year. I feel the danger posed by the inhabitants is largely dependent on food supply.”

      “Ah. Any idea on how food supplies might be?”

      “In late fall, it will be limited, likely.”

      “Okay, so, not great.”

      “Not great, no.”

      I nodded.

      He nodded.

      Meikeljan looked confused, but he decided to nod along with us.

      I had a vague idea what brownies were — I’d heard fairy tales about them — but I didn’t want to go through the forest full of confidence because I thought I was about to find tiny fairies who were mostly into mischief. And I had never heard of a lindworm. I imagined it was some relative to the banded worm, and if I’d taken one of those big bastards down, what could a lindworm do? And spiders? They needed to be afraid of me… or so I thought.

      “Brownies,” I said. “Where I come from, there aren’t brownies. Can you tell me something about them?”

      “You should consider yourself fortunate,” Wulf said. “Brownies are capricious little fucks. They delight in causing pain to anyone who isn’t them. They are territorial, they are quick to anger, and they have innate magic abilities that bely their tiny stature.”

      “So they are small?”

      Wulf put his paw about a foot off the ground. “Maybe this big. At most. Some are shorter. They can tame the beasts of the woods, riding owls and foxes.”

      “Pixies?” Tarryn asked.

      I turned around to see the warmancer wrapping his blanket around himself and coming into the conversation.

      “I have not seen any of them,” Wulf said. “Nor have I heard of any seen in the valley.”

      “Means there’s probably no portal there,” Tarryn said.

      “Portal?” I asked.

      “To the place the fairies come from, the Feedoheem.”

      “So brownies are fairies?”

      “Yes. Fairy is a more general term,” Tarryn said. “It describes most anything from their world. Much like devil is the word for entities from the hells and the like.”

      That was an interesting concept, and just one more thing to learn. It overwhelmed me, the amount I didn’t know. Which only made me feel restless.

      “You guys can talk about strategies, but I need to get outside and, uh, do something,” I said.

      I stepped around them, ignoring the weird looks I got, and I walked out into the open world. The icy muck wasn’t too slippery. It was more crunchy, thankfully. The clouds had blown away, leaving the stars above. The moons had ice-halos, and the temperature had plummeted. My breath came out in great plumes, and just breathing in hurt. I jumped up and down a few times, shook out my arms.

      It was time for my routine, so I went through the forms I’d learned. It made me smile, because the start was all Cleeve. I hadn’t known him that long, but I still missed the old guy. And not just because he was the only father figure I’d really ever had. That was the sentimental part, but it was also because when Cleeve was around, there was someone to make decisions who wasn’t me. Someone who could lead and make his way through the world in a good way. Me, I felt like I was just flailing around, trying desperately to take care of business yet really only creating bigger problems.

      I had my battle axe out, and I worked through the forms: getting it going, stopping it, changing directions on the quick, all the little things I could do to feel like I was getting better with its use.

      I switched over to a sword and shield, and did the same thing. It certainly wasn’t as useful as sparring with a real person, but it did some good, getting my muscle memory trained up. As I ran through things, I got more into it, giving my movements a little more oomph, until I was actually breathing hard. When I stopped, I realized my entire body was steaming. It felt good, especially when I looked over to see a row of little faces inside the tunnel staring at the crazy dude working out in the cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      We were finally back on track for the original quest, breaking camp shortly after dawn, and heading out into the world. We were heading east, and with the sky a deep and dark blue, not a cloud in sight, I could see the pass that was our goal. We kept a similar order as before, though Fritz was flying in lazy circles above us. It made me relax somewhat, considering that he’d likely be able to see anything even remotely dangerous before it could get anywhere close to us. The ground wasn’t completely frozen any longer, but the snow line was not far above us, and the lack of trees in the area was a little disconcerting after we’d come from such thick coniferous forests. It was just a big bowl really. If this world wasn’t overflowing with monsters and danger, we’d have a kickass ski resort here. Instead, we trudged.

      About an hour of hiking, and our path got steep. Then snowy. I broke out some short spears from my bag and passed them out. Vreggork was a little surprised at what I pulled from the bag, but he only showed it for a moment, then accepted the spears. And on we merrily stumbled, using the spears as balance in the snow. It was still in the realm of hiking, though. Off-trail, sure, but we weren’t having to climb.

      That lasted another hour. That’s when we got to a layer of boulders. Fritz rested on one of the taller ones, each of his eight heads looking in a different direction, and somehow each looking bored in a new and uninteresting way. That told me that though this was going to be a challenging area to cross, there wasn’t any immediate danger.

      Getting through the boulder field was annoying. Mainly because I was the tallest creature in the group with the biggest reach. Which meant I was the one doing all the work. I’d either climb up and haul people up, or I’d boost people to the top. Then I’d have to climb around, and help people down. Not like it was super difficult in a physical sense, but it just felt annoying. And it felt slow. But there was an end of sorts, and we had a little more of a regular hike until we got to the steep section. That required more effort, but wasn’t insane. It was more of a hike plus plus, using our hands as well as our feet to hike.

      And that, more than anything else, seemed to exhaust my fellow travelers to the point where we were taking breaks at a ridiculous rate. It felt like every other minute, someone would be saying they needed to rest, and we’d all hold up and stand there in the snow, leaning into the mountain.

      It did give me some time to look at where we’d come from, and it was beautiful when I discounted all I knew about it. I could just see the greenery of my valley, way far below. Otherwise, it was just snow-covered and smooth.

      Then it’d be back to the slog. Up and up and up, wishing I had some thinsulate gloves. Or a snow-mobile. Or a gondola. The slog up to the pass took the bulk of the day, and by the time we got at the top, nearly everyone, but Wulf, was breathing really hard. Just not enough oxygen up where we were. The sky was a dark blue, nearly black. And besides the hard breathing of my compadres, it was nearly silent. The peaks still soared above us, craggy and sharp.

      We took a moment to eat and rest at the pass. Well, the rest of them did, I walked along the pass, which was maybe two hundred yards in total, until I could see the valley beyond. It was a wide valley, a few hundred feet down from where we were. I could see the pass exit, on the far side. A wide variety of trees covered the valley, from slope to slope. Both evergreens and deciduous. Oddly, pretty much everything was green except for an area to the north that seemed to be in the midst of some kind of disease. The trees there were largely dead or dying. A like took up the middle of the valley, shaped a bit like a garbanzo bean. And a fair amount of the lake was taken up by an island, low on the west side rising to a hill of sorts on the east side. And on that hill, amongst the trees, was something that could be a building, or could be a squarish rock formation. Hard to tell, it was just a little too far away for me to make any real concrete guesses.

      I went back to the group.

      “A lot of trees down there,” I said.

      Wulf nodded, gulping down water. “And it will be warmer than here.”

      “Is that natural?”

      “Doubtful,” he replied, using the back of his arm to wipe the drops of water from the fur around his mouth. “No one winters here, though it has often tempted tribes.”

      “Spiders keep them out?”

      “The collection of creatures kept us out.”

      “Ah. How long of a hike is it across the valley? I’m assuming we need to get to the other pass, right?”

      “Yes, and an estimation is difficult at best. A day to the lake, a day to the pass.”

      “So we’ll need to camp down there.”

      “Twice. Most likely.”
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      As we trekked down into the valley, we dropped below the snow line. The temperature difference was noticeable, dramatic to the point it couldn’t be a natural phenomenon. At least not anything I’d ever known or heard of. It was like stepping into summer. The warm breeze ruffled my beard and blew my hair out in a romance cover sort of way. Too bad I wasn’t bare-chested. Those in front of me were quickly shedding layers. It made me wonder what the evening and night might be like in the valley.

      We started to hear animal sounds again. Insects, birds, chirps and calls sounding out from the green trees and lush grass. I saw chubby little birds weighing down the bush branches they squatted on, almost blissfully unaware of anything else going on in the world.

      The strangest part about all of it was the path. We were walking on a path. A dirt path, sure, but it was a marked difference from the complete wilderness above. It added a thin and somewhat unwelcome veil of civilization to this place, and was sending my curiosity into overdrive.
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        * * *

      

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

      Discover the Mystery of the Valley

      Discover why this valley remains warm all year, why it remains hidden, and why there are three disparate groups living in it.

      Reward for success: Holding safety rating increase.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Holding safety rating decrease, decreased desire to remain a follower of Coggeshall.

      Yes/No

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Well, that was unexpected, I thought as I accepted it. But nice in a way. Probably one advantage to having such a large holding, I could continue gathering holding-based quests a remarkable distance from my home base. I wondered if the holding would try to force my hand to make the entire place safe. If I discovered some nasty nest of monsters, would I have to take them out or suffer a penalty? I probably needed to stop thinking about the potential for more quests, or the holding might start sending me stuff I didn’t have time to handle.

      The sun was low in the sky. Our hike up the other side of the pass had taken up the bulk of our daylight.

      “We need a safe place to camp,” I said. “Any ideas, Wulf? And is it safe to step off the path?”

      Wulf looked at me like I was nuts.

      “Nothing is safe here,” he said. “And why would it be worse off the path? Following the path is what we want to avoid — it leads straight to the lake. Not sure who’d be crazy enough to go there. Better to go off the path.”

      “And a camp?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe up in the trees? Or, I don’t know.”

      “Should we walk through the night?”

      “No, that is a stupid idea. Spiders are more active at night.”

      “You seem to have very little good news about this place.”

      “There is no good news about the damn valley. I hate this place.”

      “You led us here.”

      “I listened to you all huffing and puffing your way up the mountainside. You will all die if we go over the peaks or ridge lines.”

      “Too high up?”

      “Too high and too difficult. At least through here there is the chance of survival, slim though it might be.”

      “Okay, well, Wulf and Amber, find a spot where we can camp for the night. Probably something towards the south, since spiders are to the north, right?”

      The bear dude nodded, but also grumbled. He probably thought I couldn’t hear him.

      Amber nodded and set off, angling towards the south. I was somewhat tempted to make for the lake — I had no idea what a hag would be in this world, and frankly, I was curious. 

      There was something remarkably refreshing about the walk, almost as if we’d stumbled into a park. The trees were big, healthy things, and there was just this sense that the place was more polished and manicured than it should be. Lots of berry-producing bushes. Flowers blooming in clusters that were just out of place enough to be wild if you were determined to see them that way. The trees weren’t overly thick, a bit like they’d been pruned back some.

      We walked on a bit of an angle, and the uphill side increasingly steep until it was unclimbable. And iced over. The downhill side was the opposite, becoming a more gentle slope with trees that were more sparse and spread out. And the animals were still around. They didn’t seem to have any reaction to our presence. Sure, some watched us as we trooped on by, but nothing ran away. Some particularly bushy-tailed squirrels munched on nuts while judging us. The experience was off-putting enough to keep us from talking to each other, even though it was very obvious no danger existed. It made Wulf’s fear of the place strange, at least to me.

      Above, Fritz soared in lazy circles, his eight heads looking in different directions. Notably one was facing up, into the sky. I wished I had some way to signal the monster, just so I could ask him what he was seeing. What the world around us looked like. Or, you know, if there was some big fuck-off wyrm or dragon about to rampage through the trees and rip us limb from limb. Little questions like that. Though, at the same time, I figured that if he did see a big fuck-off monster coming to kill us, he’d let us know. 

      It took an hour of strolling before Amber and Wulf finally agreed on a resting spot. Some large rocks had fallen down from the cliffs at some point, and they formed a loose square. Getting into the middle of the proto-courtyard required some serious squishing through a very narrow gap, something I couldn’t do. So I climbed over the top of the big-ass rocks, and dropped inside. It wasn’t particularly roomy in there, maybe fifteen feet by twenty feet, but what it lacked in space, it made up for in security. I pulled some more broken furniture out of the bag, and we used that to make a small fire. Skeld got to cooking, Ragnar and Amber foraged, and Tarryn read a book. Meikeljan had me assist him in climbing to the top of the rocks, and he knelt down and engaged in a longer, more thoughtful prayer. Wulf, for his part, ate dried meat and sulked. Which was slowly becoming his normal. Vreggork busied himself by picking up small stones and carving them. Into what, I had no idea.

      Fritz, because he was still a giant eight-headed goose, landed on one of the rocks, waddled around in a circle a few times, and then sat down, covering most of the rock.

      Seven of the heads dropped down immediately, and were all snoring lightly in different keys. It sounded like a lazy couple had decided to get it on on top of a pile of accordions.

      It wasn’t long before we were all eating a sweet stew from Skeld. Some mixture of berries and dried meat. It wasn’t something I’d try and score a recipe for, but it was warm and our bellies were full soon enough. Though we had a fire and ate hot food, it wasn’t really necessary, in terms of temperature. The night was still remarkably nice. Cool, but not cold. When I hopped up onto the top of our rock wall, I felt a gentle breeze coming from down in the valley, carrying all the smells of fall. It was really just quaint. So clearly, that meant something was severely fucked up.
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      As the sun went down, I was on watch with Fritz. Or, more precisely, one of Fritz’s heads. I wished I could talk to him to pass the time, see what life was like as a goose, and how things were going with Typhon. But in my limited experience with Fritz’s goose form, the horse-bird had little to no volume control. And judging by how fast everyone zonked out on their bedrolls, the group needed their sleep. I was aware of the altitude, you know, the air felt a bit thin at times, but it certainly seemed to be hitting the rest of the group pretty hard. Maybe that was a product of my constitution, maybe not. There was still so much I needed to learn about this world. And sitting there in the mild darkness, I did my damndest to come to terms with that lack of knowledge. And with the need to fix that ignorance. I needed to learn the game better, to make sure I wasn’t in the position where I shit the bed because I didn’t know what I was doing. At least in terms of the game.

      I was going to be smart for once. Or smarter, at least.

      The night wore on, and I did some balance training on the rocks. Jumping back and forth and around. Then I sat there, legs dangling off the edge, and watched the forest.

      It had calmed down as almost all the little creatures had finally gone to bed. I heard an owl hooting in the distance, and there were still insects chirping. And when I sat still long enough, I could see small furry animals slipping through the grass, thinking they were sneaky.

      The furry animals darted towards the rock formation, slipping around the outside, and then heading uphill and away. Very slowly, I went from sitting to laying down, making as small a profile as possible.

      I let my tremorsense out. I didn’t love using it because the amount of information coming in could get unwieldy at times, but when I was able to concentrate, I let it fly. There were lots of small hits downhill, to the north. Footsteps, perhaps. But they were hard hits on the ground, not like a foot stepping down so much as, well, a ton of walking sticks.

      Something glinted in the darkness — a bit of moonlight reflecting off a shiny surface. Then more. Multiple shiny surfaces. And even more.

      The first spider came around the tree, and stopped in the clear ground between the tree and the rocks. It was big. Not massive, but larger than any spider I’d seen before. About three feet wide and two feet high, ish. It had smooth black chitin over everything, and eight legs with sharp points instead of feet. There were craggy mandibles in front, not sharp but ragged. And sure enough, I saw eight eyes, all looking right at me.

      Another spider came in after the first. And then another. And another. Very quickly, I was looking at what you might call a swarm. If you could call a group of spiders something. I’m not sure that spiders ever operated as a group back on Earth. It made me wonder why that happened here, in Vuldranni.

      Then I saw a human walking jankily through the darkness until it made its way into the moonlight in front of me.

      A pale woman made eye contact with me and waved. She had light long hair, with a leather strap tied on her head to keep the hair out of her pale eyes.

      I stood up.

      Some of the spiders stepped back a bit. Maybe they were scared of me.

      I stepped off the rock and dropped to the ground, absorbing the shock with my knees as if it wasn’t a bother. I approached the woman slowly.

      “Evening,” I said.

      Her head tilted to the side.

      “It is night,” she said. Her voice was higher than I expected.

      “Uh, well, you’ve got me there,” I replied.

      “What are you doing in the valley?”

      “Right to the point, eh? No banter?”

      “What is banter?”

      “Pointless conversation that is used when we are actually sussing each other out.”

      ”I would prefer no banter.”

      “Because I’ve already got you figured out?”

      “Because I want to know what you are doing in the valley.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Duke Coggeshall, Lord of Coggeshall.”

      “I know nothing of this Coggeshall. Is it nearby?”

      “We are in it.”

      “We are in the valley.”

      “Okay, but, uh, the valley, this valley, is in Coggeshall.”

      “How?”

      “Mainly imperial fiat, if I understand correctly.”

      “So you claim this valley?”

      “I suppose so.”

      The woman closed her eyes.

      It was creepy. It shouldn’t really have been, but since it gave me the chance to really look at her without her looking back at me, it was. In looking at the woman, it was very clear there was something wrong with her. Her color was all wrong. And she was too still, there was no tapping of her feet or moving of her hands. I popped out of darkvision, trying to get a better sense of what I was seeing. Her hair was basically white, almost no pigment to it at all.

      I took a step closer, which caused a bunch of the spiders to step forward defensively, ready for battle. Although I did sense a bit of hesitation, like they were relieved when I didn’t attack. I mean, bear in mind, it’s not like I had a lot of experience decoding spider emotions.

      Her eyes snapped open, startling me.

      “You will come with us,” she said.

      “I’m not sure I will,” I replied.

      “There are those who wish to speak with you.”

      “That’s great, but if I cared about that, I’d have to tell your friends to get in line. They’re at the back.”

      “The back of what?”

      “The line.”

      “Where is this line?”

      “It’s a metaphorical line,” I started to say, but then I shook my head. “Let’s just ignore that I said that and move on, shall we?”

      “Yes.”

      She turned and started walking away.

      Her neck had an odd shape to it. There was something inhuman about it, but her long hair covered up whatever it was was. It made me curious, as well as a bit ill. Just the sight of it was more confirmation that something was definitely wrong with the woman.

      The spiders didn’t move, even though the woman walked through them. Then, the girl’s head came up. She stopped and turned back around to face me.

      “You are not coming?” she asked.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “But you said—”

      “I said nothing of the sort.”

      “You said we should move on.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m moving with you.”

      She walked back to me, stopping about a yard distant.

      “You will come with me,” she said. “the Grand Mother demands to speak with you.”

      “The grandmother? Is she going to make cookies for me too?”

      “Cookies?”

      “Sweet treats? No? Okay, let’s hold off on this, shall we? Why would I come with you? Especially when you’ve got all these spiders around who seem less than gentle?”

      “If you do not come with us, we will be forced to treat you as hostile. We will attack you, and kill you and those who are following you.”

      “Man, threats are not a good direction to take with me. I tend to respond to them rather poorly.”

      “They are not threats. They are reality. You have invaded our valley.”

      “Okay, there’s been no invasion,” I said, choosing to ignore that whole ownership of the valley question. “We’re merely passing through on our way to complete a quest.”

      “You have no permission to be in our valley. Any entrance, therefore, must be considered an invasion.”

      Whatever happened to trespassing?”

      “It is also trespassing.”

      “Sometime in the near future, you and I need to have a chat about being too literal.”

      “It is unlikely we will have a future.”

      “Not with that attitude we won’t.”

      “You will come with us to speak to the Grand Mother, or we will kill you.”

      “If I go, the rest of the people here — will they be safe?”

      “We will keep them safe until you have spoken to the mothers.”

      “I’m not sure that’s enough. Can the mothers come to meet me?”

      “No.”

      “Can we meet halfway?”

      “No.”

      “Doesn’t seem to be much compromising going on.”

      “There is no compromise.”

      “Has anyone told you you’re a terrible negotiator?”

      “I have not sought anyone’s opinion on that.”

      “Good thing. You’d be disappointed.”

      “You must come now. Or die.”

      I paused to think.

      That really seemed to irk the woman.

      “You must decide,” she said.

      “I’m thinking.”

      “Is there much of a choice when death is the other option?”

      “I mean, when you put it that way...”

      I was really thinking about just pulling out a blade and doing a little extermination, but then I took a deep and relaxing breath.

      “Okay,” I said, “if you swear to this, that my people will be safe until I’ve had a chance to talk to this mother of yours, then I suppose I can come with you.”

      She nodded once.

      “It is this way,” she said, turning, and walking north, into the valley.

      The spiders moved back some, setting up a perimeter of sorts around our camp.

      “Fritz,” I called out, “I’m going for a walk. Watch out for these eight legged assholes down here.”

      I got a honk in return. I figured that was as much a confirmation as I was going to get, so I got my walk on, following the woman.

      She walked at a sedate pace, moving through the forest as if she knew where everything was. She definitely never looked at the forest floor. Somehow she avoided branches without ducking — she just moved out of the way enough that she didn’t get hit. It was mesmerizing to watch, which is probably why I walked into quite of few of the branches she missed. Which hurt. Not a lot, but enough to keep me more than a little annoyed on this midnight stroll.

      As we walked, more spiders started moving along with us. There was a wide variety of arachnids now. Big ones, even bigger ones, ones with huge spindly legs that seemed to slip between trees, ones shooting short webs from their butts and swinging like low-rent spider-dudes, ones with massive round abdomens and mandibles practically dripping with poison. And little ones the size of my fist that caught rides on their larger brethren.

      I’d never really been afraid of spiders — I kind of liked them back on Earth. I usually went out of my way to keep them alive because I hate mosquitoes, and I always figured that spiders were the perfect answer to mosquitoes. But here, being surrounded by giant creepy crawly things with eight legs and eight eyes and a truly foreign sense about them, I got skeeved out in a major way.

      The woman was completely nonplussed, and ignored the creatures. I mean, she ignored me as well. It was a pretty weird experience through the walk, and it took more than a few minutes before I’d managed to convince myself to stop staring at the girl or the spiders and start looking at the world around us.

      Deciduous trees dominated the forest, which was pretty different from what I considered the main Coggeshall valley, where conifers dominated. There were a lot of oak trees. Though that was pretty much the limit of trees I could identify, and I didn’t want to use the identify spell in case it somehow caused me to explode again. Which probably wasn’t the wisest course of action in a group of enemies. In an almost blink-and-you’ll-miss-it moment, we crossed over the path. I glanced along it to see moonlight reflecting off the lake. 

      The island in the middle was glowing. Both from firelight, a monster sort of a bonfire going, and from something softer, almost like incandescent bulbs. Things were definitely moving on the island — I could just barely make them out silhouetted against the light. But I wasn’t close enough to see any details yet.

      And then we were back in the trees, with spiders increasingly everywhere. I knew we had to be close. The healthy forest gave way to dead trees and rot. I started to see webs, giant ones that covered the lower branches. Spiders hung down on their silk, staring at me as I walked by.

      Here, my escort finally began to dwindle. I guess the spiders either realized they had better things to do or, I don’t know, decided I wasn’t a threat. It was down to just me, the woman, and two big spiders who walked on either side of me.

       We continued through the dark and gloomy woods, and the whole place seemed to increase in oppressiveness. There was a musty, fetid smell to the air, like lots of death and rot over time. The grass had given way to moss and mud. There were mushrooms growing out of crevasses and hanging off trees. And webs. Webs were everywhere. Some small, most big. Thick ropey strands of sticky spider silk. I had to wonder if there was an economical benefit in harvesting the silk. I knew it wasn’t super likely I’d be able to strike up a trade plan with the spiders; they seemed to have their own weird lifestyle going on.

      After about fifteen minutes of walking into the death-zone, we got to a steep rise, leading to a dark cave yawning out of the ground. 

      “In there?” I asked.

      The woman turned around awkwardly. She didn’t just turn her head and talk to me, but instead, she stopped moving. Then she turned her entire body around, and stared at me.

      “Yes,” she said. “The mothers are inside.”

      “Lead on, then,” I replied.

      The woman nodded, and for the first time, I noticed that her eyes were a little different. They were wider than average, and darted around as if on their own volition. But that’s all I could tell, because then the woman had her back to me and started walking along again.

      We went into the cave, and what little light had been filtering through the web-covered trees was gone. Now we were in resolute darkness. The soft floor turned into something harder, like rocks and gravel. There were still mushrooms growing everywhere, and as we got deeper into the cave, some of the fungi gave off a soft glow. It was almost nice. Almost. The smell of decay was worse inside the cave. Which made a certain amount of sense because there was less air-flow.

      Our route twisted along in a manner that had to be deliberately designed to confuse outsiders. But thanks to my labyrinthian recall I had a perfect knowledge of where we’d been, and I knew when we were coming up on a crossroads (cross-caves?) we’d gone through before. There were also several tunnels we did not take, and my glances down those tunnels only gave me the barest concept of what might be down there. I heard some shuffling noises, a bit like what zombies might make. I shuddered — it’s not like there couldn’t be zombies in the caves. Zombies and spiders might get along famously. What did I know?

      Finally, the tunnel opened up into a massive cavern with a cathedral-like ceiling. The chamber was hundreds of yards long, and at least a hundred yards wide. Pillars of rock held everything in place. Not carved, as far as I could tell, but points where stalagmites and stalactites had met. The areas between the pillars were filled with spiders of all sizes crawling around. I looked up. The ceiling was completely covered in spiders. I suppressed a shiver of revulsion.

      Ahead of me, I saw a small pool of water, and around that pool were the largest spiders I had ever seen. The biggest one was basically the size of an RV. At least twenty feet tall, probably more. Massive abdomen. Huge head. The others were nearly as big, but each had a specific look to it. Some were slim, some thick, some tall, some stout, some with shiny black chitin, others furry. And all of them stared directly at me.

      The woman walked up to the largest one and leaned her head forward.

      “I have brought the interloper,” she said.

      There was something that passed between the big-ass spider and the girl. I couldn’t hear it, but I could sense that there was a communication between them I wasn’t able to pick up on.

      A suspicion confirmed when the girl nodded, turned around, and walked away.

      My bulky spider escorts stepped back, slipping into the darkness as larger spiders took their places. The big brutes towered over me, though they were still dwarfed by the big fucker in front of me.

      “Hello,” I said. “Montana Coggeshall. Pleased to meet you.”

      For a moment, there was no reaction from the big spider. Then she held up one big foreleg, almost as if she was asking me to wait.

      From behind the biggest spider, who I had assumed was the Grand Mother, came two spiders who carried what seemed like a corpse between them. I was about to say something, thinking this was some attempt at intimidation, but the corpse came to life.

      It had probably always been alive, but still. The thing didn’t look great. It was a very pale man. Similar to the woman, with white hair, pale white skin, and pale eyes. Not quite albino, but close. The guy looked at me, surprised. He opened his mouth to say something to me, but then a leg slammed through the man’s skull.
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      Kersplush. 

      Right into the top of his head.

      The man’s eyes went wide, then blank. His body straightened, and he blinked. He looked around, and finally focused on me.

      I was shocked, and took more than a single step back. My eyes followed the leg from the man’s head back to the biggest spider, and I started to put some pieces together.

      “We have kept you waiting,” the big spider said. “I am the Grand Mother. You have invaded our valley. Why should we not kill you?”

      “Okay, well, you’re, uh,” I started, trying to get my thoughts together in some sort of coherent way, but the sudden violence of the act and the whole using a human as a puppet was a bit, uh startling. “Are you, uh, is this normal?”

      “Is what normal?”

      “The, uh, you know, talking--“

      “Our bodies lack the appropriate means to communicate with most lower forms. We are forced to adapt.”

      “By braining some poor human?”

      “How we use our livestock is immaterial to this conversation,” the guy said. Or, rather, the Grand Mother said through the guy. 

      “What is this conversation we’re having?” I asked, trying to ignore the whole human-puppet aspect of the meeting.

      “You have intruded into a space you do not belong. We are tempted to add you to our feedstock. But we have noticed an issue you might be poised to assist us in.”

      “An issue?”

      “Is this not a word you know?”

      “I know the word, I’m—”

      “We ask you to be silent while we talk. We find your noises unpleasant, and wish to make our interaction as brief as possible.”

      “Makes two of us.”

      “There are more than two of us.”

      “More than two of us as well.”

      “Your companions are still safe.”

      “Uh, thanks?”

      “It was what was agreed. Our issue relates to the lake in the middle of the valley—”

      “The hags on the island?”

      “We were not aware you knew of our issue.”

      “Yeah, well, seems like underestimating my intelligence is a common refrain.”

      “You will undertake the resolution of this issue, and we will allow you to pass through this valley unmolested.”

      “What do you mean by resolution?”

      “Eradication of the hags. They impede our growth.”

      “Why?”

      She seemed to stop and get really confused about my interruption.

      “They have impeded our growth.”

      “Because you can’t swim? You want their island?”

      “Our reasons for wanting assistance are our own, and they have no bearing on you.”

      “I suppose there’s a truth there. You want me to kill them?”

      “We care little to what you do with them as long as they no longer reside in our valley.”

      “Let’s take one little step back here, and look at the word our.”

      “We are using it incorrectly? Imperial Common is still used in—”

      “It’s not a linguistic issue, grandma. More of a question of ownership.”

      The big spider tilted her head, which may have been because I used grandma, or may have been because of other reasons. Who knows — spiders, amiright?

      “You believe our property claim is in error?”

      “Yes.”

      “To whom does the valley belong?”

      “Me.”

      There was a long pause while all the big mama spiders looked at each other. As far as I could tell, having a non-verbal conversation about things.

      “That is false,” the Grand Mother finally said through her puppet. “We control the valley—”

      “Grandma,” I replied, “if you controlled the valley, you wouldn’t need little old me to go and deal with some issue on that island. Would you?”

      Again, silence. And probably more spidertalk. 

      “There is no evidence to your claim of ownership,” the Grand Mother said. “We are able and willing to destroy you at any moment we wish.”

      “You might think that,” I said, “but that’s because you think I’m just like any other dude talking to a giant spider through a human puppet.”

      I felt the barest tingle at my side, and looked over to see nothing. 

      “I am told you are not human,” the Grand Mother said.

      “You know,” I replied, “it’s rude to cast magic on someone without their permission.”

      “You are barely a step above our agricultural beasts. Your permission is never required.”

      “Normally, when you want someone to do something for you, you tend to be nice to that person. Just, you know, a heads up.”

      “We are unconcerned with your feelings. Do you agree to resolve our problem?”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest the Grand Mother of the Spiders:

      The DeHaggening

      Get the hags out of the valley, dead or alive.

      Reward for success: Safe passage through the valley. Once.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Death.

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I took a minute, looking around the cavern. Up above, it was just the horror-show of a moving carpet of spiders. Looking through the legs of the Grand Mother, I saw more spiders moving around, doing their thing, almost oblivious to what was going on with the mothers. There were five mothers up there, all staring down on me. All very clearly thinking I was nothing more than food.

      The man-puppet looked wan. Blood dribbled down his body, leaking, along with some other things, from the hole in his head. I wondered how much longer he would survive. Their treatment of humans as chattel certainly made me less than enthusiastic to help them. But if I didn’t help them, would that doom my larger quest? There were certainly enough spiders to make things difficult. I probably had a decent chance at killing them all, but it would be a lot of killing. And what if there was something more I hadn’t seen yet? Some sort of camouflage spider, or a super-poisonous spider that could paralyze me, leaving me as little more than spiderchow? And even if I had seen the toughest the spiders had to offer, I wasn’t sure I’d manage to keep everyone else alive during my killing spree. I had no choice.

      “I’ll do it,” I said. “But you have to move my people to the other end of the valley before I do anything.”

      “No,” the Grand Mother said. “The hags only come out at night. You must deal with them before dawn. Or we will eat you and your companions.”

      That bugged me. Not a ton. Not to the point where I was going to just rip a sword out of my bag and go ham on the grandma from hell. Putting such a ridiculous time limit on the quest was annoying. Though, to be fair, it was probably for the best considering I also had another time sensitive quest on the back-burner. I had to knock some quests out on the quick. It would also be good if I could figure out what was going on with this valley, solve that mystery of the valley quest. At least if I accepted the spider quest, it meant I wouldn’t need to worry about the spiders while I explored the valley. That was something of a win.

      “My people remain safe and unmolested until I come back to them,” I said.

      “We will keep away from them until morning,” the Grand Mother said, “unless you have completed our quest.”

      “Fine,” I said, taking the quest. “I’ll let you know when I’ve resolved the issue.”

      I turned and walked away.

      Behind me, I heard a really disgusting sound, and a quick glance over my shoulder confirmed what I’d feared. The puppet had just become a snack for two of the spider moms.
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      I walked back through the caverns, ready for some sort of interaction with the spiders. I assumed one of them would come at me or something, but I was roundly ignored. That is, until I tried going down one of the tunnels we’d bypassed on our way in. As soon as I took a few steps down, a massive spider dropped from the ceiling and blocked the tunnel. No aggressive action, it just made sure I knew where not to go.

      Outside it was the same story. The spiders just did their things, seemingly ignoring me. There were plenty of disgusting things to see as I walked from the cave mouth to the lake, including a large pit filled with organic waste. Lots of bodies, with even more little things crawling over those bodies. They didn’t look like cute baby spiders so much as plus-sized maggots. 

      I got out of the dead-zone and back into the forest where there were leaves and grass and bugs. I took in a big lungful of air and just rested for a heartbeat. It had been so gross around the spiders. Which, you know, maybe didn’t bother them, but it really disgusted me. I hated to think of the entire valley ending up that way. A valley of death and decay. I wasn’t thrilled I’d had to accept the spiders’ quest.

      First step, though was making contact with the hags. Figure out what, if anything I could do with or to them to complete the quest. Or, the idea I was increasingly leaning towards, if there was some way the hags could help me rid my valley of the gross spider fucks.

      Finding the lake was pretty simple: head downhill. Weave through trees. Ignore spiders ignoring me. Finally the trees gave way to an open field of long grass. At the other end of the clearing, I could see the lake. 

      I walked through the field, looking at the island in the center of the water. It rose up at one end about fifty feet or so, and was flat at the other. There were some trees on it, a few really big ones. Maples or, uh, well, not oaks. At least, I didn’t think they were oaks. They might have been. I needed to work on my arborist skill.

      The lake was incredibly still, despite a mild breeze. There wasn’t even a hint of a wave on the surface, nary a ripple. The water, insofar as I could tell, was clean and clear. Pure. It even smelled nice. Maybe it was just such a massive difference between the spider’s area and the lake that it seemed more amazing than it really was.

      The large bonfire still burned on the low end of the island, though now I could see it had a little more color than normal. The flames had a greenish-blue tint to them, and they reached unnaturally high into the sky. A separate glow came from something over on the higher side of the island, the spot where I’d seen something resembling a man-made structure. 

      I stood on the shore, thinking about diving into the water. But then I second-guessed that move. If I’d learned anything about my new home world, it was that creepy things liked to live in dark water. Creepy things with big tentacles and lots of teeth. I knelt down and put my hand in the water. It was pleasantly cool, and felt slick on my fingers. 

      Unfortunately, it seemed like there were few alternatives to swimming. Perhaps wading if I was lucky. So off came the boots, and I rolled up my pants once before I realized there was no way I’d avoid getting my clothes wet. But I did put my boots in the bag.

      I took a few deep breaths, and then I started wading into the water, moving slowly. After my first few steps, no tentacles grabbed at me.

      It was to my waist. Nothing. The ground was sandy, without any noticeable rocks. Really quite pleasant. A common theme with this lake. If I got to name it, I’d probably call it Lake Pleasant. Unless there weren’t any fish in it, in which case I’d call it Lake Tease. And then I’d stock it with fish. That was something a duke could do, right?

      After the water got chest high, I just started swimming. A nice and discrete side-stroke. No need to do the crawl and risk attracting something. I still felt nothing at my legs, or anywhere else on me. Just the water. 

      And it was a pleasant swim. I walked out onto the island, water streaming down my body. I squeezed some from my hair and beard, then shook off as best I could. 

      “Would you prefer to dry by the fire?” a kind voice asked me.

      I looked around, eyes wide, but I didn’t see anyone. So I switched to tremorsense. There was someone over to my left, standing about ten feet away, their heart beating quite fast. I glanced in the direction of the heartbeat. Nothing visible, but I could almost sense something off, like the light wasn’t flowing correctly in that exact spot.

      “That’d be nice,” I said, directing my words to the spot.

      “I am surprised you knew where I was,” the voice replied. An older woman seemed to step out of thin air and into view. She was short, and had a nice smile, and bright white hair piled on top of her head. She wore grey robes that seemed a little too big for her, with a large hood hanging off the back.

      She gave me a smile, then took my hand.

      “This way,” she said.

      It didn’t feel right to pull away or anything, so I just went with her, following as she led me along the shore around the island until we got to the bonfire. A pile of logs and sticks went up in greenish flames. There was a smell to the smoke that seemed familiar, a bit like barbecue, but sweeter somehow. The heat felt nice, if a bit intense, and I could feel my body drying off. 

      The woman had let my hand go at some point, and I stood there by myself again. I looked from one side to the other, but no little old ladies were around. Once again, I dipped into my bag of tricks and used a little tremorsense to find out more about what was going on. There were actually a few people around me. Seven of them. They were mostly on the other side of the fire, six huddled together while the seventh stood in between me and the path to the high ground. I was going to say something about how they didn’t need to hide, but I wasn’t sure that was true. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to let them know I still knew where they were. It seemed like something that would be better kept to myself. 

      Finally, they wrapped up their huddle, and the little old lady who’d brought me here walked around the fire, appearing to my left.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      She gave me a smile.

      “A necessary one, sadly,” she replied.

      “I’d love to be able to turn invisible at will.”

      “If I could teach you, I would. But I must ask you: why are you here?”

      “It’s probably a longer story than I can tell you right now.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I’ve got some quests I’m trying to fulfill, and they’re rather time sensitive.”

      “A quest here?”

      “The more important of my quests is actually outside the bounds of this valley, but it seems like I’m going to have to, uh, interfere here before I can get back out to that.”

      “Ah. And your quest brings you to this island?”

      “That it does.”

      “Which means it must involve me.”

      “Technically all of you.”

      She paused and raised an eyebrow.

      “At least the seven of you here,” I said, spreading my hands out to take in more warmth from the fire. 

      “You are a surprising young man,” she said with a slight nod.

      “My mom’s said the same thing to me a few times. But she never meant it as a compliment.”

       “Are you a member of the Empire?” she asked.

      “I am.”

      “An official member?”

      “Uh, sure. I mean, I’m a duke.”

      “That is disappointing,” she said softly. “You seemed nice.”

      “I am nice—”

      The old woman made a signal with her hand. Immediately there was a flash of light to my right, and something slammed into my side. It hurt like hell and set my arm on fire.

      “What the fuck?” I yelled, patting my arm out and gritting my teeth.

      The old woman had both hands up, apparently weaving some sort of fancy spell.

      I did a quick stutter step forward, and while I started with a closed fist, I switched on the fly to a more open slap.

      She stuttered, and the spell misfired, sending colorful streams of light fluttering through the air.

      I felt someone moving to my side, and I shot out a jab, connecting with someone’s face quite a bit harder than I’d intended. There was a soft cry, and then a body appeared, falling to the ground.

      “Can we take a second here?” I asked, stepping back away from the old woman. I was also keeping an eye on the other six figures still on the other side of the fire. “I’m not here to, uh, I think do what you might be thinking I’m doing. I’m really just trying to get through the valley.”

      “You are just passing through?”

      “That’s right.”

      The old woman wiped a bit of blood from her lip, then did a little wiggle of her hand, and I saw the cut heal itself up.

      “Then why are you here on my island?”

      “I got trapped by the damn spiders, and they made me come out here to resolve some issue with you.”

      “They sent you to kill us?”

      “Let’s take a moment to realize I’m not on the side of the spiders. I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on in the valley.”

      “You know nothing of us?”

      “No.”

      “Will you allow me to heal my associate?”

      I gestured to the fallen ‘associate’ and took a few steps closer to the fire, making sure the old woman had a clear path. The old lady walked over and knelt down next to the body.

      And that’s where the magic happened.

      It was a quiet sort of a spell with a little bit of fancy lighting, something I probably wouldn’t have noticed if it weren’t night out. The figure stirred a bit, and then made a few soft murmurs. It was a woman. A human woman who was also wearing robes and a hood. She had a bit of mud on her face now. Slowly she got on her hands and knees, then the older woman helped the younger woman stand. They leaned their heads together and had a soft murmuring conference. 

      The old woman turned to me, and gave me a very slight nod.

      “You have earned the right to talk,” she said. “Your name?”

      “Duke Montana of Coggeshall.”

      The old woman looked to the young woman, and the young woman shook her head. She was petite, with a pretty face and red hair in a bouffant-ish ponytail. 

      “We have not heard of you,” the old woman said.

      “You two have names?”

      She smiled. “Forgive my impertinence, but—”

      I wiggled out of my armor and pulled off my still-wet shirt. Then I flared my indicium for her to see. She reached out and traced the various lines over my body, and I realized that it might have been better if I’d just flared the one indicium relating to my title. Or if I knew how to do that. One more thing to talk to Skeld about. 

      “Lord Coggeshall,” she said with a very slight bow, “it is a pleasure to meet you. I am unused to dealing with nobility. Or anyone really. It is rare for me to have visitors.”

      “Except her?” I asked, pointing to the redhead. “Or the six on the other side of the fire.”

      “They are not visitors,” the old woman said. “This is a place for learning and sanctuary.”

      “Can I get your name, maybe?”

      “Cicily Bixby,” she said with a slight bow of her head. “And my associate is Careena Ballard. We are—”

      “Hags?”

      “Witches. Who told you we were hags?”

      “The spiders.”

      “You spoke with them?” the redhead, Careena, asked.

      “I spoke to one of their puppets,” I replied. “And they said you were hags. And the ursus guide I’ve got, he said y’all were hags as well. Night hags.”

      The two women looked at each other, and Careena frowned.

      “We are not hags,” Careena finally said. 

      “It’s quite insulting,” Cicily Bixby added. “Hags are vile things. They steal souls and eat infants.”

      “Wow. My apologies. What is going on here then? Just hanging out with your coven?”

      “We are not,” Bixby said. “As I said, it is a place for learning. Safe from the prying eyes of the Empire, who seek to keep magic as something only their chosen few are permitted to practice.”

      “It’s a magic school?” I asked.

      “I suppose that is one means of describing it, yes. I offer my home as a place for those who have skills to learn how to control them.”

      “And hide them,” Careena added.

      “I’m not exactly a fan of the way the Empire handles magic,” I said. “And yet, how about we address the elephant in the room, or the hags on the lake, why does everyone think you are hags?”

      “Because we are women who use magic.”

      “That’s a cop-out. I might be mistaken, wouldn’t be the first time, but I’m pretty sure hags are completely different creatures than, you know, humans. Right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they don’t really look like women, do they?”

      “They do. A bit.”

      “How much?”

      “It depends really when you see them, in the light of the day, it would be easy to discern we are not hags. Our skin is not green, and we generally don’t eat children.”

      “Generally?”

      “What do you consider eggs?”

      “Pre-chicken.”

      “Sometimes we eat veal.”

      “And hags are evil.”

      “Yes. Very much so.”

      “And you are?”

      “Well I don’t think we’re evil.”

      “Would anyone?”

      “We do kill a rather unpleasant number of spiders on a daily basis, they might have a rather negative view of us.”

      “I could see that being a reason to call you hags, but what about kobolds?”

      “What about them?”

      “Have you had any interactions with them?”

      “In my life? Certainly, but none I would consider worth remembering here and now.”

      “Kill any?”

      “Certainly not.”

      “Have you killed anything?”

      “Certainly. But no kobolds.”

      “Ursus?”

      “None of them either.”

      “They also think you’re hags.”

      “Have they met us?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “An island of women casting spells and fighting off giant spiders, I could see how we might be construed negatively.”

      “But you think you’re good people?”

      “Such a question is beyond me as my morality is my own. I do not prescribe to the tenets of the empire, nor of many of the neighboring kingdoms. Hence why I’m living on an island in a valley with spiders and brownies as my only neighbors.”

      “Being that the Empire considers this my land now, if you’re here, you’re under my purview. Which means I’m the one enforcing rules on my people.”

      “This valley is yours?” Bixby asked.

      “It is. My dukedom goes from well east of here all the way to basically Osterstadt.”

      “That is huge.”

      “That’s what she said?”

      “It is what I said.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, realizing that I was basically making that lame joke with someone old enough to be my grandmother, “let’s pretend I didn’t say that?”

      “You are strange.”

      “Part of my charm.”

      “You have some of that?” Careena snapped.

      “In theory only. So, ladies, if you are willing to join my holding, swear allegiance to me and mine, I guess, then I’m happy to let you guys keep doing what you’re doing here.”

      “And if we do not wish to do that?” Bixby asked.

      “To be honest, I don’t really know what I’ll do.”

      “An honest lord, if rather dim, is a refreshing change,” Careena said to Bixby.

      Bixby shushed her compatriot. “You will permit my school, as you call it, to continue working uninterrupted?”

      “As much as I can,” I said. “You’re also more than welcome back at the village.”

      “Is that the limit of your holding? The village?”

      “You mean like, claimed land?”

      “Yes.”

      “No, it, uh, is the entire dukedom.”

      “You are either very confident or very stupid.”

      “Let’s say it’s probably a bit of column A and a bit of column B. But I’m working on my shortcomings. I did claim my entire holding, and I’m seeing some of the error of my ways now.”

      “You need to convert more of the population into your followers.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you need us.”

      “Well, it would be nice to have you, but eight people isn’t going to affect things much. Besides, I suppose I could just kill you instead. That might be easier. Especially considering the spider quest and all. I’d prefer to have y’all with me, but I can’t afford to make too many concessions, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “There are more than eight of us.”

      “And I should be checking who y’all really are and if you’re just hags in disguise ready to kill me and mine, but I’m doing my best to trust my instinct and think the best of people. So, join?”

      There was another pause as the two women looked at each other. Something definitely passed between them while I stood there still drying off by the fire. The group of six, on the other side, were huddled together in a small group. Judging by the sizes of them, they were probably kids. Or, you know, gnomes or something. 

      Finally, Bixby walked closer to me, and stared at me in the firelight.

      “I would need to examine your character sheet before we discuss anything further,” she said. “May I have permission?”

      “Go for it,” I said.

      She put a small wrinkled hand on my forearm, and I realized just how much bigger I was than the little lady. She didn’t even come up to my chest. I felt a warmth pulse from her hand and then radiate through my body. She pulled her hand back, and stood there, thinking. Then she nodded.

      “We will join your holding,” she said. 

      “Welcome to Coggeshall,” I replied with a broad smile.
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      “I doubt it would be wise for us to leave the valley,” she finally said. “There are those who only know to find us here, and if we were somewhere else...”

      “It’s not that far to the city,” I said. “Just two or three days, depending on the route you wanted to take.”

      “I fear my frail body cannot take the cold of the mountains, regardless.”

      “Are you the reason it’s so damn warm here?’

      She smiled, and nodded. “I dislike the cold. It pains me something great.”

      I shrugged. “An outpost of the holding. Sounds like a plan to me. And since it’s just a few days away, we can get to you if you need help.”

      “We have things mostly in hand here,” she said. “Girls, do come and meet this duke.”

      I was right about them being kids, not gnomes. It was a group of six girls, somewhere in the 12-15 range, all wearing white robes. They were of all different looks, at least as diverse as you can get among six people. But their eyes were still wide, and they definitely still seemed afraid. I gave what I thought was a nice smile, but it really just seemed to frighten the kids more. 

      “You also have a spider problem,” Bixby said, “correct?”

      “I mean, unless you’re willing to leave the valley, yeah. I have to figure out something to do about them.”

      “They would like to remove us from the lake,” Bixby said. “They are vicious things.”

      “The people they’ve trapped, are they—”

      “I only know a little of the truth of the spiders. But it is telling they have allowed you to leave. They are either desperate to have me gone, or feel they have you in hand already.”

      “They have the rest of my group under watch, making sure I obey them.”

      “And you trust them?”

      “No, I mean, I guess a little. But they’re spiders — how much trust can I give them? And where did they come from? Are there more spiders like them around?”

      “It has been quite some time since I have traveled, young man, but I believe these spiders to be somewhat unique. There are sentient spiders elsewhere, and larger spiders as well, but I have never heard of anything quite like this, where they have organized in this manner. They have latched on to the belief that eating only of sentient beings improves their own intelligence. So the elites only eat of humans, elves, and the like.”

      “Does it work? I mean, are they getting smarter?”

      “Rather difficult to judge that,” she said. “Annalise, bring me a chair.”

      One of the young girls darted off into the darkness.

      “Is it, uh,” I started, “is it safe on the island?”

      Bixby nodded. I noticed she made a quick gesture to Careena, and the other woman slipped into the night, as if going on patrol. 

      “We are the night shift,” she said, “and there is a day shift of witches and students as well. Twenty of us total here at present, though that number fluctuates as needed. Careena, for example, has just returned here from the capital after a rather regrettable interaction with the Imperial mancers. Accused her of knowing and casting magic without the required oaths, as well as possession of illegal spells.”

      “Was she doing all that?” I asked.

      “Of course. But that was more due to a student she had. He had somehow gained some troubling magics, and, as befits the Empire’s brusque and foolish politicking, Careena was blamed for it. But I tell you this not because I try to scare you, but to warn you. She is the type of person who will seek sanctuary here.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “The Empire and I are, uh, not exactly seeing eye-to-eye on things at the present time.”

      “Because there is no Emperor?”

      “That is certainly one of the reasons.”

      “Trouble with your prince? Or Archduke?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head, “as I understand it, there’s really nothing between me and the Emperor. So right now, I’ve got no boss.”

      “Now that must be nice.”

      “Do you have a boss?”

      “Do you think I would choose to take the night shift?”

      “I don’t know, I figured your skin is so nice, you decided to stick to moonlight to keep it that way.”

      “Oh you,” she said, giving me a light slap.

      Annalise came rushing back with a small wooden chair, and set it down on the sand. Bixby settled herself on it, and then gestured at the ground next to her.

      “Perhaps you would care to sit so an old woman does not break her neck trying to look you in the eye?” she asked.

      I chuckled, but complied.

      “Girls,” she said, “is there more left to burn?”

      “Yes, headmistress,” one of the girls said.

      “Then put it in the fire already. There is little cause to stand around gawking at this poor man when there is work to be done.”

      The girls, as a group, darted off. In no time at all, things started getting tossed into the fire.

      “What are they burning?” I asked.

      “Spider parts,” she replied.

      I blinked a few times, then, really looked at what was in the fire. Sure enough, spider legs of various lengths and sizes. And abdomens. And heads. All sorts of spiders bits.

      “I feel like there’s more to this valley than I know,” I said. 

      “The world is quite old and full of mystery,” Bixby replied. “It is likely there is more to know about any spot you paused on for long enough.”

      “Well, I’m sure that’s true, but whatever is happening here is pretty pertinent to me.”

      “What is it you would like? I want to know what bothers you, my duke.”

      “Sounds weird when you say that.”

      “It sounds weird to me when I say that as well, and yet, that is what you are, is it not?”

      “I guess. Let’s table that discussion for the moment. The spiders are, what, pushing on you?”

      “They wish to have the valley as their own, so they would like us to go, yes.”

      “And obviously, you guys fight them.”

      “We are forced to engage in skirmishes. Daily. And some nightly ones as well. It is a relatively continuous process, the culling of the spider tribes.”

      “Is there a reason you don’t just kill them all?”

      “You clearly believe I possess much more power than I do. We are able to keep the smaller beasts at bay, but it is impossible for us to do more than keep them from our island.”

      “They seemed to think you’re the reason they aren’t in charge of the whole valley.”

      “The spiders are not as smart as they think they are. They seem to believe they are the supreme form of life in our world. But they have little access to anything outside this valley. I make sure of that.”

      “And the brownies?”

      “Have you encountered them?”

      “No. No fairies. Yet, I mean. I haven’t met any fairies.”

      “There is a grudging peace between us, we signed an accord in days past, and like most fairies, they will not break an accord. But I would not consider them much in the way of friends or allies. They hate the spiders as much as we do, and likely are more the reason the spiders have yet to overrun us. But they are also merely looking for an excuse to bring about another gateway to their home plane. Which would also mean the loss of this valley. And, perhaps, more of your holding.”

      “Okay, bad fairies—”

      “I did not say they are bad. They are merely fairies, doing what it is they think is best for their life and kind.”

      “Fine. So, fairies and spiders and a school for witches. Anything else?”

      “There’s also a lindworm.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “At least one. I have yet to see a second, but it would be foolish to discount the possibility.”

      “What’s a lindworm?”

      “For a duke, you seem to have a surprising lack of knowledge.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      One of the girls walked up to Bixby and knelt down. “We have finished the burn pile.”

      “Then we shall escort the good duke inside and make sure my compatriots agree with my decision to join a holding.”

      She stood up with a bit of a grunt, and then grabbed my arm and started heading uphill towards the higher portion of the island.

       It wasn’t a long walk — it wasn’t a big island. But it was a deceptive one. There were a few squat buildings gathered around a large round building. Everything in the area was really quite storybook. Someone had taken the time to get cobblestones and cover the ground. There were even a few benches, though they were empty since it was the middle of the night, as well as barrels that had been sawn in half  and filled with heavy blooms of flowers. It was really nice. The buildings were made out of red brick, with wooden shingles on the roofs and heavy wood doors and shutters. Cute, but with an undercurrent of defense, despite the lack of walls.

      As soon as we got to the cobblestones, the girls ran ahead, giggling a little, and darting into one of the buildings off to the left.

      “Get to sleep girls,” Bixby called out, just a hint of volume to her whisper.

      “Young,” I said.

      “Magic is a difficult art to achieve later in life,” Bixby said, steering me towards the right.

      “I’ve heard that. And that muscle interferes with magic.”

      She smacked my bicep. “Very true.”

      “No chance for me, eh?”

      “Do you hold mana?”

      “I do.”

      “And have you cast spells?”

      “I used to, kind of often, but it’s been getting harder and harder.”

      “Where did you learn?”

      “Here and there.”

      “No formal training?”

      “No.”

      “And so no one taught you to burn mana pathways in your body? Or how to cycle your mana?”

      “No and no. And the last time I tried to cast a spell, I kind of exploded.”

      “A mana burst?”

      “Something of the kind, yeah.”

      “I’ve heard of that happening. I am surprised you are still upright.”

      “Did you take a look at my boons when you were peeking around in my character sheet?”

      “No. I spent my time on your indicium. Checking your bonafides, if you will. One of your boons explains how you are able to explode and survived?”

      “More or less, yes.”

      “Good for you.”

      We had come to a door, so I reached out to open it for Bixby. But her little hand reached out, lightening fast. She snatched my arm and pulled it back. Then she held up a finger to me, the universal sign to wait, and then she did a little wiggle waggle. A single red rune shot out of her hand and slammed into the door.

      The huge door rippled in and out of reality before disappearing.

      “After you,” Bixby said, “my large friend.”

      I looked through the spot where the door had been. It looked like we were about to enter an empty hovel with broken furniture remains and rags covering the windows. But, well, I’d gone this far. I had to duck to get through the doorway, and as I passed over the threshold, it was as if I’d stepped into a completely different world. I was in a homey little cottage with a fire burning in the fireplace, and overstuffed chairs along the walls. I was delighted.

      Still a bit short though — unless I stood in the exact center of the room, I had to hunch over. 

      There were people in the room.

      Two other women sat in the overstuffed chairs, one of them with a slim book in her hands, the other knitting something that maybe was a hat. Or a little fox. It might have been a fox hat. They both looked up at me, then back at what they were doing.

      Bixby came through, muttering as she brought the door back in place. She set a few things to the side, and then pushed me out of her way so she could plop down in one of the comfy chairs.

      “So this is the duke?” the book lady asked. She was rather plump, with a friendly face. At least, it seemed like her face might have been friendly when she wasn’t mad. At present, her eyes narrowed on me, and I had the feeling she was only holding the book as a prop, that she had a finger ready to shoot magic my way.

      “He’s quite big,” the knitter said, looking up once or twice and then back at her knitting. She was thin, with long hair pulled up into a tight bun, held in place, naturally, with several knitting needles. I had no doubt she could whip the needles out of her hair and into my body at a moments notice.

      “Apologies,” I said, and sat down and crossed my legs. 

      “No need,” knitter replied. “Your size is your size.”

      “But I am curious as to why you are here,” Book asked.

      “I explained it all to Ms. Bixby here,” I said, pointing at Bixby.

      “He did,” Bixby affirmed. “It was enlightening.”

      “And we are swearing fealty to him?” Book asked.

      “I thought we might,” Bixby said. “I like some of what he’s chosen to say to me. And I like the idea of having someone else to turn to in times of need.”

      “We need no one to help us,” Books said.

      “That’s not entirely true,” Knitter interjected. “It would be helpful to get a supply of food here, every once in a while. I grow so tired of what we have in this valley.”

      “What about the spiders?” I asked. “No worries about them?”

      “They cannot swim, we are safe on our island,” Knitter replied.

       “Would you suggest we rejoin the Empire merely to gain access to additional foodstuffs?” Books asked Knitter. “And do we have any reason to think this is not going to wind up with us being pulled into the claws of the Imperium?”

      “Only my word as a duke,” I said. “I don’t agree with the Imperial mandates on magic. It seems wrong.”

      “And you think you can withstand the wills of the Empire?”

      “Certainly as long as there’s no Emperor. Whoever wants the throne needs my votes, and to get those votes I’ll make sure that mandate will not be enforced in my dukedom.”

      The three women looked to each other. Bixby lifted her eyebrows, then Knitter nodded. Book sighed, then nodded as well. 

      “Has anyone spoken to Careena about this?” Book asked.

      “Does she deserve a say?” Knitter retorted, full attention back to her knitting.

      “It is hardly her fault what happened. She only did what was asked of her — educating those who came to her.”

      “A student who had necromantic spells?”

      “This is neither here nor there, ladies,” Bixby said. “At present, I believe we need to address the duke and what we need from him.”

      “Okay, wait a minute,” I said. “What do you need from me?”

      “It would appear you need certain things from us if you are to leave the valley and complete whatever quest it is that brought you here,” Bixby said.

      “That’s probably true. I am on a bit of a time crunch. The spiders are going to take my people as soon as it’s dawn, unless, of course, you’re all planning to leave your little island before then.”

      “I do not believe that is the course of action we shall take.”

      “Okay, so, what’s the plan then?”

      “You will need to first speak with the brownies and reach a new Accord with them, as you will be our liege. Which technically invalidates our old Accord, and the fairies are always sticklers for technicalities.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest by Cicily Bixby :

      Accord-ing to Me

      Sign a new accord with the brownies which does not leave the witches worse off.

      Reward for success: Bixby’s loyalty, and the witches becoming followers of Coggeshall

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): ???

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Is this something you really think I should be doing?” I asked.

      “You must,” Bixby said.

      “I’m not great at negotiations. I’m usually what gets sent in when negotiations have gone sour.”

      “Then imagine they have already gone sour,” Books said, “and do what you would then.”

      “I believe he means he is the violence that comes after,” Bixby said.

      “Pretty much,” I replied. “I suppose I could go and slaughter the brownies, which is definitely something I’ve done in the past, but I’m guessing that doesn’t help with your overall plan.”

      “No, you are required to actually speak to their leader. And make a deal.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes. Should you wish us to help you or join you, we need a new Accord.”

      “You need me to slay the fucking lindworm as well?”

      “Perhaps not this evening, but—”

      “He is clearly joking, dear,” Knitter said. 

      “Is a lindworm like a wyrm or a worm?”

      “A worm or a worm?”

      “Worm with a y.”

      “Ah. It is a relative of a dragon, not a, uh, worm.”

      “Why are they homonyms?” I asked. Then I stopped and asked my brain where exactly that word had come from, and somehow, I pulled up a memory of my third grade teacher, Mrs. Zylemaker, teaching us about homonyms and onomatopoeia.

      “It is an oddity of Imperial Common, a language made up of a hundred other languages savagely stomped out of existence by Imperial hobnailed boots,” Books said.

      “Okay, there are a few things I need to know. Where am I going to speak to these Brownies, and what are y’all’s names?”

      “Maud Jones,” knitter said. “And my compatriot is Florrie Knight.”

      “Maud Jones, Florrie Knight, Cicily Bixby. I am Montana Coggeshall. And I will be your duke if you will have me.”

      “We will,” they said.

      “Then let’s talk brownies. You guys like the middle or the edges?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      They didn’t get my joke. Even explaining it just caused further confusion, which I think, ultimately, made them regret their decision to hitch their wagon to mine. Oh well, too late. Right?

      I was thinking things through though; I can imagine it didn’t exactly look like that. The spiders wanted the hags (really witches) gone. I didn’t particularly want to help the spiders, but they were ready and willing to kill the rest of my party, so I needed to keep them busy thinking I was doing their bidding. The witches seemed to have some experience dealing with the spiders, ie, killing them, and I wanted the witches to be on my side and maybe help me kill a bunch of the spiders. But in order to do that, I needed to go deal with the brownies. It was like one of the annoying quest lines, we need X, so do a favor for A. A needs a favor from B before they’ll help you. B needs a random thing R before they’ll help you help A. To get R, you need a favor from C. So you wind up doing all these little stupid things to get others to help you and finally complete the quest. I was in the middle of doing a favor for B to get B to help me kill some big fuck-off spiders just so I could get through the fucking valley and on to the quest I was really trying to complete. This fucking game…

      There was no swimming back to shore. Instead, I took one of the number of rafts kept on the island for the students to go back and forth on. A poor young woman was woken to paddle me over. She had no interest in conversation and was in general incredibly unhappy with me. Or with being awake. Which I got.

      When I stepped off the boat, she started paddling back, almost immediately. Which I also got. It was scary in these woods.

      I headed over to the southeastern portion of the valley, hoping the brownies wouldn’t shoot me with poison arrows like Wulf said. I wasn’t a fan of poison. Or being shot with arrows, really. 

      Again, I felt a shift in the forest, going from what I would describe as tamed nature to a more wild but played with sensibility. It was like someone, or many someones, were using magic to fiddle with the forest for their own gain. Pretty cool, if you ask me, but it also a bit disconcerting. I saw trees where leaves had been switched around with flowers. Flowers that were much larger than they should have been. Colors that weren’t natural, like neons and fluorescents. It was magical and amazing and begged the question: who’d taken the time to do this?

      I began to notice all kinds of carvings hidden around the area. Almost every single rock had been shaped or molded in some way. Some were actual statues of humanoids, while others were more abstract, like rings that had been carved inside other rings. It was impressive and more than a bit ridiculous. 

      What I wasn’t seeing, however, were any actual signs of sentient life. I came across a collection of huts in a tree, but they were empty. It looked like they’d been smashed apart, and savagely. 

      So I just kept on going deeper into the forest. I could tell I was getting closer to the mountains, because the ground began to slope. I crossed a ridge line and then went over a little dip, and ended up looking into a basin of sorts. There were lots of trees around the rim, and a clearing down below with a particularly large tree in the middle. Huge, heavy branches seemed to extend out an impossible distance. And on those branches were small houses and huts. Finally, I made out little figures, who had to be the brownies, running around.

      Running, in the middle of the night, because spiders were attacking them. It definitely looked like the brownies were losing.

      I reached into my bag and pulled out a few spears. I rolled my shoulders, hoisted the first spear, and threw it as hard as I could at the biggest spider I saw.

      It went right through the bulbous abdomen with a sharp crack. Its chitin broke and a wave of green slimy fluid came pouring out. The spider made a sharp shrill sound, trying to figure out who and what had attacked it.

      Which was when my second spear went through the spider’s head, and it collapsed immediately. All eight legs wrapped underneath the horse-sized creature in that classic dead spider pose. 

      The smaller spiders stopped their attack on the brownie colony and turned to see where the new threat was coming from. I didn’t want them to be disappointed.

      “Right here, you eight-legged freaks,” I said, switching out the spears for a war hammer. “Come get some.”

      And come they did. They swarmed at me. A whole butt-load of spiders that were in the realm of dog-sized. And like dogs, some were Chihuahua-sized and some were more like Great Danes. They were all ugly, with big mandibles and bulging segmented eyes.

      And they were all gonna die.

      The first spider came in range, and I was already swinging the hammer. Hard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought, perhaps, the spider might go flying. But instead, it just crumpled under the force of my hit. I took a quick step forward and crushed another little fucker who was trying to pounce on me. Then I slammed the hammer down on my left, causing a geyser of green goo.

      “Game on!” I shouted, swinging the hammer like a little kid with his first set of nunchucks. It was wild and chaotic, and I sent spiders dying every which way. Some got close enough to try and bite me, but they couldn’t quite get their mandibles open wide enough to do any real damage. Or they couldn’t hold on long enough to pump me full of venom.

      I launched the hammer at a particularly dangerous looking spider with red glowing eyes. The dude went end-over-end until it resulted in the end of the spider, and made a wet gooey mess across the grass. I ripped the mandibles out of a nearby spider, which was also the cause of his death — or her, might have been a her, didn’t check — and then used the mandibles for a quick round of stabby-stabby-knifey-spooney. Except I was all out of spoons.

      After a solid ten minutes of violence, I was all out of spiders. I could see one trying to make a run for it, so I grabbed the hammer and swung in a single motion, nailing the spider in the back of the abdomen about twenty yards distant.

      The poor thing was still trying to get away, despite the massive hole in itself, trailing its innards behind.

      I walked over to it and stomped on its head.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” I said. “I’m bad.”

       I wiped the hammer off on the grass, then slid it back into my bag. I thought about picking through the spider bits, see if there was anything useful, but then I saw the figures all staring at me from the safety of their tree.

      “Howdy,” I said, with a wave that whipped a hunk of green gloop across my face. Always making a dynamite first impression — that’s my style. 

      “Who are you that does battle for us?” came a shrill voice.

      It was hard to make out who was talking, or what was talking, so with my hands outstretched to make it super clear I had no weapons nor a desire to commit more violence, I walked closer to the tree.

      “My name is Montana,” I said. “Yours?”

      “I am the king of this realm, Axis Pepperbush,” came the reply. Finally I picked out a small humanoid, about ten or eleven inches tall, standing on a branch nearly ten feet from the ground.

      “Ah, your highness,” I said and I gave a bow. I didn’t get much in the way of fairy tales when I was a wee tot, but I heard enough to know that one thing you should always be with fairies is polite. 

      The little guy seemed to like that, and he bowed a smidge in return.

      “It would seem we owe you for saving us from the accursed arachnids,” Pepperbush said. He hopped from the branch towards the trunk of the tree, and roughly at my eye-height, just a slight bit above, a ledge grew out of the tree. He landed on it deftly, and then sat down. “You may approach, human.”

      I did, taking a few steps closer and got a good look at the wee guy. He had a sharp nose, outsized eyes, a head that was a bit too large for his body, long pointed ears, and a drooping mustache. He was old, or at least he appeared old, but his hair was iridescent, even in the moonlight. His clothes were an interesting mixture of leather and leaves, but they weren’t poorly made — they’d been expertly tailored. He carried no obvious weapons. In fact, he had no metal of any kind on him.

      “Not exactly human,” I told him.

      “Oh?” he asked, his bushy eyebrows shooting up. He leaned forward and peered at me. “Interesting. I have not met one of your kind before.”

      “And I can say the same.”

      A big smile spread across his face. “It is a great pleasure I might be your first. How did you stumble upon our small enclave?”

      “To be honest,” I said, trying to do this as politely as I could, “this valley wasn’t exactly my destination. I’m actually on a bit of a quest for, uh, a goddess.”

      “Oh? How very exciting. I find most goddesses quite delicious to deal with. They are always so passionate.”

      “Do you have a lot of goddess interactions?”

      “Enough.”

      “Sure. Okay, makes sense. You’re a king, probably—”

      “A fairy king.”

      “Right, I didn’t want to uh, you know, claim to know who you were or, uh, what you are.”

      “I am a fairy, of the brownie persuasion.”

      “It is, indeed, a pleasure, to meet you, Pepperbush.”

      There was a bit of bowing from him to me and then me to him. Neither of us seemed clear on what to do next. Which felt a little odd. 

      “So,” I said, “looks like you’ve got some, uh, spider problems.”

      “Yes. That is putting it lightly.”

       “How bad are things?” I asked. 

      “You are looking at the last of us,” he replied, head down. “I have been unable to save my people, and now we are making our last stand. I invite you to stand with us.”

      “No offense, but that doesn’t exactly sound like my kind of party. I mean, it’s a little like my kind of party, but I usually prefer leaving the party alive.”

      He smiled at that. “There is no offense in preferring survival.”

      “Are you committed to dying?” I asked.

      “I would prefer otherwise, but it seems my fate is sealed. Unless, of course, you know another way?”

      “It’s possible,” I said. “I am the duke of this area, as far as the Empire goes. The witches in the middle of the lake have sworn fealty to me. So I am here to discuss a new Accord with you.”

      “Well,” he said, ”that does offer a change. Would your Accord be us swearing fealty to you, a human?”

      “Not human,” I said trying to smile.

      “You all tend to look alike.”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty true.”

      “What is it you would like to agree upon?”

      “Depends on what you need. And, I guess, what you want.”

      He looked up into the tree, and I followed his gaze. There were a lot of little people looking down at us, including the cutest little baby brownies. 

      “We would like to survive,” he said. “Most of us would prefer to return home, to where we might find safety and regrow ourselves.”

      “This isn’t home?” I asked.

      “Home is the Feedoheem.”

      “Is that the name for the fairy world?”

      “It is a name for the fairy world.”

      Immediately, I thought about fairy tales. About terrible things the fairy world held. Creatures of nightmare and magic. Things with way too much power for any human to deal with. Of bizarre rules and kidnapped babies. If there was a chance this Feedoheem was the same as the fairy world rumored to have once existed alongside Earth, it wasn’t a place I wanted to truck with, in the slightest.

      “Have you heard of a place called Earth?” I asked.

      “What do you know of Earth?” he replied.

      “I know a little. And I know they have stories of the fairy world, is that the same as the Feedoheem?”

      “The Feedoheem touches many places. Some would call it a great connecting web. But I call it home. And it is a home I have been cut off from for far too long.”

      “Is it hard to get there?”

      “No. Quite simple. And yet, the old Accord forbade it, and we abided by the Accords. If the new Accord is different, perhaps there will be a chance we could open a portal between the lands.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “You do not want a portal?”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t exactly know about the Feedoheem. But I have heard things. And considering I’ve got a whole village with kids and the like depending on me to keep them safe, I need to think about what might come back through this portal. If you wanted to just, well, go and close it after y’all stroll through, I think that is more along the lines of something I could consider getting behind.”

      “You would help us open the portal?”

      ”I mean, does it involve child sacrifice or something?”

      He laughed. “No. We can do it. It requires but a change to the Accord and your willing participation.”

      “Then as long as you close it after you go through, sure.”

      “And if not all of my people wish to leave our adopted homelands?”

      “I mean, it’s kind of limited options, in that they can join me or they can run away from here. But I’m not sure I can save you all.”

       “I doubt that would be necessary. Would you accept them into your holding as your own people?”

      “I accept all those who are honest and good who want to work to make the world a better place, yeah, all of those things. I just want good people, man. I don’t care what kind of people.”

      There was chattering among the brownies up in the tree, but nothing loud enough that I could make out exactly what they were saying. Which meant I didn’t pick up the language. Curse my lack of decent eavesdropping skills.

      “Would you mind giving us a moment to discuss things?” the king asked.

      “Certainly,” I said.

      Pepperbush hopped off his perch, which magically shot back into the trunk of the tree, and he scampered up to talk to his people. I walked away from the tree, and spent a few moments checking my kill notifications against the bodies on the ground to make sure all the spiders were good and dead. Then I looked up into the sky, noting the position of the moons. High. Judging from where the moons had been in previous nights, I had a reasonable amount of time remaining before daylight, when the spiders would kidnap and/or execute my compatriots.

      The brownies still weren’t done talking, so I started to wonder about things. Had any spiders been able to escape and let the Mothers know I’d been doing a little extracurricular extermination? Would that then cause the Mothers to order their young to exterminate my band of misfits? This debacle was an increasing debacling mess. What was the mess above debacle? That’s what this was becoming.

      And what was I doing? Why was I going through all this trouble — because of a valley that was only sort of part of my holding and merely a through-line to the actual quest I needed to complete? This was stupid. I suppose getting more people into my holding was a benefit, and I could maybe, someday, get above the fifty percent of people in my holding who were loyal to me. But I didn’t really believe that could happen any time soon. I was just happy to have the year deadline off my chest. Granted, it was now replaced by the problem of killing off an entire species before they somehow destroyed the world. Which was also a bit of an issue, and—

      “Duke Montana,” the king called out, once again on his tree seat, “if you would return, we would like to continue our negotiations.”

      I finished forcing the spearhead through a spider’s eyes, and ignored the twitching limbs and spray of ichor as I pulled the spear back. Then I wiped it on the grass and sauntered back over to the brownies and their tree, wondering how the brownies could be as loud as they were with such small bodies. Magic?

      “Okay,” I said, “game on. Let’s get back to negotiating.”

      “We must first present you with a reward for saving us from this latest arachnid attack,” he said. “You have a hirð, yes?”

      “I do,” I said, not exactly liking where this conversation was headed.

      “Then we would offer you one of our own for your hirð. Sadly, we cannot offer more as there are so few of us left, and certainly even fewer with skills you might find useful.”

      He barked out a word I didn’t understand. I really wanted him to say two more, because then I’d have the language. Instead, two brownies dropped down to the ground. One was a buff dude, as far as a brownie could be buff, while the other was a, well, a tiny version of a pinup model. A bit like Tinkerbell without wings. Which was slightly disappointing, because flying things were pretty useful. But tiny things? Not so much.

      “You have the choice between Indigo Bumblemint and Bear Snowgust.”

      The gruff fighter nodded at Indigo Bumblemint, and the pinup at Bear Snowgust.

      “Indigo is our greatest fighter, and has been instrumental in keeping the spiders from rolling over us. And Bear is, uh, she can, she is, uh, she does some magic.”

      “I mean, you, uh, you’re not really selling Bear really well.”

      The king looked down at the girl, and smiled at me.

      “It would be disingenuous to say magic is rare for us. The lifeblood of fairies is magic. Bear is good at it, sure, but it is quite rarer to find a great fighter.”

      “Well then,” I said, thinking that I wasn’t exactly super-keen on taking a brownie onto my team, “who would be more useful to you? I feel like you might need protection as you take your people from, uh, the gate to wherever you’re going.”

      “That is true,” he said, nodding. “The Feedoheem is not a safe one. Indigo, step back!”

      Indigo seemed unhappy with this turn of events. Bear frowned at her king.

      “Your choice, then,” the king said.

      “Uh, Bear?”

      “An excellent choice,” the king exclaimed. “Bear, you are now to be part of Montana’s hirð.”

      “I mean, if you want,” I said.

      “I want,” she said, with a nod, causing her ponytail to bounce. 

      “Okay,” I replied. “Uh, let’s, uh, get this going.”

      The little brownie girl walked over to me, and looked at me.

      As before, the words rose to my throat unbidden.

      “Do you, Bear Snowgust, enter my hirð freely?”

      “I do,” Bear said.

      She then turned to face her king. Previous king. Prior king. I was now her liege. Which felt odd. Disconcerting. Everything about the interaction with the brownies was odd.

      “Thus resolved, we can resume negotiations.”

      “Yep, the Accord,” I said. “Let’s get it done.”

      “You will assist us in opening a gate to Feedoheem. After we move through, we will close it. Fifty-one of our number will remain in this plane of existence, and will join your holding. You will take a cutting of our tree to your holding, which will become the home for my people. Do you object to any of this?”

      “Not yet, but what about what I want?”

      “What is it you want?”

      “I want your people to swear allegiance to me. I want them to swear they won’t harm any of their fellows. And that they will tend towards good in any deals they make. They need to be model citizens. And they need to actively help get the witches to safety.”

      “The witches will be coming with you?”

      “They will. I mean, they don’t want to, but I think they’ll prefer to hang out in my town a bit instead of becoming spider food.”

      “I imagine they underestimate the abilities of the spiders.”

      “Is there something I don’t yet know about them?”

      “I believe they are developing certain magical qualities from having, uh, eaten so many brownies.”

      “How many have they eaten?”

      “What you see represents half of one Charm, we used to have twenty Charms.”

      “Yeah, that’s quite a few.”

      “We were on the precipice of doom, prior to you saving us. Hence our gift to you.”

      “I would consider Bear a gift.”

      “She is yours. You may do with her—”

       “Let’s table that discussion for the moment,” I said. “I’m not exactly sure what that means, but your implication worries me. I just want to make sure we’re on the same page on the Accord, so I’m going to spell it out. First, we’re going to set up a portal. Those who are leaving will leave, but you, Pepperbush, will wait. The remaining of your people swear allegiance to me. You leave. You close the portal. I take a piece of the tree, and my new peeps, we go to the witch island. We pick up the witches and head out of the valley, picking up my other comrades on the way to Coggeshall. I will probably need to talk to the spider moms, see how they’re going to try and fuck me on the deal. Can’t see how it can wrong.”

      “I believe we are on the same page,” he said. “However, you should know, you need to replant the tree within three sunrises, or it will wither and die. And any brownies who remain behind in this world will, likewise, wither and die.”

      “Okay, some minor timeline issues, but I think I can make that work. Not too hard.”

      He looked at me, his eyes hard, as if judging me. Then he nodded once, waved his arm across, and a scroll of paper dropped down onto the ground. 

      I picked it up, and as I prepared to read over it, the words popped up in my vision.

      

      You are preparing to sign an accord. Do you wish to sign the accord?

      Yes/No

      

      I selected yes.

      

      Did you read the accord?

      Yes/No

      

      I supposed it was nice that the gameworld was taking care of me, making sure I was reading things before I signed them. I took a deep breath, and, like a good duke, read over the thing one more time, looking for any spot where the brownies could act in bad faith. But it was pretty simple, and, I mean, I wasn’t looking for slaves or anything. That would be weird and deplorable. I just wanted, well, I wanted to help. To save these guys, ultimately. And I think they wanted the same thing.

      

      Now you may sign the accord. Do you wish to sign?

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      So I said yes. Or you know, I mentally clicked the yes button. But then I also took the magically floating quill which hadn’t been there before, and I scrawled my signature for the very first time as Montana Coggeshall, Duke of Coggeshall and a bunch of other shit I can’t remember.

      The king took the quill, read over my signature and giggled, then scrawled his own name.

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      Accord-ing to Me

      You signed a new accord with the brownies which does not leave the witches worse off.

      Reward for success: Bixby’s loyalty, and the witches becoming followers of Coggeshall

      

      “I have hopes for my people under your care,” he said. “You seem a good man.”

      “Let’s not get too crazy,” I replied, “I’m definitely a work in process.”

      “My friends,” he said, standing up and turning his face up to the tree, “WE RETURN!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The ritual to open a portal to the Feedoheem was surprisingly simple. I just had to plant seven red and white speckled mushrooms in a circle, then three white mushrooms in the same circle, and one purple mushroom in the middle. Normally, then there’d be months of waiting, as the mushrooms would need to grow. But with a little bit of brownie magic, the mushrooms went from seed, or spore, to, uh, mushroom, in no time. Basically, by the time I’d planted everything in the right place, all the mushrooms were grown. Then I had to stand outside the circle of the mushrooms with my eyes closed, and I had to, out loud, wish for access to the Feedoheem. 

      So I did.

      There was a soft noise, like the most delicate wind chimes were rustling in a perfect little breeze. The smell in the air was sheer delight. I can’t articulate exactly what it was, but I’d guess it was really close to what a pie cooling on a windowsill might smell like, mixed with the laundry detergent from the cabin I used to go to every summer. It was like home and—

      “Do not step across the ring,” the king’s voice came from my shoulder.

      My eyes snapped open, and I realized I was about to take a step into the ring of mushrooms. I backtracked quickly, shaking my head to try and snap out of it.

      The king patted my head. “I have heard it is quite alluring, and normally I might not have stopped you, considering it was not part of our Accord, at least not directly. But I tell you in confidence that this relationship between you and us is likely different than any other you will have with fairies. I am excited for the day I might return and visit you and my children.”

      Something like a wall of glitter dropped down around the ring of mushrooms. The brownies cheered. They all were smiling gleefully, and they all looked to the king.

      Pepperbush nodded. All the brownies who were going started a mad dash, hooting and hollering as they disappeared in grand sprays of what I can only assume was magical fairy glitter. It was over in just a few seconds. Then king hopped off my shoulder, walked over to the tree, and put both hands into the trunk like it was a Jell-O mold. He pulled out a monstrous-sized acorn, about the size of a fist. Right before my eyes, the tree withered. All its leaves fell to the ground, and the massive tree died. Just like that. The king brought the acorn over to me, solemn and slow, staggering a bit under its weight. 

      “This,” he said, almost reverently, “is the LifeSeed of our tree. It must have exposure to the air at all times, so you must not place it in your magic bag. It must be within the soil prior to seeing its third sunrise, so do not delay.”

      “What happens if I don’t make it?” I asked.

      “Then all of these brownies are in danger of death. Or worse.”

      “So they won’t die immediately?”

      “They will die, but I cannot tell you the means of their death. It is of utmost importance you do not allow the tree to die.”

      “I won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Arbor Day

      Plant the treehome of the brownies before the third sunrise.

      Reward for success: The continued survival of the brownies

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Death of the brownies

      Yes/No

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I accepted.

      “It is time to bid goodbye,” the king said, making a slight bow. “I shall return.”

      He held out his hand, which had a small pouch in it.

      “If you wish to call for me to come back,” he said, “the means to do so are in here.”

      I took the pouch, we shook hands, and he darted through the glitter curtain, calling out two words in his foreign tongue. Or another foreign tongue since my skill didn’t proc, and I didn’t pick up the Brownie language. The glitter swirled together, went up into the sky about twenty feet in a blobby-sort of ball, and then slammed into the ground in a fantastic miniature light show before everything disappeared. A few specks of glitter flitted about in the sky for a moment it all vanished. 

      Then it was me, and I was alone. With fifty some-odd brownies. Plus Bear the brownie pin-up, who had her arms crossed and was scowling at me.

      “Awesome,” I said, “let’s go talk to some witches.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I figured moving a group of brownies might be like herding kittens. At least, that is what made the most sense considering what I knew of brownies from fairytales and the like. Instead, it was a more somber march through what I realized was the remains of their village. Past spots where their families had made last stands, through battlegrounds and de facto graveyards. There was no talking, but I did hear a few sobs here and there, and the scope of the situation started to become clearer to me. This wasn’t just a valley I was making a quick trip through. Rather, it was a place I had been directed to because I could make a difference. I had to wonder if there was something else working in the background. 

      The group got to the lake faster than I got to the brownie tree. Which was probably a factor of the lake being quite large, and the tree being quite small, relatively speaking. 

       Getting across took a hot minute, first because I had to signal the fucking student rower who was supposed to be watching for me but had clearly fallen asleep, and it wasn’t until I got a particularly lucky long rock throw that I woke her up. Second, because there was a little shuffling of brownies required, and I left the poor student to go back and forth from the beach. I ran across the island and up the hill, sliding to a stop in front of Bixby’s cottage. I gave a hard knock on the door, and waited.

      A moment passed.

      Then another. And before another moment could pass, I knocked hard on the door once again, and it swung open. Bixby stood there, her hair a bit mussed up and her face in a scowl.

      “Sadly,” I said, “it’s time to go.”

      “Go?” she asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “I went and I spoke to the brownies, as you suggested. And we came to a new Accord.”

      “You agreed to their demands we leave the island?”

      “No,” I said, “after saving the last few brownies from becoming spiderbait, I agreed to escort them to my town. And I’m offering you the same deal.”

      “We need not leave, we can—”

      “Witch, please. The spiders were focusing all their efforts on the brownies. Whatever you’ve been dealing with has been just enough to make you think you’ve got it covered, but the reality is worse. With the brownies gone, it will take a day for the spiders to overrun you, tops.”

      “You have been fooled by the brownies. They are infamous for the abilities with illusions and charms.”

      “Maybe they are, but in this instance, they are telling the truth. Something I know because nearly all of them chose to leave back to Feedoheem instead of staying here. And they gave me their tree to replant.”

      I held out the acorn. It felt very warm, and pulsed out a little green light.

      Bixby reached out a little, and I saw a flicker of magic in between her hand and the acorn.

      “It is real,” she said softly, speaking to herself. “Then they have told the truth. They are leaving the valley?”

      “Bingo.”

      “And you are leaving with them?”

      “For now,” I said. “I don’t plan on letting the spiders keep this valley, but they’ve got the numbers right now. I’m a solid fighter, but no way I can take them alone. Once we’ve won back the valley, you can return.”

      “So you’re saying we need to leave?”

      “Yeah. Like, now. Or sooner. We need to be out of this valley by daylight.”

      “I don’t know that I can make it over the pass—”

      “I can carry you. Just get the things you need, and we’ll go, okay? Anything you need to take with you, bring to me. I’ll put it in my magic bag, and—”

      “It cannot possibly carry—”

      “Stop arguing, would you? Get your shit, and let’s go.”

      That seemed to get through to her. She nodded a few times, and then disappeared back into the house, yelling for the others to get up. A moment later, Careena came sprinting out of the house, and headed for the other buildings to round up the girls. It was a sort of pandemonium as everyone darted around trying to get ready. The brownies and I just stood as much out of the way as we could. After maybe half an hour of chaos, a bunch of young women, the students, plus the four teachers stood in front of me. All their belongings, for the most part, got shoved in my bag.

      “Okay,” I said. “Great. We are going to take a little walk, and then a longer walk. It will take be about two days. There’s a really high pass, you probably know the one,” I pointed to said pass, “but otherwise, it’s going to be mostly downhill. Then we get to go into a kobold warren and a banded worm tunnel, so, uh, I suppose an educational opportunity there.”

      No one smiled at that, so we just started on our way. The witches had glowing stones attached to sticks, illuminating everything out to a certain radius. There was a lush grass all over the island that seemed to have been trimmed by someone.

      We had to use all the rafts to deliver everyone in groups to shore, and even then, it took multiple trips. I caught sight of the glowing stones reflecting off various things in the darkened forest towards the north. Spiders were watching us.

      I took up the front, walking towards a towering rock formation I remembered being in the general vicinity of where I’d left my compadres.

      Even that mild uphill slope taxed the witches, and not just the older ones. The entire group was out of breath and fading as we closed in on the tree line. The brownies, on the other hand, just motored on. Still quiet, still reserved. Maybe they were having doubts about not going back to the Feedoheem. I mean, I didn’t exactly understand why any of them would want to stay in this world, not when they could go back to their home.

      We waited at the edge of the tree line. I started wondering if the Feedoheem somehow touched Earth, if there might be a way to go through that plane and wind up back at my own home. Though that was more a thought experiment than anything else, seeing as I had nothing to go back to. And if I went back through the Feedoheem, would I be going as my old self, or would I be going as Montana of Coggeshall?

      Even if I did find a way to Earth, I didn’t think I’d go. I was set in my new world. And making a life here.

      We continued on, but I couldn’t sense any spiders, which worried me. They had to be somewhere, watching. But the only thing I saw was a singular goose head sticking straight up out of a giant goose body.

      A soft honk echoed out, and I sped up across the open space, waving. That got me a second honk.

      The group followed, sort of. Some of them walked into the field, but more of them remained in the trees. None of them seemed sure of what they should be doing. I scrambled up the boulders, then dropped into my group.

      “Wake up,” I said, being purposefully loud.

      I got a bunch of groans and squinty eyes as I pulled off blankets and pushed people around. 

      “We’ve got things to do today,” I said.

      “Just walking,” Ragnar said, grabbing the nearest blanket and wrapping it tightly around him.

      “Not just walking,” I said, “escorting. Running. Probably fighting. So get up.”

      He did not.

      The others got to their feet, and were getting something of a move on, but Ragnar continued to be recalcitrant (where the hell did that SAT word come from?). I picked him up, blanket and all, and threw him up over the rock barrier. 

      There was a whump as he hit the ground, and then a long string of curses in Lutra. 

      “I told you to get up, fleabag,” I shouted back at him.

      The curses continued, but I had other things I had to do.

      “So, once again, we are forced to make a trip back home,” I said. 

      The others looked at me like I was a fucking idiot. Which, to be fair, was pretty much how I felt about the situation too. But that was just my idiom. Fucking idiocy. 

      “Why?” Amber asked.

      “So you know the spiders in the valley?” I asked.

      “Not personally,” Amber said. She got sassy when she was tired.

      “Turns out they’re giant assholes, and super violent. They like making puppets out of people, and they’ve basically genocided the brownies here in preparation for killing the witches — not hags, by the way, Wulf — and taking over the valley. So, we’re taking what’s left of the brownies and the witches, and bringing them back to Coggeshall.”

      “And then we come back here?” Skeld asked, pulling a leather shirt over his fur.

      “Negative ghostrider,” I said.

      “Ghostrider?”

      I continued as if I hadn’t heard his question. “The spiders will remain in control of this valley, for now. We’ll have to get our army to come up here and run an extermination job sometime soon. And hopefully rescue the humans, and others, they’re currently keeping as livestock.”

      “Why not do it now?” Wulf asked.

      “As much of a badass I believe I am,” I said, “even I have certain limits. And going up against a thousand plus spiders is one of them. One good dose of poison, and I’m toast. As are all the fools fighting with me, or those I’m trying to keep alive.”

      “So you run like a coward.”

      “It’s a tactical fucking retreat, dickbag. And judging by your last performance, you seriously shouldn’t accuse anyone of being a coward. But if you want to take them on,” I reached into my bag and pulled out a spear, “here. Be my fucking guest.“

      That took the air out of his sails. After an awkward moment, I took the spear back and slip it in my bag.

      “So, yeah. We’re heading back down the mountain, and then we’ll do this whole thing again. But different.”

      “Different?”  Meikeljan asked. “How?”

      “We can’t go through this valley again without clearing it first. I don’t want to risk the spiders being able to track us back home. So we’ll need a different route. You know one, Wulf?”

      “I will need to think about it.”

      “Peachy. We’ve got a day or so’s walk back home. Ruminate away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The older witches were less than enthusiastic when they saw Fritz for the first time. And they were not amused when I suggested Bixby ride the goose over the pass. They even yelled at me when I picked her up and used a bit of leather to tie her on. That said, the screaming stopped once Fritz was airborne. And or she fainted. Or they got out of range. Tough to tell, but at least she wasn’t struggling to get up the pass.

      I got the rest of the group on the path, and then decided I should mosey over to the spider-home and see what they had to say. Not just because I wanted to get the quest to complete, though that was part of it, but also because I wanted to buy as much time as I could for the witches to get up to the top of the pass.

      But I didn’t want to go by myself, since I didn’t trust the spiders. They would have no problems just eating me. So it was time to try out my newest hirð member.

      “You have some magic capabilities, right?” I asked Bear.

      She nodded at me.

      “Invisibility?”

      “Yes,” she said. She had a sultry voice.

      “What do you have in terms of spells? Maybe something with fire?”

      “I can cast several fire-based spells.”

      “Cool,” I said. “Can your invisibility hold against the spiders? In their lair?”

      “I have not tried it, but I would assume so.”

      “Great. You’re coming with me. Uh, I guess ride on my shoulder so you don’t get stepped on or something.”

      She nodded, closed her eyes and disappeared. Then I felt something climbing up my leg and torso before a slight weight settled on my shoulder.

      It wasn’t hard to find my way back across the valley — just go downhill until you end up going uphill. Ignore the spiders until they came to escort me, and then let the escorts do the work.

      Walking through, I noticed more spiders around than I’d seen before. Maybe because it felt like they were watching me, hungrily. Just before we got to the caves, I saw what I thought was a human corpse, but with a little, uh, movement happening under the skin. Its eyes opened, and I saw only horror there. Well, horror and pain. The poor bastard was being eaten from the inside out.

      After a short walk through the tunnels, I was back in the large cavern, standing in a circle of giant mother spiders. The Grand Mother stood right in front of me, her black and shiny eyes locked on my face. A moment passed, and another pale humanoid came walking out. It knelt in front of the Grand Mother. There was no hesitation this time, and the spider just jammed her leg into the dude’s head.

      Kersplush.

      The humanoid, a young man with just the barest vestiges of facial hair, turned around to face me.

      “You have returned,” the Grand Mother said.

      “I do what I say I’m going to do.”

      “I have been told that you killed several of my children.”

      “I might have,” I said. 

      “This does not make us happy.”

      “You think it made me happy? I was trying to solve your problem, and then they attacked me.”

      “You must have been in the wrong place.”

      “Did you tell your children to not attack me?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, so, they did. I defended myself, and your kids lost. I’m sorry. but, I did do as you asked.”

      “You resolved the issue with the hags?”

      “Yes. I got them to leave the valley.” Which was mostly true. I did get them to leave, I was just planning on making sure they’d be free to move back home at some point.

      The Grand Mother stood back up to her full height, and I felt like she was chatting with the various mothers in the room. Or, who knows? Spiders doing spider things.

      Then the attention came back to me. “You have done as you promised.”
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      The DeHaggening

      Get the hags out of the valley, turns out, alive.

      Reward for success: Safe passage through the valley. Once.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Well that was underwhelming.

      “Okay,” I said, “so I get free passage now, right?”

      The puppet smiled. 

      “Yes,” it said. 

      But I didn’t believe her. There was something about the way she said it, well, the way the puppet said it, that felt like she was about to pull something over on me. And I was pretty sure I knew what she was going to do.

      “Okay then,” I said, “I suppose I’ll just have to chat with y’all on a later date.”

      I gave a little wave, then walked away from the spider mothers. 

      All around me, small spider faces turned in my direction. It continued as I walked back through the cave tunnels — I was not ignored this time. I felt like I was a candy bar being paraded through an elementary school. Everyone was careful not to touch, but it was taking all their willpower.

      Outside of the cave, the spiders were just as eager. They kept a polite distance, but dozens just followed along behind.

      “A little fire,” I said to Bear softly. “Just enough to let them know to hang back.”

      A tiny ball of fire shot straight up, barely missing the overhanging webs.

      The spiders, almost as one, flattened out and scurried away. Not away away, unfortunately, but just enough away that they weren’t in striking range.

      That is, until we got to the edge of the dead-zone. The clear demarcation of where the spider’s forest began and the rest of the valley ended. As soon as I stepped across that line, as soon as my foot hit the grass, I felt a change ripple through the spiders. I glanced over my shoulder to see an eight-legged beast the size of a pony soaring through the air, with iridescent venom dripping from its fangs.

      Here’s my top tip about flying attacks: make sure you’re attacking something that doesn’t have the speed, strength, or weight to push you around. Because otherwise, you wind up looking pretty stupid.

      I grabbed the spider’s leg from mid-air and pulled hard.

      The spider sailed over me, gained a tremendous amount of speed, and then came to a very sudden stop in the trunk of an old oak. Goo came out around the spider as I, essentially, forced the creature to kiss its ass from the inside.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Giant Spider (lvl 21 Hunter).

      You’ve earned 330 XP! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Then I sprinted. I knew I couldn’t take all the spiders, and I think they knew it too. But they also had just enough of an individual survival instinct that no one was super keen to go next and wind up a goo-stain on a tree. 

      “Fire,” I said through deep breaths. “At the webs, if you don’t mind.”

      There was a whoosh behind me. I felt a searing heat around my head and back, and then heard a second whoosh. Another glance over my shoulder, and a goodly portion of the forest was on fire.

      Some of the spiders stopped the chase, made a high-pitched chittering noise, and started trying to put out the fire. Still, that left hundreds, if not thousands, of eight-legged assholes still after this two-legged asshole. 

      It seemed like my incendiary warning shots did more to piss them off than scare them away. They only ran faster now. 

      Mid-stride, I grabbed Eona’s bow from my bag, as well as some arrows. I turned and knelt at the same time, sliding through some of the grass.

      “Plug your ears,” I said.

      I fired an arrow at the biggest, baddest looking spider I could see, about thirty yards away.

      I felt the familiar boom, and the front portion of the big bad spider disappeared in a furious spray of blood, guts, and chitin.

      Between the sound and the fury (ha), the spiders slowed some.

      A second shot seemed necessary, something I’d expected, so I already had another arrow nocked. I released it at the next biggest arachnid, and blew that poor bastard to bits as well. 

      I continued laying down the booms, causing a shower of chitin to rain down on the spiders until I’d used up all the arrows I’d grabbed.

      “More fire please,” I said, getting back to my feet, and sliding the bow in the bag before running.

      “I have given you all I have,” she said.

      “Let’s work on that in the future,” I replied, and hurdled a fallen tree.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The spiders continued chasing us through the valley, more or less. I think they assumed I’d tire myself out eventually. But I could sprint all day and all night. And then another day and night. Then I’d have to sleep a bit, but I could probably push myself to three or four days. I just hadn’t seen the reason to yet.

      The spiders started to lag back after twenty minutes of sprinting. Once we got going seriously up hill, we finally had some distance from our pursuers. But they didn’t give up. And from the crashing sounds behind us, some of the big boys had come out to play.

      I got to the path, breaking through some bushes, and had to grab onto a tree to slow myself down enough to make the turn. I continued sprinting on the path, my knees pumping, breathing hard, but feeling good. Little Bear was still invisible, but I could feel her holding onto my hair, occasionally slipping a little and ripping at my hair as she struggled to regain her seat. It was only a few minutes on the path before I saw the pass up ahead. More concerning: quite a few of the students were standing at the boundary between warm and cold, refusing to move on further.

      None of the older witches were present, and neither was Fritz, so at least there wasn’t that hurdle to jump. And yet, if one of them had been there, it probably would have been easier to get the girls to move into the cold.

      “We won’t go with you,” the apparent leader said to a very angry looking Skeld. “It’s too cold—”

      I sprinted through the group, right into the snow on the other side of the line before I stopped.

      “You don’t have to come,” I said, wiping some of the sweat off my face and rather enjoying the fact that it looked like I was steaming in the cold. “But if you stay, you’re not going to like it.”

      “I don’t understand why we have to go,” she said, and even though it wasn’t there, I imagined the vocal fry as she complained. “I’m going back to the island on the lake. It’s perfectly safe.”

      “Your choice,” I said. 

      I looked around to get a better picture of things, to see who was there and what I might have to work with. Skeld was there, as well as eight student-witches, and Vreggork. All the brownies and the other members of my team had gone on.

      Down in the valley, a tree got pushed over, and the nesting birds all flew out into the pre-dawn light.

      “There are a lot of spiders coming this way,” I said. “Big ones. But I’m sure y’all’ve got more than enough spells to show them what for. So let’s go Skeld. Onward and upward.”

      “Finally,” Skeld muttered, and continued marching on the trail.

      “You’re leaving us?” one of the girls asked, sweating because she’d put on her warm weather gear but hadn’t actually gone into the cold yet.

      “Uh, yeah,” I said. “Look at all those fuckers.”

      The spiders halted at the tree-line, about forty yards distant. Hundreds of the little assholes, which meant, in essence, thousands of eyes looking out at us.

      “They seem hungry,” I said. “But maybe they’re just looking to make some new friends.”

      The girls started hiking in seconds flat, at enough of a pace that I had to tell them to slow down before they got too winded.

      I stood at the edge of the valley for a few minutes, just watching the spiders, and letting them watch me. A few came closer, but not one passed into the cold. I hoped the cold was enough to keep them in place until I could come back and deal with them.

      Finally, I turned my back on the spiders, and headed uphill.
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      Hiking with teenagers is rarely an activity you would think of as fun. To be real, if hiking wasn’t often a part of fishing, it wouldn’t ever be in a list of activities I engaged in. It was basically just walking but harder, and I didn’t see the fun of that. Add in a bunch of sullen girls who hadn’t gotten enough sleep and weren’t entirely doing this voluntarily, and you got, well, an exercise in patience.

      The whining started about a hundred yards from the border of the valley. I would like to tell you it stopped, but, well, I try to keep this whole thing to mostly the truth. Sometimes they would halt momentarily. Like, for example, after I yelled. Or after Skeld smacked one with the haft of his spear, and I had to take Skeld’s spear away. But in short order, it would resume. And it wasn’t just one of the girls. It was all eight of them. They were tired, cold, wet, hungry. You name it, and they felt it. And it was all terrible. 

      “They are annoying,” came a voice in my ear.

      “You don’t get to talk,” I said. “You’re just riding along.”

      “I can still judge,” she said.

      “Well, do it silently,” I snapped.

      We made the top of the pass in short order, and I allowed the group to take a break. It’s also where I saw the others, just getting prepared to make their way down the other side of the mountain.

      Amber gave me a wave, and I trotted over to her.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “I heard you using your bow in the valley,” she said.

      “It’s a bit obvious, isn’t it?”

      “Do not use it in the mountains again,” she said.

      “Wait, I—”

      “Avalanches,” she replied, then turned and walked away. I watched her tails sway through the air for a moment, then shook my head. She was right. It was bad that I hadn’t thought of that. That sort of noise could make some real problems for us. 

      Ragnar walked up and stood next to me, also watching Amber walking away.

      “No comments bout how much you like watching her go,” I said.

      “I would never.”

      “Is that what you were going to say to me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “By maybe do you mean yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have the brownies been any problem?”

      “No. They are pretty damn depressed though. That’s something we’ll probably have to deal with in the near future.”

      “Their group depression?’

      “It’s intense, Montana. They have a lot of suppressed rage.”

      “And you gleaned that from walking next to them for a little while?”

      “I am an intuitive motherfucker,” Ragnar said. “But it was mainly what Tarryn told me to tell you. I have no idea how he came to that conclusion.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Fritz has the old witches down at the mouth of the cave. He ferried the other two at the same time. Careena is, uh, there,” he pointed to a small form leading some of the other young witches just over the edge. “She’s been pretty good at keeping those girls moving.”

      I turned and looked at Skeld.

      “Get them up,” I said. “We’ll take a break later. It’s all downhill from here!”

      I wanted to catch my complaining girls up with Careena, let the young witch take over looking after all the students.

      Skeld did a fair bit of yelling, which had no effect on getting the girls moving again. Understandable in a sense because otters, no matter the size, are more cute than anything else. And considering that most of the girls were at least taller than Skeld if not also heavier, and intimidation was never going to be his strong suit. I was about to jump in to assist, I seemed to have a certain panache when it came to yelling at the youth. I had always been looking forward to the day I could have a lawn and scream at children who dared trespass across my sacred grass, but that didn’t seem like it was in the cards at present. Then Vreggork unleashed something that sounded a bit like a roar and a bit like a hiss, a sound full of fury and hitting the right evolutionary notes to make the deep lizard brain within most, if not all humans, know that something bad was coming and it was time to flee. Naturally, this rather horrible noise sent the girls running. It was impressive.

      I was about to congratulate him on a job well done, but we heard a response. A roar which was from the same general family of sounds as Vreggork’s, but that had a whole lot more behind it. Both in volume, horror, and to be honest, a rather delightful basso profundo.

      “There is chance Vreggork has made error,” Vreggork said. “Is maybe big error.”

      “Oh?” I asked. “Skeld, get everyone else down the fucking mountain. Bear, you think you can help with that? Do you know, like, a slow fall spell or something?”

      She appeared in mid air, and dropped to the ground. I got a glimpse of one of her very tanned legs, and I was about to say something to her about the cold, but by the time she’d landed in the snow, she was wearing furs.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      She turned around and gave me a wink, then seemed to skip across the top of the snow running towards Skeld.

      This place was weird.

      Skeld and Bear yelled at the girls and got them off their lazy butts. Careena seemed to realize the rest of her charges had come with us, and she stood at the edge of the pass, helping the girls get in order and head down the mountain.

      ”The call to frighten girls, is maybe also one sometimes use for challenge.”

      “For challenge. Not getting what you’re saying.”

      “Challenge. Like for rank or—”

      “Duel?”

      “Yes. Maybe. You call duel. Yes. Is call for duel then.”

      “And something answered your call for a duel?”

      “Is likely yes.”

      “What thing would do that?”

      “Is remembering coward-bear talking about worm in valley, yes?”

      “A lindworm. Whatever that is, it’s new to me.”

      “Is probably lindworm.”

      “Is that a big problem or a little problem?”

      “Mostly depends on lindworm. Little lindworm, little problem.”

      “What the fuck is a lindworm?”

      “You know dragon?”

      “I don’t like where this is going.”

      “Is dragon, but only two legs, no wings.”

      “Smaller than a dragon?”

      “Is depending on dragon, yes? Also lindworm.”

      “So a lindworm can be bigger than a dragon?”

      His eyes went wide as he caught sight of something over my shoulder, something up at the top of the ridge over the southern edge of the pass, where the mountains were.

      “Is maybe big problem,” Vreggork said, his voice breaking ever so much.

      I turned around slowly, doing my utmost to keep projecting a sense of calm and confidence. Which wasn’t easy — had this moment occurred earlier in my time in Vuldranni, it’s likely my pants would have gotten a bit warmer from an involuntary expulsion.

      A very big blue dragon-looking motherfucker stared down at me. He had huge-ass teeth, big ol’ blue eyes that were nearly the color of his scales, and two huge, muscled arms with claws about the size of Skeld tipping each of his three fingers and one thumb.

      “Great,” I said. “Well, you called for the duel. So good luck?”

      “You leave me?” Vreggork asked.

      “No, just, just joking,” I said, wishing I could bolt. “You tell the big guy here that you made the call for me, and I just wanted to talk to him.”

      ‘You want talk to him. Okay. What if is not him?”

      “You think there’s some other lindworm hanging around this valley? Waiting to get a call for a challenge?”

      “Is possible, but am thinking doubtful. Him, as in maybe her.”

      “Use a gender-neutral term then, Hoss. Try not to start a fight with it.”

      “Yes. Is bad idea to fight. You lose.”

      “Let’s not test it. Now go talk.”

      Vreggork went closer to the lindworm, and the lindworm came further down the slope until it was within the pass area. Which gave me a better look. It was even bigger than I thought, with a head somewhere in the realm of twenty feet long, and a mouth big enough that I could use his tongue as a comfy bed with plenty of room for a partner or three. As Vreggork got closer, the disparity in sizes became comical. The massive creature lowered its snout, eyes almost crossing in an attempt to keep the tiny kobold in view.

      I took a few steps closer, just in case I had to jump in and save Vreggork.

      There was a rumbling sort of noise that came out of the beast’s giant maw, and I darted forward, grabbing Vreggork and putting him behind me.

      The lindworm rose up, partially from surprise, I think, and stared down at me.

      A few noises came out of Vreggork.
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        * * *

      

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

      

      “... a mistake,” Vreggork said.

      “Hrrrrmmm,” the lindworm rumbled. “A mistake?”

      “Vreggork,” I said in common, “let me take this, okay? You just head down the mountain side, and I’ll chat and get out of this.”

      Vreggork nodded, and said, “Is a him.”

      Then he darted away, running faster than I’d ever seen him move before. It was a little surprising to see his complete loss of stoicism.

      Then it was just me and the worm.

      “You are a stupid human,” the lindworm said in draconic.

      “Aren’t you quick to judge, hot pants,” I snapped back at him. Also in draconic.

      The lindworm tilted its massive head to the side and moved back a little farther from me.

      ”You speak The Language?” It asked.

      “Kind of funny that kobolds think their language is The Language, and now you guys—”

      “It is The Language. It was spoken in this world before any other was.”

      “You got me there. I am Montana of Coggeshall, duke of Coggeshall.”

      “You claim this holding?”

      “I do.”

      “And you are here to challenge me for it? Bold of you, little man. You will make a nice snack.”

      “Or,” I said, taking a step back and holding up my hands, “we could chat about all this.”

      “You would speak with me?”

      ”I’m here doing that already.”

      “Hrmmm.”

      His hrm was loud enough that I felt my teeth rattle.

      “How do I know you are worthy of talking to me?” It asked.

      “Can I have your name?”

      “I am Grirsenarth.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” I said.

      “If you are able to draw my blood before I kill you, I will consider you my equal.”

      Then he struck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I dove to the side, coming up in a roll, and then leapt again.

      There was a crash as the lindworm’s mouth slammed into the snowy ground.

      I slid to a stop superhero-style, with one hand balancing me against a rock. I was reaching for my knapsack when one of the giant claws came around.

      Again, I had to jump back, and I got to feel his claw comb through my long beard.

      The other hand was already coming in fast, and I couldn’t get out of the way in time. It crashed into me, and I went flying.

      Fortunately, my flight path didn’t head out of the pass so much as into one of the walls of the pass.

      It definitely rattled me, and by the time I figured out what had just happened, I was rolling down the hill like the Dread Pirate Roberts. I jammed my hand into the snow, which dislocated my shoulder. But, I stopped. I got to my feet and looked at the lindworm, Grirsenarth.

      Or where the lindworm should have been.

      Just then I heard something above me. I didn’t even look — I just leapt off the incline, and then sprinted when I reached the semi-level ground of the pass.

      A huge thud sounded behind me, and I reached into the bag for the only thing I needed just as I got hit by a whipped tail.

      This time, I grabbed onto the tail and refused to let myself go flying. Which meant I absorbed the blow in my body more than the first hit, and felt a multitude of bones creak. And the bizarre sound of flesh being crushed. Minor issue with bones that don’t break, all the other stuff in your body does. Pain erupted everywhere, a fiery sort of ‘please-give-up-and-die’ that I was becoming all-too-familiar with.

      But I didn’t listen. My body was stupid. It didn’t know what I was doing.

      What I was doing, rather, was to get a moment where I could snag a specific sword from my bag and use the Eternal Xiphos of Sharpness and I plunged it into the lindworm’s tail.

      There was a roar of pain, and I released my grip, hoping the draconic beast would stop as it had promised.

      I may have skidded across the ground, and then I staggered up, one arm hanging pretty much useless now, one leg bending in an unnatural direction. Sure, my bones couldn’t break, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be popped out of socket or pulled apart.

      Grirsenarth did stop. He stared down at me with his ginormous eyes. Then his mouth opened wide, and he laughed.

      “It has been a long time since I have been bested, human,” he said. He plucked my sword out of his tail, and tossed it my way. “You have a sacrificial manner of fighting. I cannot imagine you will last too long. But while you are alive, I will call you my equal.”

      “Thanks,” I said, feeling my body starting to pull back together, the process both disgusting and painful.

      The lindworm was very interested in the process. He got his face close to me, and sniffed.

      “You are not a human,” Grirsenarth said. “Are you?”

      “I’m not,” I replied, bending over and grabbing the xiphos. I slipped it back into my bag.

      “Most interesting. And you are able to repair like this after every battle?”

      “I am.”

      “Perhaps I was mistaken in thinking you my equal.”

      “I’m pretty sure you are, I certainly don’t think I’m up to par with any dragons. But I’m going to ride it. I could use a local ally.”

      He chuckled. “Perhaps not with a dragon, but a lowly lindworm? Certainly.”

      “You don’t seem lowly.”

      “I failed to kill you.”

      “Many have. Like those spiders in that valley.”

      “Are you the reason they are so riled up?”

      “You could say that.”

      “And if my nose tells the truth, the witches and fairies are leaving. You?”

      “Mixture. Me and the spiders. Spiders are taking over. For now.”

      “What is your plan with me, then, Duke of Coggeshall?”

      “Hey man, I just wanted to meet you,” I said, thinking that it might not be prudent to admit the whole thing was a mistake on Vreggork’s part.

      “And now we have met. Would you send me on my way?”

      “Is there anything that you want?”

      He paused, and I could see he was thinking. If I had to guess, and I did at that point, I would have thought he was trying to decide if he was willing to tell a relative stranger a very personal truth. 

      “I have been in these mountains for many seasons,” he said slowly. “I have seen many come through the passes and the valley over the ages, and none have yet tried to speak with me. Some hunted me, some sought my treasures. But none spoke. You alone have done so, seeking to speak to me even before I was willing to speak to you. You sought neither my horde or my head. I would call you friend, Montana of Coggeshall. And I would ask, perhaps, if you might return and speak with me from time to time.”

      “Sure,” I said, moving my arms and torso, loosening up as I felt the last bits of myself healing. “I’ll call you friend as well, Grirsenarth. And I would love to visit you and have a chat now and again. Minor favor, though, try not to eat my people.”

      “It would seem I have plenty of spiders to keep my belly full in the coming months. Quickly now. A storm is coming.”

      He gave me a lindworm smile and then took his two giant arms and propelled himself up the side of the mountain, disappearing around a rocky cliff.

      I stood there a moment or two longer, wishing I had remembered to ask him about the mystery and/or secret of the valley, why it was so warm and whatnot. But I hadn’t. Maybe because I’d been busy getting the shit kicked out of me. Little things like that have a way of confusing a person. Then I jogged off after my people.
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      There is no real way to express how unpleasant the day became. I carried families of brownies down until they were able to walk again. And then I clambered back up the steep slopes and did the same for witch after witch after witch. As soon as one saw I was willing to be a mule, the rest were quick to require similar treatment. Even for someone like me, with truly limitless reserves of stamina, I felt winded and annoyed standing in the entrance to the kobold cave by the end of the day.

      Since we were heading back to Coggeshall, there was no need to keep our rations to ourselves. So we broke them out among our new friends, having something along the lines of a feast. But we were missing the happiness a feast usually brought about. The brownies were quiet — no one really spoke amongst the group. The witches huddled together, tired and clearly not looking forward to a night in a cave. I set watches, with Fritz on one side and Ragnar on the other, and then crashed. I needed sleep.

      Ragnar, ever the kind soul, kicked me awake after a few hours, and we traded watch. I sat down on a rock and stared into the darkness. It was a long and boring watch, and nothing happened. Snores came from those still sleeping. A light odor of unwashed bodies wafted around.

      The storm raged outside. Snow blew almost horizontal, but thankfully, never really came into the cave. The great big bulk of Fritz also did a pretty stellar job in keeping the wind out. The storm must have come up while I was sleeping, and though I was briefly tempted to walk out into it and get a sense of how bad it really was, I realized that might not be the best use of my time. And there was always the chance another of those abominaballs coming to ambush me. And talk about something that’s rather pointless. Sure, I got a fair amount of XP from killing the first abominaball, but not enough to risk the creature getting into the cavern for a tasty meal of witches. Sure, they weren’t sandwiches, but they were probably still quite tasty.

      I waited and watched. Nothing happened. 

      People started waking a little before dawn. Before long Skeld had a new fire going and something bubbling in a pot. There was breakfast, a rather impressive lack of conversation, and then, just when I thought we were going to have another day of whining and complaining, Bixby yelled at her students, using a few curses I’d never heard. She pointed out that she was old and creaky, but not making a fuss. So the young ones needed to shut it and walk thankfully to their new home.

      While effective in getting us moving, it really left an awkward air to everything. Fritz took off, flying wherever Deep Geese with eight heads go when they’re, you know, engaging in leisure activities. Vreggork and I took the lead, since we knew the way, and Skeld and Ragnar took up the far back, keeping everyone moving. It was a bizarre procession. Largely because the brownies were so small. You could lose sight of them passing by minor rock formations.

      Our trek through the caverns was tedious, but nowhere near as bad as the bit through kobold warren. The throne room was full of rotting flesh and, well, poop. Poop of various sources, not just kobolds any longer. It made me a little nervous, so I looked over at Vreggork.

      He shook his head. Whatever it was that had been defecating in the area, the snowbold wasn’t worried about it.

      Then, it was through the worm tunnel until we got back to the door to Coggeshall.

      I think it was the same dwarf, because I got the same greeting.

      “Holy shit, Lord Coggeshall, is that you?” came the dwarven cry.

      “Yeah,” I said, arms out to show myself off. “Same duke. Here with another delivery of people.”
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      “Brownies,” Nikolai said. “You brought brownies here.”

      “You prefer cupcakes?”

      “This is no laughing matter,” he snapped, hitting his palm on the desk. We were with Wian in Nikolai’s new office, next to our new hall. Both of which were inside the cave. Coggeshall was becoming more and more dwarflike. “You are bringing together peoples who up until now have been sworn enemies. You have no idea what you are doing.”

      “Okay, first of all, I never have any idea what I’m doing, so you need to get over that. Second, no one tells me anything until after I’ve done the thing I wasn’t supposed to. Which, you know, is not very helpful. Tell me shit, and then I’ll know what not to do.”

      “You do it anyway.”

      “Sure, but then I’ll know what I’m doing, even if I’m doing something wrong.”

      “He’s got a measure of logic there,” Wian said.

      The office had stone walls and a window looking out over Coggeshall’s walled area, which was becoming quickly devoid of buildings. It was a homier room than the previous office, with a couch, of sorts, along one wall, and a small fireplace full of wood that popped and crackled as it burned. A large desk took up most of the rest of the room, with two chairs in front of it for guests. I sat in one, but Nikolai, at the present time, was pacing back and forth rather than face me. Wian, for his part, lay on the couch, wrapped in bandages.

      “Before I forget,” I said, “I need to plant this tree.”

      I held out the acorn.

      Wian looked over at it and nodded.

      Nikolai just frowned at me.

      “Do you know anything about brownies?” he asked.

      “I don’t like them with edges?” I replied.

      “Is that a joke of some kind?”

      “Since no one laughed, I’m just going to say no.”

      “Brownies are fairies, and they--“

      “Yeah, I got you on that. I know they are fairies. I saw the path to the fairy world, I made sure it was closed, that was part of the Accord.”

      “Ah, yes, the Accord. Did you think to send a copy to me to read over before you signed it?”

      “That would probably have been a good idea, but how the fuck—”

      “The paired journal.”

      “Yeah. Okay, point Nikolai. But I was in a bit of a time crunch and busting out the quill and ink might have taken a little longer than I had. And you were probably asleep and it’s not like there’s some blinking notification on this damn book, is there? You wouldn’t have known to look until you got up. And got bored.”

      “I check the book every morning.”

      “Dammit, Nikolai.”

      “Dammit, Montana. You’re making messes.”

      “And look at you, using contractions!”

      “Shut up.”

      I shut up. I was just happy to see him with a little more color than when I’d left. He was angry, sure, but he was engaged. That was a plus. I noticed a pile of shiny rocks in the corner, and it made me happy that at least some of the prinkies were still being used to bring Nikolai presents. It’s the little things that matter. Looking around, I decided to ask one of the carpenters to add a prinky door to Nikolai’s office. That way, he couldn’t just shut the door and keep them out.

      “Well then. Tell me about brownies and how bad they are,” I said.

      “I’m reading the Accord you signed,” he snapped back.

      Marginally miffed, I stood up from the chair and walked over to the window to survey my lands. Huge tracts of land. From this height, I could see trees. And the river. And, I suppose, all the grounds within the walls. There weren’t a ton of trees left inside the walls, which left a lot of good options for the brownie’s tree. I knew it would probably eventually be quite large, so I didn’t want to put it somewhere where it might interfere with one of our paths or roads. And I didn’t want it too close to the walls because I knew it was something that needed protection. They were little guys, and I wanted to make sure they were kept safe. They were my people now. After surveying everything, I decided on the blackened ground remaining behind from the torched hall. It would be a good place to plant a tree, what with rebirth and all that symbolism and shit. 

      “The Accord is imperfect,” Nikolai finally said. “But I feel you did well enough.”

      “A rousing compliment,” Wian called out from the couch.

      “Right?” I asked. “Maybe I have finally made it.”

      “When did the two of you decide to gang up on me?” Nikolai asked.

      “I don’t think we’re ganging up on you so much as just agreeing that you’re a dick,” I said.

      “I always knew you were a bit of a dick,” Wian said. “Comes from being in charge.”

      “You were also in charge.”

      “I am also something of a dick,” Wian replied. “Comes from being in charge.”

      “As much as I enjoy bantering and this impromptu dick shaming or naming thing, I’ve got things I need to do. Namely, plant a tree and then go kill off an entire group of people.”

      “Not people,” Nikolai said. “The Corrupted are no longer people.”

      “But what if they are?”

      “They aren’t. They eat babies.”

      “As much as I hate to agree with Nikolai right now,” Wian said, sitting up and wincing, “I have to say that baby-eating is a pretty good indicator there’s something wrong with you.”

      I shrugged, and then nodded. Baby-killing was bad enough, but baby-eating was decidedly extra. There was something resolutely evil about that. So, maybe I needed to let the moral question rest, and focus on the violence.

      “Is there a reason we need to worry about the brownies being integrated into Coggeshall?” I asked, leaning against the wall.

      Wian shook his head.

      Nikolai hesitated, then opened his mouth to say something, then shut it, and the shook his head.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “They are fundamentally different than any other race you’ve gathered here, though. These are creatures from a different plane of existence, and being that they chose to remain here when they could have returned home, you must ask why.”

      “I haven’t had a chance yet.”

      “It will be something we must take an interest in. If not today, soon.”

      “And the witches?”

      “You will certainly invite criticism by harboring magic users here, but I think that decision will reap rewards in time. I will meet with this Bixby woman and make clear the limitations, and see if the Mancers here are interested in some apprentices.”

      “Also the life-mage, Timurlan. he might want some assistants.”

      “His work is quite impressive. I am hopeful our food concerns for the winter might not be as grave as I once thought.”

      “Nothing like a bit of good news to make me want to leave,” I said. “That came out wrong. I’m not happy having to leave.”

      “Before you do,” Nikolai said, “should we talk about the hirð?”

      “Ah, the newest member. Bear.”

      “A brownie.”

      ”She’s a spell slinger.”

      “I thought they all were.”

      “They are, but her king seemed to think she was gifted. I’m hoping she can help balance out my lack of magic.”

      “Perhaps one of the few intelligent moves you’ve made.”

      “Ease up on the kid, already,” Wian said. “At this rate, he’s going to kill you come midwinter.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” I said. “I’d wait till spring.”

      “I am hard on him because he must learn.”

      “He is learning, Nik. He’s doing a hell of a lot better than any of us would be.”

      “He has no choice. Do you know how many souls are relying on him to—”

      “Over two thousand,” Wian interrupted to say. “Myself included. And my soldiers. Who are his soldiers. And they would already die for him. You are the only one who treats him like a piece of shit, and it affects morale. People do not like you.”

      “I do not need people to like me,” Nikolai said.

      “Yes you do,” I countered, a little surprised to be in the room while this conversation was going on, but wanting to get something out of it. “People need to like you because they need to like me. And if they still don’t like you after they’ve learned to like me, there will be tension in the holding. And that will only lead to bad things happening.”

      “Kid is right,” Wian said. “You are going to have to ask people to do uncomfortable things for the good of all the people in the holding. People that they might not like. You need to be someone everyone will go to sword for. Especially when the big guy isn’t here.”

      Nikolai glared at me. I knew what he wanted to say. That this was all my fault, that he never wanted any of this. I would have let him say it, even though it wasn’t true. This was all the work product of Benedict/Cleeve and Nikolai. I had the least to do with the holding, but I was its figurehead now.

      “I’m going to plant a tree,” I said. “You two figure out how to keep the peace and make Nikolai the prom queen. Ducal order or some shit.”

      And then, because I’m the duke, I walked out of the room.

      “What is the prom?” Nikolai asked.
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      It was cold, wet, and windy outside. All the nasty types of weather that most people despise, and I enjoy. I walked out into the storm, my hair becoming a soggy mess. Water poured down my beard. The wind buffeted against me, but I strode on like the badass I am.

      I could feel eyes on me, most of which were in the safety of our mountain home. The cliffside sported an impressive number of windows now. Nearly every opening had at least one face at it; some had more. I did a quick scan, and confirmed the distinct lack of kobolds in the windows. I needed to find out if they were being treated well.

      I stopped at the edge of the burnt grass, pulled out the giant fist-sized acorn, and looked at it. It felt warm, and alive. And even though I’d never even planted a normal acorn before, the tree somehow sent a visual sense of what I needed to do. How deep down I needed to plant the seed and all that.

      “Do you need assistance?” Came a small voice down below.

      Bear was standing in the brownie equivalent of rain gear, somehow looking really fierce despite the wetness. Or, perhaps, because of it.

      “I just put it in the ground, right?” I asked.

      “And say a thing,” she replied. “At least, that is the minimum you could do.”

      “Okay, enlighten me.”

      “It would be better if you would feed the tree.”

      “Don’t tell me it eats babies too.”

      “Just some of your blood.”

      “I don’t like that.”

      “You need not do it.”

      “But I should do it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “It further bonds the tree, and those who call the tree home, to you. And it will strengthen the tree. It will gain some of your abilities and power, and confer those on, well, us.”

      “What does it do to me?”

      ”It bonds the tree to you.”

      “So if I die the tree dies?”

      “No, but it will be harmed if you die. If you prosper, it will prosper.”

      “Okay, how much blood?”

      “Just a bit.”

      I nodded, then I marched resolutely to the spot where the hall had stood. I thought about the people who died in the hall, and the people who had died for it. And with those thoughts in mind, I put the acorn in the ground, basically just punching a hole in the earth, about a foot and a half deep, and letting go. I pulled a dagger, just an ordinary thing, from my belt, and cut my hand.

      Barely a drop of blood came out before the wound healed, and there was enough rain that the blood was washed away.

      “Are you kidding me?” I asked the world.

      I had to go bigger. So I got a good grip on the dagger, gritted my teeth, and sliced my arm open from elbow to wrist. I hit an artery, and the blood immediately started pumping. It took a second for me to angle the arterial spray in the right direction, being that the first pump hit me right in the face. Then I let a veritable shower of blood pour into the hole.

      The tree grew faster than I’d anticipated. Maybe it was the addition of my blood, maybe it was something else. Whatever the case may have been, the tree shot up. It hit me in the face and knocked me back on my ass. Then, because the tree was still growing, the trunk pushed me back and farther out of the way.

      I was laying at the base of the most beautiful oak tree I had ever seen. And it was huge. The branches were nearly a hundred feet long, horizontally. Or more. They just seemed to extend out forever. And the leaves seemed to tinkle in the rain. And no rain reached the ground where I was. It was pleasant and dry. And it smelled nice. I felt peaceful there. Though that might have just been a side-effect of blood loss and being rather lightheaded.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      Arbor Day

      You managed to plant the treehome of the brownies before the third sunrise, and the tree has surived.

      Reward for success: The continued survival of the brownies, loyalty of the brownies of the Coggeshall Treehome, 2400 XP.
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        * * *

      

      “Might have been too much blood,” Bear said, looking at me, then at the tree, then back at me. “Is your arm okay?”

      I held up my arm, wiped away the bit of blood left, and showed her the unbroken skin.

      “Fine,” I said.

      She just nodded. “It is a good tree.”

      “Do they normally grow that fast?”

      “Not that fast. Not this big. Not all the time at least.”

      “How many have you seen?”

      “Me? Three.”

      “How old are you?”

      She just smiled and walked to the tree. She put both hands on it and bent her head down.

      The other brownies ran from the mountain entrance out to their new home. It was a little weird to see them look up at the tree with reverence, making no noise. Soon, they all had their hands on the tree, leaning their heads against it as well. Communing, I suppose. 

      I took my time getting up, making sure I didn’t bother anyone, and then I left.

      I saw Lee leaning against the doorway to the kitchen. He gave a nod my way, so I angled over to him.

      “Nice tree,” he said.

      “Felt like we needed to spruce the place up a bit,” I replied.

      “Or oak it up.”

      “Bit of a reach.”

      “So is the tree.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “I do. Just seems a bit out of place.”

      ”Our aesthetic is developing.”

      ”It’s certainly diverse.”

      “The kobolds — how are they doing?”

      “In the four days they’ve been here, no problems. They are polite, courteous, and have no ability to stand up for themselves.”

      “So they’re getting pushed around?”

      ”You could say that.”

      ”Is it something I need to, like, say something about?”

      ”I don’t know if it would do anything. They seem to like it. And they seem to like eating.”

      ”They’re eating a lot?”

      ”No, but I’m not sure many of them had a steady supply of food prior to this.”

      “Are they going to bust our food supply?”

      “Well, the Ursus eat a lot more than the kobolds. Too many more of them, and we’d be in trouble. Or more Thingmen. Those guys can pack it in.”

      “Seriously though — are you worried about the food stores?”

      “No. We have a decent amount, and more coming. Plenty of the farmers on the other side of the mountains are more than happy to sell to us. We pay in coin and don’t force them into shitty deals like all the Osterstadt guilds. We’re the disrupters, and being that we are willing to overpay, so far, we’re doing fine.”

      “So why is Nikolai making it seem like we’re about to go on starvation rations?”

      “Because that’s the way he runs things. He’s more of a fear-based pessimist right now.”

      “And you’re an optimist?”

      ”Let’s not go that far. I’m more a pragmatist.”

      “But you think we’ll be okay?”

      ”Not if you keep coming back here with new mouths to feed. And not unless you pull off this quest to save the world. Pretty sure we’d be in trouble then.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “You’re like my neighbor — she had to adopt every stray animal she saw. Pretty soon, she had to move because she had too many animals.”

      “These aren’t strays.”

      “Aren’t they?’

      ”Okay, maybe they are, but they are stray people.”

      ”I know. It’s not the best metaphor. But try not to bring anyone else home until you’ve gotten the quest complete.”

      “Okay, Dad.”

      “Someone’s got to keep you in check.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?”

      “Are you heading back out soon?”

      “Just as soon as we resupply. But we have to take a different route.”

      “Oh?”

      I told Lee about the valley and the spiders. He listened carefully, nodding at times. 

      “I am proud you saw the intelligence in leaving without trying to clear the valley.”

      “You think I’d do something like that?”

      “It surprises me you did not. You might actually be learning.”

      “Had to happen at some point,” I said.

      He chuckled, and nodded. “Small miracles. Be safe out there.”

      “Not exactly my style.”

      “That’s why we worry about you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      We spent the afternoon on resupply missions around the holding. Lots of food, lots of heavy winter clothing, lots of weapons. There was definitely a sense among those of us going back out that something bad was about to happen. The easy path through the valley was blocked, and now we had to go a new way, and it seemed like Wulf wasn’t sure how to take us. He spent his time standing on the wall, staring into the forest, braving the rain. 

      Something was bothering Meikeljan. He prayed the whole afternoon, more time than I’d ever seen him do before. And he wasn’t willing to talk to anyone.

      Amber was the only one of us who seemed chill, oddly enough. She hung out with the brownies, who were happily chatting with her about the tree. And other things, I supposed. 

      Tarryn and the other mancers met with the witches, going over the established rules for magic use in the holding as well as, ostensibly, talking about if someone had spells or specialties that might be helpful to share.

      I found out that there was, in fact, a tailor in our complex, who was happy to measure me and tell me he had nothing whatsoever in my size. And had no plans to make anything in my size, because he was done working for the night. He was about as nice to deal with as Guy Gambrill, the stuck-up five-star carpenter.

      We made the decision to go back out in the morning so everyone could get a good night of sleep. It felt great to lay in my big comfy bed under a big comfy blanket with a big crackling fire going. I took a few deep breaths, and slipped into a glorious sleep.

      Immediately, I woke up on an island under a tree remarkably similar to the oak tree I’d grown on the lawn. Water surrounded me. I pushed myself up to sitting, and watched as the Goddess Eona came out of the water.

      “You don’t look well,” I said, stepping into the water and helping her take the last few steps before dropping to the perfect grass.

      “I am not well,” she replied. “I am most taxed by holding back the corruption.”

      “It’s an ongoing thing? I thought—”

      “The corrupted are attempting to pull through many entities, and though I have tried to keep them all back, it has been taxing, and some have slipped through.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Stop them faster.”

      “Yeah, I haven’t exactly been on top of that.”

      “I have noticed. And you have used the bow to fight non-corrupted creatures.”

      “True. Guilty on that count as well.”

      “I fear I must request the bow back—”

      “Of course.”

      “—I need the energy,” she continued as if she hadn’t heard me. Or she expected me to push back against her. “Thank you.”

      She held her hand out, and, suddenly, the bow was there. She threw it up in the air, and it just sort of vanished. Color returned to her face, and she managed to stand up.

      “Thank you,” she said again.

      “For sure,” I replied. “Your bow. And I’ve got other things I can do to, you know, kill them.”

      “You must do it soon. I am running out of energy. With the return of the bow, and thus my bone, I will be able to hold the corruption back a little longer. But not indefinitely. Move faster, Montana.“

      Unlike previous meetings with Eona, the dream ended suddenly, and I found myself shoved back to reality with surprising force.

      I shot up in bed, sweating. So I walked over to one of the windows, ripped back the shutters, and leaned out into the cold night air. The wind whipped across the cliff face and made my skin feel tight.

      “It is a strange thing,” came a familiar voice from outside, on the side of the cliff, “how often you speak with gods.”

      One of the shutters pushed open, and Mister Paul slipped through.

      “Dude,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

      I walked over and held out my hand.

      He grabbed it, and we shook. 

      Mister Paul smiled. “I felt it was time we had another chat.”

      “Oh. Well. Hello then. Come inside.”

      “I already have,” he replied. He looked around the room, and sighed. “You have terrible feng shui. I fear it’s more like feng shit.”

      “Not sure I’m into feng shui, and I had zero input on this place.”

      “Double deflection. Impressive, Lord Coggeshall.”

      “I try?”

      “I dare say you do. This is an impressive collection of races. Few spots are as diverse as your own. I am interested to see how it falls apart.”

      “You think it’s going to?”

      “Not necessarily, but it’s more entertaining to believe it’s going to fail and then be delighted when we see it succeed.”

      “Who is we?”

      “Never you mind. How are you dealing with your quests?”

      “Uh, not so great I suppose?”

      “You have been particularly unfocused this time around. I dare say that will be troubling to many of those interested in your progress. You are consumed by these side quests, by saving people and bringing them back here. And yet, you have done so little on the most important quest in your short time amongst these people. Funny.”

      “Funny? I’m trying to make the world a better place, and that’s often done by saving those who need it.”

      “Unless, of course, through inaction you allow the end of the world to come about.”

      “You’re telling me these corrupt Ursus can bring about the end of the world?”

      “I’m not sure I said that. You said that.”

      “Is it true?”

      “What is truth?”

      I sighed. Talking with Mister Paul often left me wanting to pull my eyeballs out. Which, technically, I suppose I could do. They’d just grow back.

      “Have you thought of romance?” Mister Paul asked, twirling about on pointe before producing a flower out of thin air.

      “No.”

      “You might want to.”

      “To entertain the—”

      “Let’s not say that out loud, shall we?”

      “You said it.”

      “But I am me and you are you. And we were talking about you, not me. Romance.”

      “No.”

      “And after I went to the trouble of getting you the kitsune-girl and everything.”

      “You got her?”

      “Semantics. She’s here and you ignore her.”

      “I don’t ignore her. I’ve given her the space she needs to be healthy.”

      “I urge you to think more about yourself than others. You might find that you need to do so in order to get ahead.”

      “I don’t want that kind of a life.”

      Mister Paul sighed deeply, and dropped down into a chair I swore hadn’t been there before. Mainly because it looked really comfortable. Heavy leather, big arms, deep cushions. He gestured vaguely, and another armchair, on the other side of the fire, popped into place.

      “Sit,” Mister Paul said.

      Maybe he put some extra pizzazz on the command, because I found myself obeying without thinking.

      “I appreciate what it is you want,” he said, most of the flair gone from of his voice. “I get that this is not the life you had pictured. That’s quite clear. And I appreciate you are trying your best to learn and adapt and make use of the skills you’ve found and been given. There is an admirable quality to the work you’re putting in. And yet, you move too slow.”

      “I didn’t realize this was a race.”

      He leaned over the arm of his chair. My chair scooted across the stone floor until his face was almost touching mine. I could smell his breath — it was like vanilla and spice. His eyes, a myriad of colors that seemed to change every time I noticed, were locked on mine.

      “Listen closely,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper, “I am treading close to the line of the law here, and I want you to know that what I am telling you is important. You move too slow. Your growth has plateaued. You are not using your skills, you are not gaining new ones. The allies you gain are weak, the enemies you make are both legion and powerful. This is not a game you can afford to lose. It is not a game we can afford you to lose. You must find a new gear. Go faster. You must grow, or...” he trailed off. “I’ve said about as much as I can on the topic.

      He stood up, and with a wave of his hand, both chairs disappeared. I fell to the floor.

      “There are, as per the usual, a few gifts that have been granted to you by those who are following your progress,” he said. He turned around and looked at me on the floor, genuine surprise across his face. “What are you doing down there? Hardly befitting nobility.”

      I scrambled to my feet and dusted off.

      “First,” he said, pulling a bottle out of a tiny pocket to present to me. It was a small cube of glass with a wax-sealed stopper. “A bottle of Cleanse All Disinfectant.”

      “What?”

      “Read the label — I’m sure it makes things quite clear.”

      I had to put the bottle pretty close to my eye to read the label, but sure enough, it made everything clear.
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Béchamp’s Cleanse All Disinfectant and Floor Cleaner. When sullied by unpleasantness, douse self, or other, or anything really, in Doctor Béchamp’s Cleanse All Disinfectant and Floor Cleaner. Sure to clean any curse, hex, evil eye, eldritch infestation, viral infection, parasite, embarrassing rash, violent or violet fungus or any other affliction of the negative or positive kind. Whatever you have, it will be gone. Single use. Do not use Doctor Béchamp’s Cleanse All Disinfectant and Floor Cleaner with alcohol or healing potions. Do not operate heavy machinery after use. Or heavy-bladed weaponry. Do not use on summoned creatures, imps, devils, demons, extra-planar entities, celestials, fiends, familiars, or Darby O’Gillis. In rare cases, side effects may occur, including but not limited to: headaches, body aches, imaginary aches, unreal aches, obsessive truth telling, explosive diarrhea, loss of the ability to see the color puce, hair loss, hair growth, incorporeality, aura discharge, and mild stomach upset. In some rare cases damnation and eternal suffering may occur. Please discuss with your doctor, sage, witch, witchdoctor, haruspex, or personal hag before use. Use at your own risk.
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        * * *

      

      “Is this for real?” I asked. 

      “As real as it ever is. And useful in the right situation.”

      “Have you ever used one before?”

      “Not yet.”

      “So you don’t know.”

      “I’ve seen one used. Have some faith that I wouldn’t give you a cursed object.”

      “I don’t know that you won’t.”

      “It would be unethical and improper for me to hamstring you in such a way, regardless of the entertainment value.”

      “Like starting me on the top of a mountain?”

      “That was a one-time thing. And very high in entertainment value. If I remember, you came away with quite a few skills.”

      “Yeah, falling. Super useful.”

      “Seems as if you haven’t fallen since. Perhaps you learned a lesson.”

      “And I lost the best weapons I’ll probably ever see.”

      “That might also be true. But then again, there are certainly plenty of artifacts which dwarf those in power. You merely need to find them.”

      “Any chance you’ll give me a hint where those might be?”

      “Of course. There is a city to the south of here, quite a bit south really, and it’s called Raim. There is a second city underneath Raim, which is mostly the reason Raim continues to exist in any real sense considering its dour and desperate locale. That city is called Gloomguard, and it is straight down from Raim, about ten thousand feet or so. Gloomguard sits in the middle of the remains of one of the greatest heaps of treasure and horror ever known to Vuldranni. Every which way you leave Gloomguard, you find yourself in another floor of an infinite labyrinth. Supposedly there are at least a million hordes guarded by a million hordes, all placed there by a mad god in a fit of whimsy. Treasures and monsters beyond imagination. Within those hallowed and horrific halls, you will find plenty of artifacts that pale the sword and shield you lost.”

      “Raim. Is that in the empire?”

      “Sadly no. It’s not even in this hemisphere. I dare say no one in the Empire likely knows of Raim’s existence. But it is there, I assure you.”

      “Is it attached to the Gloom?”

      “Yes. Though it isn’t technically in the Gloom so much as has an entrance to the Gloom. It is, rather, a permanent foothold into a demi-plane created by a—”

      “Mad god. Got it.”

      “Yes. And there are treasures untold inside. More than you can imagine, all placed there to lure the greatest heroes of every age. But because this planet has rather dreadful information exchange, it’s largely unknown outside of the continent on which it sits.”

      “Which is?”

      “Dogsmerse.”

      “Dogsmerse? And it’s south of here?”

      “Very much quite south, yes.”

      “That’s not super helpful.”

      “I can’t give you information like that which would be useful — that’d be cheating.”

      “Cheating what? Who? What are these rules? What do I need to—”

      “Quiet, Weasel.”

      “Dork.”

      “Buttface.”

      “Scuzzbucket.”

      “Charming. Present number two,” he said, clamping my mouth shut. 

      “Two?” I asked, though with my mouth muffled, it wasn’t quite clear.

      “Yes. Two. As in the second. The one that comes after one. Gift number two.”

      He gestured with his hand, and there appeared a small flask. The metal kind that looked remarkably similar to the one I smuggled into my junior prom and used to get Kyleigh Schefter drunk. Well, that’s not fair, it somewhat steals her agency. I didn’t make her drink — she elected to imbibe the spirits on her own. And I dutifully held her blonde hair back when she puked all over the fire department hookup behind the gym. 

      “A flask,” he said.

      “Quite the gift,” I replied.

      “It is a magical flask,” he countered.

      “Oh, well then. How can I ever repay you?”

      “You know none of the powers it contains.”

      “Endless booze?”

      “Endless ice cold Faygo root beer.”

      “Now you have my attention,” I said, reaching for the flask.

      “I doubt you understand the power requirements for this. It is quite the gift.”

      “Expensive no doubt, and I am truly thankful. And yet, gimme. Gimme gimme.”

      He rolled his eyes at me, and then held out the flask. I snatched it from his fingers, and quickly unscrewed the top. A quick sniff confirmed the contents, and I took a long pull. Drinking deep until the effervescence was beyond my ability to handle it. Then I came up for air.

      It was delicious. And frigid. Amazing.

      “This is amazing,” I said.

      “I said as much.”

      “I had to see it to believe it. Or, you know, drink it.”

      “Yes, well, I hope you find a way to enjoy it. Now, one last thing.”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s really not for you, so if you don’t want to listen, you can continue to guzzle your sugary drink.”

      “It’s not for me? But you’re saying it to me?”

      “I’m saying it. Perhaps to you. Or perhaps I’m just saying it around you, and it really concerns a secret phrase.”

      “Which is?”

      “I can’t just blurt it out — that’d be too obvious.”

      “What does it go to?”

      “Never you mind, just know that the passphrase is a popular film referenced in this conversation.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Montana of Coggeshall, please do pay attention to what I have told you, and spend no more time on those things that don’t specifically address you.”

      He grabbed me in a big hug, pulling me close. His lips brushed my ear, which should have been physically impossible given his height. 

      “Faster, Coggeshall. You are losing, so we are losing. Faster.”

      And then he was gone, his scent lingering on the air for a moment before a gust of air took even that away. Which was weird — why was I thinking about his smell?

      “Because you miss me,” came a bizarre whisper.

      I looked around, but Mister Paul was gone.

      “I don’t miss you,” I said to the air. “You’re creepy.”

      “Am notttttt,” he said. Or rather, I heard his voice hiss on the wind.

      I shook my head and took another sip of root beer. Then I laid back down in my bed, closed my eyes, and tried to rest. As soon as my eyes were closed, however, Mister Paul’s words echoed in my head. I couldn’t shake his repetition of me losing. What was I losing? What was he talking about? What was I missing about things? There had to be something more going on behind the scenes, wherever it was Mister Paul went when he wasn’t harassing me. I knew there were other Earth-folk around. I wondered if the game we were playing wasn’t just against the world we were in. Maybe we were all playing against each other? There had to be something, I just had no idea what it might be. Or even how to go about finding out about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      We were off again in the morning. Back up the worm tunnel, through the kobold warren, and back out to the highlands. Once there, we met up with Fritz. He looked ridiculous. I mean, other than the eight heads, I had no idea how I was supposed to see him as a monster, since he appeared to be little more than a big goofy-looking goose. Given that it was such a common traipse by that point, we managed to move quickly through the area, and we were back at the cave by mid-afternoon. The group looked at me, and I could tell everyone wanted to rest there and resume our march in the morning. 

      “Where are we going?” I asked Wulf.

      “There is but one path forward,” he said, “one I had hoped to avoid.”

      “I’m assuming it’s worse than the valley?”

      “Yes,” he said with a nod. “Much worse.”

      “So, like snakes instead of spiders?”

      “No. We will go to the Halls of the Mountain Kings.”

      “I feel like I’ve heard of that,” I said.

      ”It would not surprise me,” Wulf said. “It is infamous for what is inside.”

      “Is very bad place,” Vreggork said. “Maybe we go over mountain top instead. Better to die from height or no air than Mountain Kings.”

      “Okay,” I said, “so I definitely don’t know what’s in there. Care to share?”

      “Is haunted,” Vreggork said.

      “The kobold speaks truth,” Wulf said. “The halls are said to be haunted by the ghosts of the people who built the Halls.”

      “Have you been in these Halls?”

      ”No. None that I know have, though some have gone through and not returned. I have seen both the entrance and the exit, however, so I know where the halls lead.”

      “Which is?”

      “Where we want to go. Where the Corrupted Ursus gather.”

      “Right at the outside of these halls?”

      “At the end of the valley these halls lead to.”

      “How far away are these halls?”

      “How fast can you walk?”

      “I can sprint the whole damn way, Bub. The bigger question is how fast can y’all walk? Can we make it there before dark?”

      “Tonight? No. We should remain here for tonight. We can make it in one day, a long day. If we start early tomorrow, we will be at the entrance to the halls just after dark.”

      “And if we start right now?”

      “We will die falling into a crevasse in the dark.”

      This was not the answer I was looking for. It’d been somewhat ingrained in my head that I needed to keep pushing, go faster.

      “No way around it?” I asked.

      “Around what? The halls? No. We would need to go through the valley you filled with spiders or over the mountains where we would all die from lack of air or falls.”

      “I meant no way around just sitting on our butts for a few hours of daylight when we could be walking.”

      “There is no good spot to camp safely between here and the Hall.”

      “We could make a snow cave or—”

      “It would be an invitation for one of the many predators who prowl the snowfields beyond,” Wulf said.

      “I get that you want to keep going,” Amber said, “but it’s dangerous out there during the day. And some of us can’t see well in the dark. And it’s colder during the night. It’s a recipe for disaster, your grace.”

      I walked out into the snowfield and stared up at the dark blue sky. I looked across at the open area — it was little more than snow and rocks and mountains. No signs of life. No signs of crevasses to fall into. Nothing to make the decision to stop any easier, but I knew it was the safe choice. And if there was some other game going on behind the scenes, I wasn’t going to win if I had to respawn on the other side of the Empire.

      “Make camp here tonight,” I said. “Rest up.”

      I stood out in the snow a while longer, just watching the world. Or, as the case wound up being, watching nothing happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t sleep that night. Instead, I stood watch with the eight-headed goose. And I didn’t let anyone sleep in. We were all up and walking before sunup. The pre-dawn sky was light enough that we could see the snowy fields in front of us, and I felt like we’d be able to defend ourselves against any predators who might come upon us. So, the slog began.

      The snow wasn’t tremendously deep, but it was thick. There was a good layer of slush on top of something closer to ice than snow. Which meant that our progress was slow. A crawl more than a hike.

      On and on we trekked, with little regard for any of the world we walked through. We stopped every once in a while to rest. We ate a bit of food. Fritz flew above us in lazy circles. Lather, rinse, repeat.

      No one was particularly excited. I think because this was time number three of doing this part of the game. We hadn’t even gotten to the important part of the questing. It felt like a waste of time. And then there was Wulf, muttering about all the awful things in the Hall of the Mountain Kings. How we were all going to die in a no good, very bad way. How this was the worst mistake of his life. 

      Amber was the first to tell him to shut up.

      But his silence didn’t last.

      Just when I was really beginning to think throwing Wolf off a cliff wouldn’t be so bad, we finally found something really fucking cool. A crevasse cut across the landscape, just like a scar on the land. One of the ones that Vreggork had thought we’d fall through. But then, rising out of the crevasse, were three huge rocks that had to be forty feet long each. At least, I thought it was just some rocks. But as we got closer, you could see there was something different about the ends of the rocks. They were a slightly lighter color, and a different texture. Even closer, and it was clear these weren’t rocks at all.

      They were fingers. Claws.

      And oddly, nothing there was covered by ice or snow.

      I walked right up the edge and looked down.

      I saw a hand and an arm. But whatever was attached to the arm disappeared in the darkness of the crevasse.

      “What’s this?” I asked Wulf.

      “A hand,” he replied, and then walked right by.

      Vreggork stopped and peered at it. “Is hand. New though. Not here when I come by last.”

      “Any idea what creature it is?” I asked.

      “None. Best not touch it. Maybe it wake up.”

      He made a good point, and I politely backed away.
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        * * *

      

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

      Hands Down

      Find out what left its hand behind on the crevasse.

      Reward for success: ???

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): ???

      Yes/No

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Well shit. At least I wouldn’t forget about the hand now. I accepted the quest.

      Somewhere after lunch, Fritz came swooping down and landed in a spray of snow.

      “Gob. Ah. Lins.” he said. “Ah. Head.”

      “Lots of them?” I asked.

      Seven heads nodded, one was unsure.

      “Are they headed in the same direction as us?” I asked.

      More nods.

      “Can you see the entrance to the hall?”

      Nods.

      “And the goblins are there?”

      “Not. Yet.”

      “Okay,” I said, “so we’ve got to kill some goblins before we get to the Hall. That’s doable.”

      I think some of the heads were grinning. It’s kind of a tough facial expression for a goose to pull off, but if I had to pick what emotion Fritz was trying to convey, it would be joy over the coming violence.

      He took off again, and resumed his high circles. Watching him go, I felt both fortunate he was there and happy he hadn’t attracted the attention of any other big flying things. I still remembered the dragon-looking thing I’d seen on my very first day in Vuldranni, and I was not eager to come across another one of those monstrosities.

      “Circle up,” I said.

      The group did so.

      “Fritz tells me—” I started, but Ragnar waved his hand.

      “We heard,” he said. “Goblins up ahead, blocking the door.”

      “So what’s the plan, boss?” Skeld asked.

      “I’d like it if we could be sneaky, maybe catch them by surprise and kill them that way,” I said. 

      “If only it were that easy,” Wulf said.

      “It could be,” I said

      “The goblins around here are not to be underestimated.”

      “I’ve fought them before,” I said. “I wasn’t impressed.”

      We split into two groups. One went far to the left, while the other continued straight. Well, it was more like there was one group that was me, and one group that was everyone else. Our plan was simple. Get the goblins to attack me, and then the rest would throw down on the goblins from a surprise angle. I wasn’t super keen on being bait, but, well, I could take it.

      The sun started to set while I crunched through the snow. Mountains rose up in front of me, and the wind blew at my back. If the goblins had a sense of smell, I’d be screwed.

      I saw a tendril of smoke rising into the sky, but it was too flat for me to see the fire. Or the goblins. I could see, however, the rising wall of stone in front of me, a nearly unreal mass of granite.

      As I got closer to the rock wall, I could make out shapes carved into the wall. But from my distance, I couldn’t tell what they might have been. I could really only see that unnatural shapes were picking up the last rays of sunshine.

      I didn’t want to deal with fighting in the night, so I started moving faster. I pulled two larger battle axes from my knapsack and then broke into a run. Faster. Faster. I sprinted across the snow, heading straight for the smoke.

      The landscape became a blur, and I felt a sense of rage welling up. Memories of the little girl they’d kidnapped, her wide eyes, the fear. I knew she was still dealing with the trauma of that kidnapping. She didn’t sleep if I wasn’t in Coggeshall. And I hated those goblins for robbing her of a carefree childhood. The cold washed over me. Looking back, it felt a bit like I was letting the monster out of the cage.

      It wasn’t the small camp I was expecting. It looked more like a semi-permanent encampment. Lots of rough tents around what seemed like a small fire compared to the number of figures I saw in the camp. Most of the little forms were near what had to be the door to the Mountain Hall. I was pretty sure they were trying to open the door. 

      I’d already committed to my action, though. I didn’t slow down, and I didn’t deviate.

      I hauled off and threw my first battle axe as hard as I could. It hit the biggest, meanest looking goblin of the bunch with a thwock. But by the time it’d hit, I’d already taken my first steps into the camp, and swung one my remaining axe to the left.

      I lopped off the head of a goblin as he turned to look at where the thrown weapon had come from. I ran over another goblin, taking advantage of lucky foot placement to stomp his head in, then got an elbow into the next goblin’s face. 

      Then I was out of the first group of goblins, and I slid through the snow to a general stop. I held my axe out to one side, green blood dripping down and staining the snow.

      “Well,” I said in nightgoblin, “look at all you ugly sons of trolldung.”

      The goblins sneered at me. Some bared their teeth. 

      An arrow shot my way, but it sailed right past me.

      “Really?” I shouted, looking at a goblin who was trying to get another arrow nocked onto his crudely made short bow.

      In a motion that surprised even me, I threw the axe. It thunked heavy in the goblin bowman’s chest, and he went down.

      There was stillness for a moment. Then my comrades rushed in from the side, slaughtering the goblins from behind. Fritz even swooped down and grabbed a few with his heads, taking them high into the air before dropping the hapless goblins from hundreds of feet up.

      They made quite the mess when they fell. 

      I pulled a sword from the bag, just a rote steel longsword, and set up around the goblins with a fury. I sliced through a few humble shields, and more than a few less-than humble heads.

      The battle was over quickly. ‘Battle’ didn’t even seem like the right word. Massacre maybe? The goblins did put up some fight, but it wasn’t much. As individual fighters, they were almost useless. They needed numbers to be effective, mostly their techniques were based on sacrificing one goblin to allow another goblin to attack unmolested. But if you caught them with their metaphorical pants down — or even better, with their literal pants down — you could cut through them like green butter. At least, we could. And we did.
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      I used some of the snow to clean the goblin blood, and other stuff, off me. Then I went through my notifications to see if there was anything interesting I’d missed.

      Nope. Just a bunch of Night Goblins being slaughtered by yours truly. I hadn’t killed that many of them, and the XP return was pretty dismal. They were barely worth killing.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Night Goblin (lvl 12 Scout).

      You’ve earned 36 XP! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      But I had hope there was some sort of numerical bonus. Like, if I got to the point where I killed a hundred of them, or a thousand of them, I’d get some big XP boost or something. Or maybe I’d get something like Goblin Slayer or some other ability that’d make my life in the valley a bit easier.

      Ragnar, Skeld, and Amber were throwing everything the goblins had, at least for the most part, into the fire. So we had a bit of a bonfire happening. Which gave Tarryn, Wulf, and Meikeljan enough light to look at the door leading into the Hall of the Mountain Kings and realize they had no idea how to open it. Vreggork was on watch with Fritz, and Bear was still figuring out her place in things, which, at the present time, seemed to be watching me clean myself. 

       “We should talk,” Bear said.

      “Talk away,” I replied. 

      “What is your goal for me?”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “Am I just to sit on your shoulder and look pretty? Perhaps I should become a parrot, eat crackers.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “I am doing nothing. I am no help. I am a pretty pet?”

      “Did you say something about a parrot? On my shoul—”

      “I want to be useful, Montana of Coggeshall,” she said loudly, almost yelling. “Not just a pretty pet!”

      “That wasn’t my intention at all, for fuck’s sake. What can you do?”

      “Look at my character sheet—”

      “That doesn’t tell me what you’re capable of, not really. I want to know what you can actually throw down.”

      “I have magic.”

      “What spells do you know?”

      “Firebolt. Minor invisibility. Invisibility. Minor Illusion. Zeddington’s Infinite Key. Zeddington’s Lifting Chair. Zeddington’s—”

      “See, that’s the thing. I don’t know what half of those things mean. I don’t even know how to ask you to use those spells to help me. Do you have something that speeds me up?”

      “I can cast haste, yes.”

      “That’d be useful.”

      “It drains your stamina very quickly, however, and—”

      “Not a worry. Cast it when you want. I’ll be fine. Healing spells?”

      “My form of fairy magic has an offensive focus.”

      “And you only have fairy magic?’

      “It is my magic, yes, as I am a fairy. So yes, only fairy magic for fairies. But it is always with me, wherever I go. Did you not know this about brownies?”

      “I knew, it’s just, I didn’t know there were specific kinds of magic.”

      “As far as I know, it is dependent on where you come from. My kind comes from the Feedoheem and there we are imbued with fairy magic. Here, it is different.”

      “Oh.”

      “I am not bound by mana in the same way casters here are. I have my own reserves.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I cannot be cut off from my supply of magic, whereas casters from this world must worry about that.”

      “Isn’t it internal?”

      “To an extent. But the manner in which you recharge, that comes from the world around you.”

      “But not for you?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her tiny head and smiling, “It is an internal thing, I am a being of magic.”

      “Can you be dispelled?”

      Her face scrunched up, as if she hadn’t really ever given it real consideration. “No. Probably not. I don’t think so, at least. But because this is not my native place, it is theoretically possible I could be banished back to my home.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “It is a danger I face. You would need to summon me back.”

      “And how might I do that?”

      “I, uh, I do not know.”

      “Might want to think on that. “

      “Yes, that would be good.”

      “Okay, so cast haste — that would help. I mean, if you can be invisible, stick at the back edges of battle, and give me boosts or buffs as necessary, that would be huge. And touch base with Tarryn. The two of you are both in the hirð and are both magic users. You should get some synergy going on.”

      “Synergy?”

      “Sure, that’s, like, when two people work together.”

      “You mean cooperation?”

      “Like that, but, you know, synergizing.”

      She looked at me through slitted eyes, definitely not buying the bullshit I was trying to spread. She did, however, nod once before heading over to talk to Tarryn.
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      The bonfire grew behind us as we stood in front of the door. The little group of adventurers, me and the crew, stared up at the massive edifice of carved stone. It was a big rectangle somewhere in the neighborhood of forty feet tall and sixteen feet wide. The surrounding rock, the doorjamb I suppose, was equally as massive, extending out about twenty feet in every direction from the edge of the door and was decorated with just as many carvings.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s open it.”

      No one moved.

      “Wulf?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I have never opened the door. I just know where it is.”

      “But you know that it can be opened.”

      “Yes. I have heard of people who have gone in.”

      “Do you know these people?”

      “No.”

      “So it could be legend.”

      “I was told it as truth,” he countered.

      “Okay, well,” I said, walking to the door and putting my hands against it. “Maybe it just, you know, needs a good push.”

      I set my shoulder against the door and started pushing. 

      Nothing.

      I got better leverage, and pushed as hard as I could.

      There was a vague sense of creaking in the door, but I noticed a wet feeling around my shoulder, so I stopped to check things out. I was pushing so hard I’d forced my skin apart. Which was gross. And rather painful, when the shock wore off.

      “Tarryn!” I called out.

      He trotted over. 

      “Magic this shit open,” I said.

      “I—”

      “You don’t have spells for this?”

      “I might, I—”

      “Detect magic?”

      “Sure, right. Should have been my first guess.”

      He nodded at me, and I noticed how tired he seemed. His eyes were drooping, and it seemed like it took everything he had just to stay upright. Looking around, the entire team seemed about the same. 

      Tarryn weaved his hands together and then pulled them apart, sending a spray of colorful runes over the door. I saw the light shimmer across the surface, dipping in and around the carvings. Some of the carvings glowed in a pulse, then others responded.

      “The door is indeed magic,” Tarryn said.

      “Can you open it?” I asked.

      “Give me a minute, for fuck’s sake,” he snapped back at me. “I need to think over what I just saw.”

      Bear strode up to him, made a pretty spectacular jump, and landed on his shoulder. She leaned into his ear and whispered something.

      “Duke,” Amber called out. 

      I looked around and noticed that she had moved to the other side of the fire, and was looking into the darkness.

      “What’s up?” I asked, walking over to her.

      “There,” she said, pointing.

      I followed her outstretched arm with my eyes and caught a glint of a reflection in the blackness. With the clouds blocking the moons, it was a really dark night. Our fire was the lone pinprick of light in the world. at least, so far as I could tell. 

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Something big. Watching us.”

      “Is it moving?”

      “Yes. I can’t see it, at least not all of it. But I keep catching flashes of light when it looks this way. It’s moving closer.”

      “Or there’s a bunch of things out there, circling us.”

      “Could be.”

      “Fritz!” I called out. 

      The giant goose monster came waddling over. One head looked at me while the other seven were focused into the dark.

      “How’s your night vision?” I asked.

      “Dark,” he replied.

      “Darkvision? Even better. Go see what’s out there — if you don’t mind.”

      The goose heads nodded. He leapt into the air, disappearing into the night.

      “Keep an eye on this,” I said.

      “Uh, yeah?” Amber asked. “You sure you don’t want an ambush?”

      I sighed as I walked around the fire we shouldn’t have made bigger, gave Skeld’s stew a sniff — smelled great — and then stood in front of the door once again. 

      It was still closed.

      “Is there,” I started, “I mean, is there some clue to making it open?”

      “Likely it is something the Mountain Kings knew,” Tarryn said, keeping his attention on the door. “I has to do with them in some capacity.”

      “Did you try saying ‘friend’ in elven? Or was it dwarven?”

      Everyone involved looked at me like I was an idiot. And, truth be told, I felt a bit like an idiot.

      “Why would that do anything?” Tarryn asked.

      “Just a theory,” I said. “What about breaking the stone? A spell like Shatter or something?”

      “Tried it,” Bear the brownie said. “It is magically guarded.”

      I walked over to the wall and ran my fingers across the carvings. Then I put my hand on a piece of the carving that seemed just a little out of sorts with the rest of the carvings, and I used an ability: Detect Metals and Minerals. Sure enough, it was different than the rest of the rock around it. And there were other bits within the carvings around the door, and the door itself, that were not, well, what I was thought was granite. The other stuff was near granite in color and texture, but had just a little extra glint to it. The non-traditional rocks were within reach on both the door and the door jam. I gave the bit I was holding a pull, and it slid out of the carving. 

      “What did you do?” Tarryn asked.

      I showed the rock to him.

      The other side of the rock was a purple gemstone, attached to the rock I held by some mysterious means. 

      “Look at this,” I said, proffering the rock to Tarryn and crew. “And there are more.”

      It was quick work to pull all the various rocks out of their holders, and we set them in the snow. 

      “Montana,” Amber called out. “We might have trouble.”

      “Looking at this,” I said to Tarryn, getting a sword and shield out of my bag, “y’all have the keys to the door. Now find the lock.”

      I gave them a nod, as if what I’d just said actually meant something. Then I looked over at Amber and the huge shadowy form behind her. Something was coming in from the snow to have a nice sit by the fire.
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      It was not, in fact, a creature looking for a nice time by the fire.

      It never was.

      Instead, what materialized looked like it was cobbled together from some horrific collection of black rotting bones, with more bones holding it together. And then a few more bones thrown in to give it some bulk. Which it barely had. It was spindly and emaciated, and had nothing like skin anywhere on it. Just bones connected with jet black tendons and ligaments.

      As the thing walked, its legs split apart into something like bone-based tentacles. It had three legs, with too many joints that held up something vaguely humanoid, from what could possibly be a pelvis up to what was a head. Or a skull. I counted eight bone-tentacle things wiggling under the head, around the spot where a jaw would normally be. Glossy black orbs filled the eye sockets. The creature’s one arm split midway where the forearm should have been, and then again where the hand would have been, then again at each finger point, leaving the creature with sixteen bone-tentacle things coming at me from the one side.

      As it got closer, it became clear that the tentacles were made up of bones. There was no obvious reason for the size of bones used in the tentacles. Or anywhere around the creature’s body, really. Short at the top, long at the bottom. And disgusting everywhere in between.

      It was totally silent. No moaning or yelling, just moving through the snow, barely a disturbance. Which, obviously, was the creepiest part of the whole thing.

      Amber backed up towards me. When she glanced over her shoulder and saw me there with sword and board, she turned and ran to the other side of the fire.

      “Bear!” I called out, “maybe need you over here.”

      A heat washed over me, and I saw a new buff marker in the corner of my vision.

      Haste had been cast on me.

      I didn’t feel faster, but the creature in front of me was noticeably slower. It moved a bit like it was in Jell-O.

      “Got an identification spell?” I shouted over my shoulder, wondering if my voice was coming out high and fast like I was Chip or Dale.

      “Don’t you?” Came Bear’s shout back.

      “No! I’m fucked on magic.”

      ”Gar!”

      The thing slammed its foot down, clearly telegraphing that its intent to swing its one arm around at me.

      I got my shoulder behind the shield, and took the blow.

      It bent the shield around my body. Some of the tentacles whipped around the edge of the shield and slamming against me, slicing through any exposed skin. I grimaced against the pain and wished I was wearing heavy plate armor. I needed to just get a suit made already. I wondered if I had something better than steel available to me at the holding.

      The haste spell made it so I had enough time to get distracted in the middle of the fucking fight.

      The creature tightened its bone tentacles and pulled. I started to lift off the ground, but as soon as I let go of the shield, I dropped.

      “Greater Bone Thrall!” Bear shouted out, her shrill voice cutting through the rising wind.

      Perfect timing for a storm to hit, I thought. Then I shook my head and forced my attention on the Bone Thrall. He threw the shield over himself, having at least enough intelligence to realize he was no longer holding me. Looking at the creature, though, I suddenly had access to more information about it.
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        * * *

      

      GREATER BONE THRALL

      Undead Abomination

      Lvl ???

      HP: High

      MP: Low

      Known Weaknesses: None.
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        * * *

      

      Did Bear do that? I wasn’t sure how I could see the thralls stats now.

      But more importantly, no listed weaknesses.

      Fuckers.

      I swung at the nearest leg, slicing through some of its tendons. I cut some of the bone tentacles off. As soon as they were separated from the bone thrall’s body, they became normal bones with nothing holding them together.

      The thrall stumbled a bit, now that one leg was shorter than the rest.

      But then it just ripped some extra bones out of its torso to replace the ones I’d cut out of it.

      I shook my head. This dude was scary.

      While I was shaking my head, the thing I’d thought was its third leg came around like an arm and smashed me into the air.

      I flew for a moment and then smashed into the rocky face of the mountain, falling to the ground with a whump. I popped back up immediately, feeling the adrenaline pumping through my veins. I pulled another shield out.

      “How’s the door?” I shouted as I charged back towards the bone thrall, who was slowly stepping towards the fire.

      “Still closed!” Tarryn yelled.

      The bone thrall showed its first bit of emotion as it got close to the fire. Clearly, flames spooked the thing. It edged around it, even though there was something close to the bonfire it wanted: a goblin corpse. He grabbed it gingerly and then shoveled it into the spot where the creature’s mouth should have been. The shorter tentacles there grabbed the goblin corpse and it disappeared. Or was torn apart. Hard to tell.

      I hurdled the fire, and swung overhead, slicing through another part of the bone thrall.

      And as I did, the thrall grabbed me.

      It was a crushing grasp, but I had my sword arm free. I hacked and hacked at the arm as it brought me up to its mouth, and just as I was staring at the horror of the bizarre conflagration of bones, tentacles, and a sparking purple that I could only assume was some horrific magic, I cut through the last bit of the thrall’s arm, and it dropped me.

      I dropped to the ground, the bones around me cushioning my crash. I rolled to one side as the great amalgamation of bones brought more bones out of its torso to refill its arm. Some of those were smaller, with bits of flesh still attached. Goblin bones.

      “Try some fire!” I shouted to Bear while I got to my feet.

      I looked up in time to see a new segmented bone-tentacle forming, whipping out from the back of the creature.

      I knelt on the ground, shield up to the sky. Once again there was a great hit from the bone thrall. The tentacle smashed against the shield, denting the metal and, conveniently for me, pulverizing several of the bones in the tentacle. But peeking out from beneath my shield, it was pretty damn clear the bone thrall was chowing down on the goblin remains, and growing.

      A firebolt shot over my head and smashed into the nearest bone tentacle.

      The thing went up like a Christmas tree in March.

      I laughed, and got out from under the ruined shield.

      The bone thrall somehow let go of the burning arm, and it dropped to the ground.

      So I threw my shield as hard as I could, and it bashed the thing in the head, knocking off a good portion of the thing’s skull.

      It stumbled and seemed to have trouble figuring out what to do. And how to do it. 

      I pulled a hammer out of my bag of tricks, and went to work smashing any of the bones I could reach. With each swing, I’d either knock bones out of the thrall or powderize them.

      The bone thrall stumbled, which brought its head within reach.

      I slammed the hammer through the skull. As soon as the skull was broken, the creature just collapsed into a pile of bones. 

      “You’re not so tough,” I shouted.

      “Montana,” Amber called out. “More.”

      Sure enough, as I gloated over the remains of the thrall, the other reflective things we’d seen in the dark came into the bonfire light. There were a lot of Bone Thralls coming towards us. A lot.

      “Tarryn!” I shouted, backing up. “Door.”

      “Working on it,” he replied.

      “Work faster!”

      I hauled back and threw the hammer at the nearest bone thrall.

      The hammer went end over end and crushed the skull of the thrall. 

      Bones started to fall.

      Think this might not be so bad.

      Except the next thrall in line, like, snatched bones, and started growing before my eyes. Big enough that the torso and head were now out of the ring of firelight. 

      There was a whistling sort of noise, and I dove to the side.

      A bone tentacle slammed into the ground hard enough that it rattled my teeth.

      “Door’s open!” Tarry shouted.

      I rolled over and sprinted for the door, thinking I’d see a great huge opening in the wall. You know, like what the big door seemed to be. But it was a small door, like, sized appropriately for a human, but not the forty foot-thing I thought it’d be. The rest of the group were busy shoving Fritz through the door. I hit his bulbous feathery butt at full speed, and it was enough to shove the monster goose through. The rest of us tumbled in after.

      “Keep moving!” I shouted. “They’ve got reach!”

      To prove my point, the first segmented tentacle shot through the open door, and wrapped its horrific appendage around Amber’s waist.

      Ragnar grabbed her arms, and the bone thrall pulled her toward the door. 

      I had a sword out and sliced through the tentacle.

      “Stand back,” Tarryn said.

      He clasped both hands together and whispered something under his breath. His hands started to glow. Then fire poured forth, spraying out in a great burst of brilliant orange flame. He walked the fire up and out the door, blocking the entrance.

      There was a great whoomp outside, and a brilliant flash of light illuminated the great hall we were in. Then another and another. Whoomp whoomp whoomp. 

      Stillness. 

      Tarryn collapsed in the doorway. 

      I sprinted to the mancer and stood over him, ready to defend from him.

      Not necessary. Outside, there wasn’t much in the way of snow around the area, just mud or dirt. Most of it scorched. And a few piles of bones in the process of being consumed by flames. 

      “Good spell,” I said.

      “Tough to use if you have any friends around,” Tarryn said weakly. “Had to wait until I could get you inside.”

      I dragged him farther inside, and then watched as Bear did a thing near the doorway. The stone door dropped back in place, closing us in darkness.
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      An ominous feeling came over us. It was still. Quiet. Dark. Very dark.

      I pushed into darkvision, and the Hall came to light. Sort of. It was more like it came to high contrast black and white. We were in what could only be described as the world’s biggest foyer. The ceiling soared so high it was beyond the range of my darkvision, so it looked like the walls just went up into space.

      “Any one mind if I light this up?” Bear asked. Before anyone could reply, six orbs of light popped into being, each about two feet in diameter. They had a gentle yellow glow. Offering diffuse sort of light that seemed like they shouldn’t be able to illuminate such a wide area. And yet, they did.

      Bear sent one of them shooting straight up. It finally hit the ceiling about two hundred feet above us. She spread the other orbs out above us, and we could see that the floor had been finely crafted to look like tile, but it was really just carved mountain rock. Farther down from us, the area opened up, so it was not only massively tall, but also just as wide. A truly massive chamber that had been designed to impress. And it worked.

      I looked over at my companions, just to make sure we were all okay. And, a little bit, to make sure Wulf hadn’t run off again. But there he was, looking a little shocked, maybe a bit amazed. Similarly with Meikeljan. Skeld and Ragnar stood on either side of me, both peachy keen, raring to go. Amber was near the door, wrapping a bandage around Tarryn, who was starting to recover from his mana over-expenditure. Bear had her tiny hand on his leg, and I wondered if she was helping restore his mana. Or if that was even possible. Fritz was stood off to the side, eight heads facing in eight directions, scanning everywhere at once. Vreggork, back to his usual self, was leaning against the wall, carving a small rock with one of his claws.

      “What do you know about the Mountain Kings?” I asked Wulf.

      He looked at me, almost surprised I’d spoken to him.

      “Nothing,” Wulf replied.

      “Old people,” Vreggork interjected without looking up. “Been gone many years. Leave ruins behind all though mountains. Some like this, preserved. Some more weathered.”

      “Are they, I mean, are they human or dwarf or—”

      “Are Mountain Kings. Is own, um, race. Mountain King is old enemy to Snowbold. We fight, we lose. We run. Mountain Kings have deep mines. Want to empty mountains of all gems and metal, use kobold miners. But is said they go too deep. Find the Darkness below, and things are there. Things that come up and kill Mountain Kings. All dead. Leave behind ruins.”

      “If they all died, how do you know they dug too deep?”

      “Is legend. Maybe stupid.“

      I shook my head, stifling a smile, and started walking. 

      Though the scale of everything was impressive, it was pretty clear the Mountain Kings were our size, or thereabouts. The carvings along the walls showed humanoids engaged in all sorts of interesting struggles and victories. All the famous moments from their history. Or, at least, the bits of their past the Mountain Kings wanted to celebrate. Which was definitely dark in tone. They seemed to focus on killing other races. One of the murals looked like kobold corpses made up the floors of the Mountain Kings.

      The others spread out behind me as we walked into the open area, our footsteps echoing in the absurdly large room. It made little sense. We saw some doorways leading out of the room, but nothing as grandiose as where we’d entered, and nothing leading up. Or flat. It all went down.  

      “Which one do we take?” I asked.

      All I got in response was my team looking at me.

      “No ideas?” I asked.

      “It’s random chance,” Tarryn said. “We know nothing about this place. Wulf here is supposed to guide us—”

      “I said I knew little about the inside of this place. I know two entrances, one here and one where we want to go. The connection between them is a mystery.”

      “Fan-fucking-tastic,” I said. “Should we be looking for an up or down tunnel?”

      “Down is the only option,” Ragnar said.

      “Here, but—”

      “We are heading to another valley,” Wulf said. “From there, it will be uphill to the south, and there, over the pass, is where we will find the corrupted ones.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Meikeljan could do his prayer thingy,” Ragnar piped up.

      Hearing his name seemed to startle the little dude. He literally jumped back a step.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, “I wasn’t listening.”

      “You mind asking Eona for help?” I asked. “Which door should we take?”

      “I could, yes. I could try.” He nodded a few times, then set his things down on the stone floor and started praying.

      While we waited, I took my magic rock out. It pointed in the general direction Wulf had pointed, southeast-ish. Not helpful, so I put it back in my pocket.

      “Is that the guide rock?” Wulf asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied softly, not wanting to disturb Meikeljan. “Too far away for anything specific.”

      “Ah, okay.”

      It felt like Meikeljan was taking a little longer than the last time he’d done this, and his prayer-chants were getting a bit feverish. And nothing was happening.

      “There a problem?” I asked.

      “She is not answering,” Meikeljan said, a bit haltingly.

      “Probably just all the stone,” I said. “It fucks with reception.”

      Meikeljan nodded at me as if I’d just said something profound. “Oh yes, probably then.”

      “Okay, then! Who’s got a good feeling?”

      Bear just started marching towards a doorway. All the orbs followed her and revealed a down-sloping hallway.

      We all followed. Except Fritz. He was too big for the hallway. We barely got him through the door, and it looked like we were going to be squeezing him through everywhere.

      “Fly over?” I asked him.

      His heads nodded. So we went back, opened the damn door up again and shoved the big bird back outside.

      “Do you think you could just fly us all around?” I asked him.

      He looked at us, one at a time. Then he pointed to Bear with one head and Meikeljan with the other.

      “Those,” he said.

      “You carried the witches.”

      “Not. Much. Up,” he said. “Very. Much. Tired. Go-ing. Up.”

      “Meet us on the other side, then,” I said, wishing he’d been turned into a giant eagle. Or a G6.

      As we walked through the hallways, we confirmed that the Mountain Kings were big fans of showing off their shit. Lots of carvings, gems tucked into the wall in dazzling patterns. We saw statues tucked into small alcoves. I stopped at one to get a better look. 

      Human, as far as I could tell. It made me, honestly, wonder if the Mountain Kings had just been human. The statues wore ornate clothes, layers upon layers, at least insofar as I could tell via the carvings. Several shirts, pants, boots, and capes. Or cloaks, I suppose. But I liked to believe they were wearing great sweeping capes. And I could see why — there was a serious chill in the air. It was warmer than outside, but not comfortable.

      We came to another open room, this one smaller. There were remnants of furniture in the place that made it look a bit like a sitting room. It was a square about a hundred feet by a hundred feet with a ceiling maybe ten feet off the ground. I could reach it with a slight jump. No textiles remained in the space, but there was still a bit of wood around. And a lot of busted stone.

      We were faced with three more hallways.

      “Ragnar, left,” I said, “Skeld, right. Let me know what you see.”

      The lutra darted away. I pulled some water skins out of my knapsack and passed them out.

      It was dry as hell in there.

      Ragnar was first back.

      “Doors,” he said. “Opened one, and it looks like sleeping quarters.”

      “Same,” called out Skeld.

      “Anything inside?” I asked.

      “Garbage,” Ragnar said. “Rotting crap.”

      “Nothing of interest?”

      “Not to me.”

      “Skeld, check the other hallway, then drink some water.”

      I passed a water skin to Ragnar as I walked into the hallway he’d come out of. There were doors on both sides, about fifteen or so feet apart. I could see the one he’d opened. The doors were made out of stone, but opened with a soft push, not a hint of squeakiness. Peeking inside, it was just wrecked. Dust all over everything, desiccated belongings, busted up furniture of stone and wood. There was nothing to salvage, even by the standards of a loot whore like me. . 

      “More sleeping rooms,” Skeld called out.

      “Back up,” I yelled in return. “Let’s try another hall!”
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      We went down a few more halls, and then around a few more. We found more rooms. Lots more rooms. There was nothing really to see beyond the walls and the halls. Anything that had remained in the place had turned to junk a long time ago. I was still holding out hope that we’d find a piece of jewelry or something. Sometimes, the thought of loot was the only thing that kept me going. 

      After a while of wandering around, I got curious about the layout of the place. At some point, there had been someone who thought it was a good idea to plan out all this nonsense. The main hallway and big stupid room seemed like a grand entrance chamber, a place to impress people. But only people entering from that side. Which made me curious as to why that side mattered — It was on the same side as my settlement, and yet, that had been a pretty closed valley the last time I checked. I mean, at least until we’d cut a hole through the mountain. But the Mountain Kings had their giant entry that way. Which made me think there had to be something else in my valley, something that would be impressed by a big door and a grand entrance chamber. Maybe another civilization collapsed. There was the group that built Osterstadt before Osterstadt was there. The people who made the Dungeon of the Ancients, maybe they had some other way through the valley. A bridge over the river, something through the canyon?

      But putting those thoughts aside, we managed to find the tunnels which led down to the more industrial areas, where the workshops, the forges, and the entrances to the mines were. 

      The industrial area was another large open space. Big, sure, but it lacked all the grandeur of the entrance chamber. When we walked into that open space, we finally started to hear noises.

      High pitched chirps and calls of some sort. No identifiable language. It wasn’t sinister, not at first at least, but it was unnerving. 

      “Anyone recognize that?” I whispered.

      A bunch of shaking heads.

      “No offense guys,” I said, “but I’m starting to wonder why I brought all of you. I carry everything, and you guys—”

      “I got us in here,” Tarryn said. “And I killed the bone things.”

      “Can you cast a spell right now?”

      “No, but—”

      “Sorry, that was rude. You get a pass. What about you others?”

      Silence.

      “Shit. Sorry again,” I said. “That was fucked up of me, and I apologize. I’m just feeling some stress, and—”

      A loud screech echoed out of the mine entrance up ahead.

      “It is what is coming up from the depths,” Vreggork said softly, eyes fixed ahead.

      “What is it?”

      “No one is knowing. Creature must be very bad for doing the killing of the Mountain Kings.”

      “But you have no idea—”

      Vreggork and Amber put their hands up, almost at the same time, a very clear signal that it was time to shut up. Then I heard what they must have: hard sounds as something scrabbled up the tunnels. And it wasn’t just coming from the obvious spot, where we’d heard the shrieks and chirps. It was coming from everywhere. Including the tunnel we’d just come from.

      I got my biggest shield out, a great tower shield made out of a chunk of cast iron an inch thick. Even for me, it was heavy. Not painfully heavy, but I wasn’t above resting it on the ground when necessary. I turned the shield sideways as I stuck my arm into the loops. It gave me a better ability to protect my comrades.

      “Any tunnel where there’s no noise?” I asked.

      Ragnar and Skeld pointed at the same time, to the same tunnel.

      “You lead,” I said, “I’m on rearguard. Go slowly, and Bear, dim your fucking lights.”

      One of the orbs just winked out of existence, and the other two dimmed so low it was tough to see them.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Now everyone move. Quietly.”

      We headed to the noiseless tunnel, with me going backwards slowly. I got a spear out of my bag, something that had enough reach to go around the shield, and scanned from left to right to left to right, looking for any movement.

      Nothing.

      I could still hear things, but I couldn’t see anything.

      We got to the hallway, and a few feet in, and I hissed out, “Kill the light. Hold here.”

      The light went out. Total darkness. I used darkvision to look into the open space of the industrial complex, and used tremorsense to feel who, or what, might be coming. It was a lot of small vibrations, which meant either a veritable shit-ton of tiny things, or a lot of larger things with plenty of legs.

      I rested the edge of the tower shield on the ground and peeked over the top. I wanted to see what was going to come into the room. I felt something on my side, and I almost dropped the spear to smack at whatever was crawling up my arm until I got the faint whiff of Bear’s vanilla scent. Which made me wonder where I’d smelled that recently. But then she was on my shoulder, also peering over the shield.

      Nothing but sound.

      Finally, something came into view, something more disgusting. They were insect-like, but bigger. As more came into the room, I realized they had a diverse range of sizes. Small ones, around the size of dogs, climbed closer from the ceilings. The bigger ones were in the pony to horse range, and one really big one pushed a lot of the little ones out of the way. It was the size of a buffalo.

      They had four legs on the ground or ceiling, and two arms out front. All of which tapered to points, though on closer examination, I could see claws for grabbing. They had wide thoraxes, and what seemed like no discernible abdomen. Kind of left the creatures looking a bit unfinished. Stout. They had long neck that bent over in a harsh ’s’ shape with a big triangular head on top. Their heads seemed like they had a bunch of armor plating on it, and then a little bit of actual head at the bottom, with a little area free to swivel and move around, and some massive mandibles prepared to feed stuff into a mouth lined with either fine teeth or hairs. A nightmare either way. There were four sunken eyes on the head, two facing straight forward, and one on either side of the head, I hazarded a guess that it probably had excellent sight probably at least 270 degrees. If not 360. 

      “Identify it?” I whispered to Bear.

      She nodded, and then I felt a little tingle on my shoulder.

      “Deepteeth Workers,” she whispered back.
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      DEEPTEETH WORKER

      Gloom Beast

      Lvl ???

      HP: Medium

      MP: None

      Known Weaknesses: None.
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      “Why do I see the information after you identify it?” I asked.

      “Is now really the time for this?”

      “Curiosity rears its ugly head.”

      “Hirð perk, maybe.”

      The deepteeth workers moved through the open space of the workshops. Then one of the medium-sized ones dropped its head down to the ground, and I got a good look at the back of its neck. It was a softer fleshy area, pretty much the only part I’d seen that wasn’t covered in chitinous armor. Also, its neck was the same length as its walking legs, so it could always reach the ground to snatch something with its mouth, I supposed. A little Charles Darwin moment on my part.

      I watched the deepteeth workers stalk around, smelling things, looking at things, my guess, trying to find whatever had been making noise upstairs.

      Us.

      But we were currently quiet, and the deepteeth workers seemed like they were getting bored with trying to find us. Some were even heading back down into their tunnels. 

      Then, behind me, there was a sneeze.

      Everyone froze. Not just us, but all the deepteeth as well. As if they couldn’t believe that happened either. All eyes were at us.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      Part of me wanted to know who sneezed so I could throw them to the wolves. Or, the deepteeth.

      But that wasn’t allowed. Not here. Not now.

      “Run,” I said.

      The deepteeth responded before my party did, charging almost as one. It was creepy as hell.

      I felt the warmth of Bear’s haste spell, and I readied to receive the charge as she leapt from my shoulder and followed the others down the hall.

      As soon as the deepteeth were close, I took a powerstep forward and slammed the shield into oncoming traffic.

      I felt a big crunch.

      Then I took a quick step back, slammed the shield forward again, and pulped the bug-looking motherfuckers between the metal and the hard carapaces. 

      A few steps back, and I watched as the gooey remains of a bunch of deepteeth workers got pushed and pulled out of the way by other workers. Then they scrabbled against each other to get into the tunnel.

      Overeager little fuckers.

      I backed up quickly, stutter-stepping so in case one did charge, I’d be ready.

      “Duck!” someone called out.

      I dropped to the ground.

      A burst of electricity the size of a beach ball zipped by and then smashed into the crowd of deepteeth workers. I looked up in time to see bright white tendrils of electricity shooting over and through all the creatures. Smoke came off of them as they convulsed, and shrieks of pain and who knows what shot down the hallway. I could feel the sound waves crashing over me, and my ears ached.

      I pulled two doors open and wedged my big shield between them. Then I turned and burned, sprinting.

      Tarryn was vomiting as Ragnar and Skeld tried to carry him.

      “I got him,” I shouted. “Go!” 

      He was light compared to the shield, so I one-armed the mage and we ran, following the tunnel. There were doors leading off it, but they were all either closets or tiny workshops. With no exits. This place was one giant fucking firetrap.

       “Door!” came a shout from Vreggork up front. 

      I came around the corner, and there was, in fact, a door. If it had been wood, I’d have just run right through the thing. But it was made of stone, so I skidded to a stop, maybe slamming into the door a little.

      Bear had her hands on the door. There was a loud knocking sound, but she managed to get it open.

      Behind, I heard the crash of deepteeth trying to force their way through my shield barrier.

      “Inside,” I snapped. But everyone was already moving because there was really only one way to go, so I didn’t need to say anything. But it made me feel a little better to say something. Until I realized no one needed a reminder to go into the room, and then I felt a bit foolish.

      I got into the room, deposited Tarryn on the floor, and shoved the door shut behind me. 

      I leaned on the door, and Bear threw orbs of light into the air.

      Gold glimmered back at us. Gold and a whole bunch more.

      “The treasury,” I whispered, my inner loot-gremlin stirring. But it was as I said those words that I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. There’s usually only one way in and out of a treasury. “Forget the loot, find another door.”

      “Forget the loot?” Ragnar asked. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’d like to get out of here without going through the digestive tract of one of those things,” I said. Conveniently, that’s when the first of the deepteeth workers slammed against the door.

      I leaned into it, wedging myself against the stone, feeling repeated hits from the creatures on the other side.

      The rest of the group spread through the room. It wasn’t a small space, but it was fairly narrow for how long it was. There were graduated levels from flat floor, stepping up in segments about a yard at a time for a total of three levels. Each level had plenty of tables, which looked like wood, but probably couldn’t be wood, considering all the other wood we’d seen was barely still existing. There were stacks of coins most everywhere, gold and silver by the look of it. Some chests, some sacks of things, a few barrels of gems, and, at the far back, a rack of weapons that had a purple glow to them. All cool, but it didn’t take long for the reality to sink in: the only way out was back through the door I was currently holding shut.

      Thud. Thud.

      It was like a middle schooler learning to play the bass drum. Off-tempo and with varied pressure.

      The others gathered back around me, and we stood there. Finally, the deepteeth fuckers stopped thudding. Everyone remained still.

      “No one sneeze,” I whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Several eyes shot over to Wulf, and suddenly I knew who to blame. It wasn’t his fault he sneezed, so I couldn’t exactly be rationally angry at him. Even though I wanted to.

      I took a few tentative steps from the door, and then stood up straight.

      “Damn,” I said, “we’re in a tight spot.”

      “Maybe taking some gold would make you feel better?” Ragnar asked.

      “I mean, yeah, but it’s not like we can buy our way out of here can we?”

      “Maybe there’s a magic weapon here to fuck up those things, whatever they are.”

      “Deepteeth workers,” Bear piped up.

      “Oh,” Ragnar said. “Yeah. We’re pretty fucked.”

      “You know them?”

      “No, but a name like that means they’re pretty badass and there’s probably, you know, soldier variants. Otherwise, they’d just be called deepteeth.”

      “Didn’t think of that. Damn, we’re in a tight spot.”

      Almost absentmindedly, I started grabbing gold and chucking it in my bag. Also the silver. And then I just swept it into my bag by the armful. Ragnar and Skeld hopped up at that point and started getting in on the action.

      Now, I know it seems like I was just trying to steal all the treasure I possibly could, and while that’s mostly true, I was also thinking. I was going over possibilities. If these were workers, then maybe there was a queen that controlled them. That could certainly explain how and why the creatures had reacted as one to the sneeze. And if there was a queen controlling things, that meant I just needed to kill the queen. Well, I needed to cut through all the workers, the potential soldiers and whatever other classes of deepteeth might exist, then find the queen and kill her. Easy.

      Minor problem really.

      I thought about one of the many abilities I possessed that I hadn’t yet tried out. 
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      Battle Frenzy - Once per day, you are able to enter a frenzied state where damage dealt is doubled and damage received is halved until you are out of combat. Be aware, in this state, you cannot distinguish friend from foe and will attack anything you perceive as a threat or a weakness.
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      Sure, it meant there was a chance I’d kill all the people in my party, but that was rather remote, right? Probably remote, at least. If they had a safe place to stay, out of sight and out of mind, maybe I wouldn’t feel the need to kill them in my slayer state. Or whatever it was called. I waved Ragnar over, thinking I should go over the plan with him first, before busting it out for the rest of the group.

      “Okay,” I said, keeping my voice down. “New plan.”

      “Or a plan,” Ragnar said.

      “I’m going to go outside and kill everything.”

      “Interesting plan. I do see, perhaps, a few things that might go wrong.”

      “I’ve got an ability to help me do something like that.”

      “Outright slaughter?”

      ”I mean, that’s basically what it is, so, yeah.”

      “And you think you can use it to take on this whole, what, nest?”

      “Nest is probably a decent term. Seems like ants, right?”

      “Do you have ants like this back on Girth?”

      “Earth. And no. Well, kind of? Smaller.”

      ”If these things were smaller, then it would probably be a decent plan. Go squish them with your big fat feet.”

      “I don’t have fat feet.”

      “You could walk on top of snow with those boats.”

      ”Don’t mix your metaphors.”

      “You probably give cobblers nightmares.”

      “Can we get back to the plan?”

      “It’s not exactly a plan so much as you hoping you can kill everything in one fell swoop.”

      “I’m pretty sure it will work.”

      ”That’s not a plan, though, my duke.”

      “It is a plan.”

      “It’s a hope.”

      “Better than anything you’ve come up with,” I said.

      “I have the lowest intelligence score of any of the hirð. Why the hell would you look to me to come up with a plan?”

      ”Intelligence is not the same as creativity. And you shouldn’t live your life by the numbers. Be better than the numbers.”

      “Says the man who lived his first life without any numbers whatsoever.”

      “Which means I know things.”

      ”You didn’t know your feet were wide.”

      ”Can we not go into that again?”

      ”Not sure we can avoid them.”

      “The plan.”

      ”Fuck it, my duke. I don’t have any idea how that’s going to work. So, you know, go down swinging.”

      I nodded. “That’s the plan.”

      “You’re a fool, you know that, right?”

      “I’ve been accused of it many times.”

      I ruffled the fur on his head, and he glared at me. Then I walked over to the door and put my ear against it. I couldn’t hear anything.

      “Listen up,” I said. “I have a terrible plan, but it’s the only thing I can think of to get us out of here.”

      The party looked at me. I could see Ragnar muttering to Skeld.

      “I’m going out alone, and I’m going to try and kill everything out there with a pretty noxious ability I have. You all need to stay in here, with the door shut and try not to make any noise. Because I think if I know you are here, I might try and kill you all as well.”

      Lots of blinks. Then a bit of looking at each other.

      “Would you forget we’re here?” Skeld asked.

      “It’s possible,” I said. “Probable? I don’t know, honestly.”

      “As a plan, it’s incredibly stupid,” Tarryn said. “But it could work.”

      Amber frowned. “How could it possibly work?”

      “I’ve seen him fight,” Tarryn replied. “He’s not, I mean, I saw him dismantle the army of the corrupted, and I assume that was without this skill he’s got.”

      “It was. If someone has another idea,” I said, “I’m not exactly keen on this current plan, so I’d be happy to listen.”

      “I could cast invisibility on all of us,” Bear said, “and we can sneak out of here.”

      “Unless someone sneezes again.”

      “It was an accident,” Wulf said, glaring at me.

      “I know that,” I said, “but it’s something that can happen, right? Invisibility does nothing for sneezes. And do we even know if these creatures hunt by sight?”

      “They have a lot of eyes,” Amber said.

      “Sure, but it’s dark down here. They’d need lots of eyes to see anything.”

      “Going out there and trying to kill everything is a fools errand,” Bear said. “Even if you do survive and manage to kill a lot, there’s always the chance you won’t have killed absolutely everything, and something will still be hiding, waiting to ambush us. And then, it will kill us all, and you’ve gone through all the trouble for nothing. Unless you just want to kill a bunch of things for the XP and whatever, then it doesn’t really matter. But if you’re trying to get us out of here, all of us alive, the ‘kill everything’ approach is stupid and will not work.”

      “It could work,” Tarryn said. “Duke Coggeshall has some real fighting chops.”

      “But is it what will get us out of here safely, prepared to finish this quest?” Bear asked.

      “You think we should just sit in here and starve?” Tarryn asked.

      “No. That’s ridiculous.”

      “Stop arguing,” I said. “Let’s keep thinking on this. We’re not in danger of starving.”

      I reached into the bag, pulled some rations out, and set them on the ground.

      Skeld and Ragnar were the first to tuck in, pulling the food out and setting things in piles. 

      I walked to the far end of the treasury to look at the weapon racks. And to think. Sometimes I just needed a little time on my own. There was more in back than just the taller weapons I’d seen. There were a few racks of spears, one of swords, and one of miscellaneous pointy things, all of which were going to go into the bag as soon as I had the chance. But there was also a stack of bright and shiny metal shields. They were rectangular, with a slight curve to protect the body. I did a quick count, and came up with twenty. Then I noticed a chest, made of stone and fortunately open just a tad. Inside, I could see metallic fabric. Pushing the lid off revealed a big bunch of chain mail.

      “Magic users,” I called out, as quietly as one could call out, “anyone got identify magic item spells?”

      Both Bear and Tarryn started walking over, each one shooting the other with dark looks.

      “What do you want me to do, boss?” Tarryn asked.

      ”I am at your service, your grace,” Bear said, at nearly the same time.

      I groaned. “Can we save that nonsense until we’re back at Coggeshall?”

      “What nonsense?” Tarryn asked.

      “Fuck it,” I said. “One of you identify this shit, and tell me if there’s anything spectacular. And the other tell me why these tables are still here if they’re wood.”

      For a second, I thought the two might fight over who got to do what, but then spells started flying around, and the two worked calmly. There was nothing particularly impressive, magic-wise, some +1 halberds, a +1 bardiche. The armor was similarly magical to a small degree, which explained why nothing had deteriorated. Magical weapons seemed to be immune to basic breakage and destruction.

      I looked across the treasury, specifically at the door. It was nearly the size of the hallway outside, and it was heavy and stone and clearly could withstand an attack from the deepteeth motherfuckers. The workers at least. If there was just some way to take the door off the hinges, then we could just use it as a giant shield and battering ram, and force our way down the tunnel until we found the next exit. But in order to really pull such a maneuver off, we’d also need a second door we could use as a rearguard, so we couldn’t be attacked from behind. Which would probably be a problem we’d need to address once we pushed through the industrial complex.

      But the hallways were all standard size, so a bulldozer sort of thing might be a tactical advantage. Especially because pushing was something I excelled at...

      I walked over to one of the tables and took a good look at it. It wasn’t quite wood, despite appearances, but it didn’t seem like stone either. I gave it a hard knock with a knuckle.

      A low thud.

      “Metal?” I asked.

      “Wolfram,” Tarryn said. “Very heavy, very dense, very hard..”

      “Valuable?”

      “If you can find a way to work it, maybe. Not sure what the uses might be.”

      “Armor?”

      “For someone like you, maybe, but I doubt anyone else here could move that table. Armor out of it would weigh down all the but strongest of soldiers. I will say, the woodgrain the Mountain Kings carved into it is beautiful work.”

      I ran my fingers across the table, feeling the ridges and grooves. So the Mountain Kings had to have known how to work it. I knelt down and saw that the legs weren’t welded on —they were friction set just in holes.

      It took some work, shifting the table back and forth while keeping my foot on the base. But eventually I got the tabletop off, and it thunked on the floor. Tarryn was right — it was seriously heavy. I was actually having a hard time with it, which was a novel feeling of late. I maneuvered it along the treasury until I was right by the door.

      “Open it,” I said.

      “The door?” Amber asked.

      I just frowned at her.

      She opened the door.

      Nothing was on the other side, though there were a few scratches on both the wall and the door.

      I got the table through the door, and set it down in the hallway on the other side. It took up nearly the entire width of the hallway, and about half the height. We couldn’t take the door off, but we could use the tables. Maybe get four of them, two to the front, two to the back, and we’d have created mobile safe-room. Fucking bugs wouldn’t be able to get us.

      Not wanting to make noise, I picked the tabletop back up, and brought it into the treasury.

      Amber had the door closed before I could ask her to do it.

      “New idea,” I said. “It’s one that isn’t entirely based on my ability to go on a killing spree, so you might want to hear it.”

      I gathered the crew around, and explained the general concept.

      There were a few confused looks, some disbelief, and then a few nods. Because, you know, any idea was better than, I guess, the first thing I offered up.

      We took the four tables, connected two to make the front shield, and two to make the back shield. Then we grabbed four heavy gold disks to give us wheels. It took a bit of impromptu engineering. While Lee probably would have done it better, between Skeld and Tarryn, they got it figured out. We used some of the magical pole-arms for axles, since they wouldn’t break under the ridiculously heavy load. Then I passed out shields to everyone who could carry one to provide a little side protection if it was needed. And then, because it didn’t quite fit through the door, we had to reassemble the whole thing out in the hall, keeping eyes out for the damn deepteeth.

      Then it was time to roll.

      Literally.
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      Our rolling fortress was heavy, and it moved like it. The gold wheels had a bit of a squeak until Tarryn cast a grease spell on them, then they moved quietly. But it was still tough. If I wasn’t pushing, the entire rest of the group could only just keep it moving.

      Passing by the first door, I really wanted to go inside and poke around. There could be loot inside, cool ancient technology or long lost magics. And yet, I knew we had no time. The quick chat with Eona had been an eye-opener. I had to motor. So instead of going looting, I put my shoulder against the shield wall and pushed harder. A moment later, I heard the tell-tale screeches and clicks coming from up ahead. I peeked through the tiny gap between the table-shields, and saw deepteeth workers streaming down the hallway towards us.

      “PREPARE FOR CONTACT!” I shouted. 

      I leaned against the front and got my feet situated so I was ready to receive their charge.

      They hit, and hit hard. It knocked me back a step. 

      But then I started to push.

      Step after step, I pushed. I tapped into internal reservoirs of power, and put them into my struggle. And though I felt intense pressure from the other side, as well as some scrabbling and scraping at the metal tabletops, our ramshackle contraption held.

      I started to hear popping and crunching, and then goop from crushed bodies and limbs seeped under our shield wall. The creatures had some measure of intelligence though, and the deepteeth workers pulled back once it was clear they couldn’t do anything to the shield. That in the hallway, we were just going to crush them if they tried.

      Instead, they waited for us at the industrial complex, where the room opened up and the big assholes could attack us from the side. 

      I stopped pushing when we were just at the edge of the wall.

      The creatures attacked again, but the shields held.

      “Ideas?” I asked, yelling to get above the din of the attack.

      “Fireball?” Tarryn asked.

      “You think that’ll take them all down?”

      “I think it might buy us enough time to make it to one of the hallways on the other side of the room.

      “Don’t suppose any of you have figured out which one leads to the outside.”

      Tarryn came up, and peeked through the gap.

      And promptly shot back down as one of the deepteeth workers threw itself against the tabletops at just the right time.

      But the contraption held, and Tarryn shook his head before peering through again.

      “There are light grooves in the floor,” he said, “leading to two of the tunnels. One is where the bulk of the deepteeth have come out of, so I think it goes to the mine. But the other is two hallways to the left of the mine. I’m willing to bet that leads outside. See it?”

      I leaned in, and in between the claws and jaws of the deepteeth, I followed where Tarryn was pointing. Sure enough, there were very faint wheel marks leading down the hallway.

      “Let’s try,” I said. I turned around to the rest of the group. “Tarryn’s going to fireball. Then, we all push. I don’t know how well this thing is going to turn, but we’re going to find out. Last hallway on the left is the goal. Use shield if you need. Otherwise, push.”

      I got nods back. 

      “Push it out a bit when I tell you,” Tarryn said, eyes closed and already weaving his hands in a mystical sort of pattern.

      Bear suddenly reached out and touched him. Tarryn’s eyes popped open, and I could see they were glowing.

      “A little boost,” Bear said.

      Tarryn nodded, then went back to his spell.

      “Now,” Tarryn said.

      I pushed the table fortress out about a foot. Tarryn stepped out to the side then released the spell. 

      “Pull back!” he shouted.

      I pulled the contraption back into the hallway as there was a loud explosion. The room erupted in an unbelievable brightness of flames. There was definitely some screeching and whatnot from the creatures caught in the inferno.

      “PUSH!” I shouted, and we all pushed. 

      I don’t know how much the others helped, but it might have been a lot. Regardless, we shot out of the hallway at a run, the shield-table-wall pushing burning and flailing bodies out of the way like sort of demented snow-plow. 

      “TURN!” I shouted.

      There was a grand sort of screeching noise as the back end swung around, and we got mostly lined up with the last hallway on the left. 

      “PUSH!”

      And we pushed.

      We hit the edge of the wall, and the shield structure bumped a few times before getting settled in, and we were in the hallway.

      “It worked!” I shouted, turning to look at the rest of the group.

      They were smiling and happy, but I noticed one troubling detail. The shield-table-contraption, which we had built on wheels to make sure we’d be able to push the monster, was still rolling into the hallway. And it was accelerating.
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      We had two main things going against us: one, the hallway headed downhill, and two, the deepteeth workers were still throwing themselves at the rear of our shield-table. So after about a hundred feet, everyone in the thing had to start running along with it. Or, in terms of Tarryn, I had to snatch him and pick him up.

      After a particularly nasty hit, the contraption sped up, and we were really cooking down the hill. Or, down the hallway.

      “Grab on!” I said. “Let’s go for a ride.”

      The group grabbed on to what they could, hopping up so they didn’t have to run along. It was abundantly clear that any stumble would mean getting run over by literal tons of rolling metal.

      There was no slowing the contraption down. I mean, I probably could have put my feet down and tried to Flintstone-brake the ride, but I only had the one pair of boots and I didn’t feel the need to ruin them just yet. I hoped we’d just slow down to a natural stopping point before one of us got hurt. 

      That’s not exactly what happened. 

      We did stop, it was just a little faster than expected. And after a much longer trip than expected. There were curves and bumps, and the damn thing kept going faster and faster, I even saw sparks fly a few times as metal bits came into contact with the stone walls. Finally, though, we got to the end. The hallway ended in an open room that was something like shipping and receiving terminal, and we ran right into the wall. Well, we ran into some deepteeth workers who were so kindly standing in between us and the wall, so we got a softer landing than expected. There was a bit of a smoosh at the end, as well as a great spraying of guts from the big bugs.

      Everyone riding the shield-wall-cart-thing crashed into each other. It was a fantastic bit of anarchy for a moment. Finally, I pushed Amber off of me, then stepped through the supports of the cart until I was in the main room.

      It was empty.

      Mostly.

      There were some piles of crap, desiccated bits of wood, rusted metals and the like. The various remnants of crates and barrels. And something that looked like it had once been a wagon.

      But in one of the walls, I could make out a big door. A sliding one, like you might see on a barn, or in a million Chip-and-Joanna-Gaines-inspired renovations. 

      “Door,” I said. “Let’s go!”

      The others were less enthusiastic. I realized a lot of them could be injured.

      “Anyone who can’t walk?” I asked.

      A few moans and groans. 

      “We’ve gotta go, people, “ I shouted, hearing the clicking and clacking of deepteeth feet as they raced down the hallway trying to get to us.

      Not willing to wait, I started pulling my party out of the contraption. Not quite throwing them all over my shoulders, but I wasn’t being gentle about getting them going either.

      Ragnar and Skeld managed to get the door open. Sunlight poured in.

      “Out!” I shouted, needlessly. I was the last through the door.

      I saw claws coming around our shield table as I turned to shut the door. We were running out of time.

      I slammed the door shut, just as several of the deepteeth crashed into it.

      “Well that was fun,” I said, turning around and leaning against the stone of the mountain.

      I smiled. No one else did.
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      The sun was high in the sky, somewhere past noon. Which was nice, but it was also an indicator of exactly how much time we’d lost being stuck in the treasury building our escape chariot. We saw the remains of a road leading downhill, and I could see the main valley of the Empire beyond. Almost a straight shot, really, though trees were starting to cover up proof of any civilization. There was also something of a road heading uphill, but it was even older than what was headed downhill, and only from a certain angle could you see it. The trees where the road had been were just a bit shorter and thinner than the rest of the trees making up the forest.

      Every one in the group was sitting on the ground, breathing hard.

      “Wulf,” I said, “where are we heading?”

      Wulf looked at me, then around, then up at the sky. He slowly got up to his feet, and he rubbed his head.

      “This way,” he said, pointing along the road going uphill.

      “How far?” I asked.

      “I do not know. Not exactly.”

      “Are we talking a day? Two?”

      “No. A few hours.”

      “How are you all feeling?” I asked, looking at the group. “Do we need to camp for the night or can y’all push on?”

       Everyone looked beat, but no one was willing to say they needed the rest. 

      “Okay, then,” I said, “we will push forward, and we’re going in for war. So armor up — get your weapons out, ready to rock.”

      I pulled off the wyrmskin armor Zoey made for me and set it to the side. It’d taken a bit of damage in the events leading up to this last push, and I knew I was about to be in a big fight. I needed all the protection I could get. Which meant it was back to my bizarre collection of plate. I started pulling on the various bits and bobs, thinking of how it would be so much easier to just step into a suit of power armor. That started me wondering if there was a magical equivalent here in Vuldranni, which made me decide it would be a good project for Lee to look into. 

      Skeld and Ragnar were done getting ready, and so they came over to help me get all my armor on and secured. It was much easier with help, because of all the clasps and knots.

      “Which one of you wants to roll with me?” I asked. “Keep me supplied with weapons and the like.”

      The two lutra stepped away and did their game of thumbs. It seemed Skeld was on a winning streak.

      “I’ll do it,” Skeld said.

      I passed the knapsack over to him. He couldn’t keep it on his belt like me, but he could wear it as a knapsack. 

      “You’re on healing potions, too,” I said. “There’s twelve in there. Make sure if someone’s going down—”

      “I got it,” Skeld said. “I know how potions work.”

      “Lovely.”

      “What do I do?” Ragnar asked.

      “Keep Skeld alive.”

      Ragnar nodded.

      Bear stood in front of me. “Shoulder mount?” she asked.

      “You’re with Skeld,” I said. “If you’re on my shoulder, you might take a hit meant for me.”

      “I can take a hit.”

      “Sure, but you don’t have to. I need you slinging spells. Tarryn, you hold the rear with Amber. Meikeljan, you’re with Tarryn. Vreggork, you’re fighting?”

      “You have extra spear?” he asked.

      Skeld pulled one out of the bag and tossed it over.

      Vreggork caught the spear, and spun it around until it snapped under his arm. “I fight.”

      “Wulf?” I asked.

      “I am just a guide,” he said, looking a bit ashamed he was taking the less-than-brave road.

      “Fine,” I said. “Stay back with Tarryn.”

      His massive furry head nodded.

      “Let’s go knock some heads, and hunt some bears.”

      “That is very offensive,” Wulf said. “We aren’t bears.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” I said. “Uh, let’s just, uh, go finish this mission from God.”

      I took point, heading up the remains of the road, which was a bit of a pain in the ass because it was so overgrown. And because it was newer growth, there were lower branches and shrubs and tightly packed tree trunks.

      I looked over my shoulder, and motioned that we were going off the road, to the left.

      This decision seemed to upset Wulf, but since he was at the back of the pack, I decided I didn’t care what he thought, and pushed forward with my own plan. We followed the road from the side. It was easier, and we were making pretty good time. 

      Things got steep. Really steep, where we had to do a little bouldering — not quite outright climbing. Finally, we got to the ridge line.

      I stopped, and my team spread out on either side of me.

      The forest slacked off, becoming just disparate trees before opening up into a mountain meadow. It was tranquil and beautiful, and I was a little confused. This certainly seemed like the bowl Wulf had told us about, but there was a decided lack of, say, corrupted ursus, or desecrated corpses. I was expecting a ritual, some big scary party happening to pull the thing corrupting the ursus into the world. But this was more like stumbling into an Ansel Adams photograph. 

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

      He took a few steps in front of me, walking towards the grass. “I think it’s just further on,” he said.

      I furtively pulled the stone out, and checked. It pointed in the same direction as Wulf.

      “Okay,” I said, “keep in formation. But Tarryn and co, stick to the trees until I make sure the open field is safe, capiche?”

      “Capiche?” Tarryn asked.

      “Okay?”

      “Sure. Want to save the making up of words for times when we aren’t about to fight overwhelming odds?”

      “I could probably try that.”

      I walked into the field. The grass went up past my knees, and hid uneven ground. I didn’t stumble, but that was likely due to my ability, Art of Movement, because the others were having a hard time keeping up with me.

      Bear disappeared in the grass. I wondered if that might be useful to remember later. Maybe we could camouflage her so she’d be able to get in better battle position.

      Halfway along the field, I heard something. I put my fist up in the air, signaling ‘Stop. Danger.’

      I hefted up my shield, drew my sword, and waited.

      Nothing.

      The sound didn’t come again.

      I looked all around the tree line, and realized there were two spots where roads came into the clearing. The one we’d been following, and another about twenty yards to the south of our grown-over road. It, too, was completely grown over, but had the same basic tells — new trees and growth. And it, too, seemed to go downhill, based on everything I could discern.

      The sound again. Something a little bit like a jingle jangle. Not quite a bell, but... it came to me in a flash. Reins. A horse.

      “Spears out,” I said, really wishing I could start traveling with a larger group or no group whatsoever. “There’s someone out there.”

      A lone horse came trotting from the trees, not from the grown over road, but almost forty yards away. And on that horse was a posh-looking dipshit I recognized immediately. 

      “Caticorix,” I said. “What a fucking unpleasant surprise.”

      He gave me that really annoying smile of his, tilting his head as his horse walked closer and closer. 

      “Duke Coggeshall,” he said. “You are a brusque sort, aren’t you?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Is that how you greet another lord of the Empire?”

      “Seems appropriate. What do you want?”

      “I find you reprehensible and somewhat vulgar, and yet, my own lord has asked me to speak with you once more.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “It is, indeed, fortunate for you. You see, I wanted to just have you killed. Or kill you myself. Or arrange some horrible accident to befall you. But my lord has decided, in his beneficence, that you might serve a larger purpose than just being fed to my dogs. Thus, he has asked me to ask you, one last time, if you might be willing to join him in ruling the Empire.”

      “You talk a good game, Caticorix,” I said. “Just, I don’t like you very much. I could certainly be persuaded to support your boss if you were, well, fed to your own dogs.”

      “I fear he likes me quite a bit more than he likes you.”

      “Maybe you should check.”

      “Check what?”

      “Ask him. Ask your lord, who maybe you should give me the name of as well, if he’s willing to get rid of you to have me on his team.”

      “He won’t.”

      “Are you afraid to ask?”

      “I fear nothing.”

      “Bubby, baby, scuzzbucket of puke. You’re afraid of everything, which is why you’re an illusion here and not yourself. Right? Ask your boss, for me.”

      He glared at me, and I swear I could see sweat on his brow. He took out a small notebook and wrote something down.

      “What’s the good word?” I shouted.

      “My lord does not react on your time!” Caticorix shouted as a reply.

      “Do you wonder why he’s here?” Skeld asked me, quietly.

      “Yeah,” I said, scanning the trees and looking back to where I knew Tarryn and crew were hiding. “Bear, be sneaky and head back to check on Tarryn and company.”

      I felt someone tap my calf twice, and I assumed that was Bear confirming my order.

      Caticorix’s face paled, and then screwed up in rage.

      “Ah,” I shouted, “mystery man would rather have me, eh?”

      “You will die!” Caticorix retorted.

      His image wavered, and then disappeared. We all readied for an attack, or something, but nothing happened.

      “Bit anticlimactic,” I said. 

      “Maybe he meant it in more of an eventual way,” Ragnar said.

      “Comment on inevitable mortality?” Skeld asked.

      “Could be.”

      “He doesn’t seem the type to engage in philosophy,” Skeld said.

      “Maybe is just idiot,” Vreggork said.

      “My vote’s with Vreggork,” I said.

      What looked like a rocket streaked into the sky, and blew up over us in an almost beautiful display of sparks.

      “Probably happening now,” I said, hunkering down and getting the shield up.

      A primal roar came from behind us.

      I jumped around, resetting.

      Another roar answered from the west.

      And a third from the east. The only side not represented was where we’d come from. We were mostly surrounded.

      “Retreat?” Skeld asked.

      “Not yet,” I said. “We don’t know what we’re up against.

      The first minotaur came crashing through the trees, wearing full plate armor and wielding a massive mace.

      “Too late,” I said. “Spear.”
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      I dropped the sword, and instantly felt a spear in my hand. I hauled back, and threw hard.

      “Spear,” I said again.

      I had the second spear in the air heading for a new target before the first hit.

      And the first did hit, hard enough to stop the minotaur’s charge. It dented his armor and he stumbled, crashing to the ground. But the spear didn’t penetrate the plate, so I knew he was still alive.

      The second target was the minotaur behind him.

      And judging from the rumbling noise, more of the bull-men and women were coming up from my rear.

      A warmth spread across my body, and a quick glimpse confirmed the haste spell from Bear.

      I held my hand out, and another spear went in it. I threw it. Three more spears, and six down from that direction.

      I kicked up the sword, snatched it from the air, pivoted on my heel, and charged.

      The minotaurs were not expecting the charge, I think partially because they were already having a spot of trouble getting across the terrain at speed. But it also didn’t seem to make a ton of sense for a smaller creature, me, to charge a bigger creature. Then again, I’m not the sensible type. At least, not often. 

      Two steps in, and looking at my opponents, and I knew I had the wrong weapon. A basic steel longsword was nigh-on useless against full armor.

      So I threw it as hard as I could.

      “Hammer,” I shouted over my shoulder. I reached back without looking, and felt a hammer haft in my hand. 

      I closed in on two minotaurs, one with two horns and one missing a left horn. I leapt.

      Two-horns got the shield while one-horn got the hammer. Two-horns tried to block my shield bash with his maul, but I had a little more oomph behind it than he was expecting. Soon his maul, and my shield, went into his face.

      One-horn swung with a spiked mace, but either he was mad at Two-horns or he wasn’t paying attention to where people were, because that swing missed me and went straight into Two-horns. The spikes punched through the armor and lodged into the big bull’s belly.

      My hammer came down on one-horn’s one horn, invalidating his nickname. There was a sharp crack, and the horn fell off.

      No-horn, née One-horn, roared in anger. Two-horn roared in pain. I landed on the other side of them, skidding slightly before getting both feet planted. I bent low and swung a really great backhand straight into the side of Two-horn’s knee.

      The knee went sideways, and the minotaur fell to the ground, the spiked mace still in his  stomach, ripping it out of No-horn’s hands.

      No-horn roared again, and pulled a sword from his belt. He lifted said sword high and prepared to stab me when a spear came out of his gullet.

      I saw a grinning lutra behind him — Ragnar coming through.

      Three minotaurs charged from the west, with nothing but a lone snowbold standing in the way, setting his spear and ready to take the charge.

      I hurdled the bodies in front of me and threw my warhammer at the minotaurs. Then I snatched Two-horn’s maul off the ground. 

      The warhammer slammed into the middle charging minotaur. I launched into the air as Vreggork closed his eyes, his hands shaking on the spear.

      CLANG.

      My shield hit the lead minotaur in the head from the side, perfectly sending me ass-over-tea-kettle so that I landed sitting on the next minotaur’s head, one horn to my front, one horn to my rear. Minotaur two lost his balance, what with me on his head, and I rode him down to the ground. As soon as my foot was on the dirt, I got the maul coming around and went straight into the minotaur’s face, which was currently at ground level, I got rid of his snout. It was just a bloody pulp.

      Then it was just me and one minotaur. He was busy shaking his head after the impact with the shield.

      I gave the maul a little twirl and did a foot-over-foot sidestep until I was in front of him.

      The minotaur narrowed his eyes and glared at me, also getting into a fighting position.

      “You’re a mercenary, right?” I asked.

      He frowned, then nodded once, curt. 

      “Let me guess,” I started, “normally you’d just try and rip my head off, kill me like your contract states, right?”

      Another curt nod.

      “But you’re looking around and realizing that I’ve done a pretty stellar job taking you fucks apart, and you’re wondering who I am. And if you can succeed by yourself when all your buddies failed.”

      “Maybe,” he said in a gruff, guttural voice. 

      “You like the guy you work for?”

      “No.”

      “Are you bound by a contract?”

      “Yes.”

      “How does it end?”

      “With you being dead.”

      “There’s no fail state?” 

      “Fail state?”

      “Is it a you die or I die sort of thing?”

      “I have not read the contract.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I...” he hesitated. “Don’t know how to read.”

      “So you don’t know what the contract says. Might be that you just need to make a good effort at killing me.”

      “I guess.”

      “Which you might have done.”

      “I suppose,” he said, lowering his gargantuan sword a little.

      In return, I relaxed my weapons, just a little.

      “Maybe,” I said, “and I’m just spitballing here, but maybe this whole mercenary life isn’t at all what you were thinking it might be? Working for some asshole who has no respect for you or your kind? Who threw you into a situation where he knew you were going to get killed, because he wanted the glory for himself. He just wanted y’all to soften me up.”

      “Possible.”

      “You thinking you might want a career change? Become a farmer or something less, you know, about to be murdered-y?”

      He took a moment to think about that. I watched his sword go even lower.

      “Who are you?” he finally asked.

      “Duke of Coggeshall. Slayer of Worms and Wyrms and I’m willing to bet my kill count is higher than most you’ve encountered. You, and your buddies here, were never on my list of enemies. I’d prefer if you were on my list of friends. I like minotaurs. And don’t take this the way it’s going to sound, but one of my best friends is a minotaur. Lovely guy. Takes care of the animals in Coggeshall. He’s awesome at it, but probably needs some help. We’re a growing town.”

      The minotaur looked genuinely confused. Now his sword grazed the dirt. He was not at all ready to fight. And in looking at him, I realized there was definitely one major problem with minotaurs in battle. Their horns made helmets really hard to fit on their heads. None of these guys had been wearing helmets. Arrows to the face would be insanely useful against them. I made a mental note for later — you know, should I need to face down minotaurs again.

      “Are you...” he started then stopped, “are you inviting me to join your, uh, town?”

      “Are you the honorable sort?” I asked. “Looking for a good life in a good place dedicated to making a home where people can raise a family in safety?”

      “That is what you are doing?”

      “I mean, that’s the goal.”

      “And you have minotaurs there already?”

      “We do,” I said, neglecting to let him know it was just the one who wasn’t actually a minotaur so much as an Earth-dude who became a minotaur. “And lots of others. Humans, dwarves, battenti, elves, kitsune-girls, kobolds, and a really grumpy asshole who hates shiny pebbles.”

      That made the big guy smile just a little.

      “You won’t be mad that we tried to kill you?” he asked, suddenly worried.

      “Lots of people have tried to kill me, but I’d only be upset with y’all if you’d succeeded. You were lied to, Bub. You were made a pawn by an asshole who’s tried to kill me several times, and still failed.”

      I noticed the big guy look over my shoulder.

      One of the minotaurs who I’d speared earlier was standing rather jankily upright, armor tossed to the side, one huge hand holding an obvious dent in his chest where he’d probably broken a bunch of ribs.

      “I will go,” Broken-ribs said, “if you will take a wounded warrior.”

      “We take all types,” I said, and I dropped the maul.

      “I will go as well,” called out a weak voice from the grass, another minotaur having trouble getting to his feet.

      “Go help him,” I told Vreggork.

      The little snowbold ran over, and dutifully tried to get the minotaur to his feet.

      “If you swear allegiance to me,” I said, “then you’ll all be part of the Coggeshall family.”

      “I swear my allegiance to you, Duke of Coggeshall,” said one Minotaur. Then another. And another.

      “MONTANA!” came a cry from the tree line where the rest of my group was.

      “Never ends. Skeld, help these guys here. I’ll see what the screaming’s for.”

      In short order, there were nine new members of Coggeshall. Eight quite wounded, but Skeld was busy distributing healing potions as I sprinted for the tree line.
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      I got to the tree line just in time to see Bear get snagged by Wulf. 

      Tarryn and Amber were in bloody heaps, and Meikeljan stood at the base of a tree, eyes wide. Not moving.

      Wulf had the brownie in his paw, and was squeezing her hard enough to make her eyes bulge. He had a bloody short sword in his other paw, and he glared at me, eyes more than a little crazy.

      “Mind explaining things before I jump to insane conclusions, Wulf?” I asked.

      “You do not belong here,” he said. “This is the land of the--“

      “Let me just stop you right there. Which team are you playing for? Ursus or corrupted ursus?”

      “My hand was forced, I had to take the offer of power in order to rid the world of you.”

      “Whoops.”

      “Whoops?”

      “Well, You failed on that one, did you? I’m still here.”

      He started laughing.

      “You do not understand,” he said. “You will never reach the ritual in time, and the great—”

      I held up a hand, and for whatever reason, he stopped his inane rant. I dug into my character sheet real quick, and pulled up my abilities. Time to use something I’d been avoiding because it seemed so immoral and wrong. Time to force someone to tell the truth.

      I used veritasium.

      “Where is the ritual taking place?” I asked.

      “It is up the mountain three miles, in a cave at the west end of the Valley of Spears,” Wulf said. A shocked look came over his face. “How—”

      I snatched the dagger at my belt, and threw it hard. 

      Straight in the traitorous asshole’s eye, right up to the hilt.

      His other eye stared at me, but then he fell over backward.

      I darted to the body and wrenched his paw open. Bear gasped for air.

      “Meikeljan,” I snapped, “over here, and heal her.”

      “I can’t,” he sobbed back at me.

      “Check the others,” Bear got out through what sounded like ruined vocal cords. “Am fine.”

      I’d almost forgotten about them, but I went over, they were in rough shape. Multiple stab wounds to each, lots of blood loss, and barely a pulse.

      Reaching across the bloody bodies, I grabbed Meikeljan by his tiny robe, and wrenched him until our noses were touching.

      “Heal them,” I snarled.

      “I can’t,” he said, his voice quavering and his body shivering.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Eona has left me,” he replied.

      “SKELD!” I shouted, “need those healing potions here. Now!”

      “Yup!” Skeld hollered back, and I heard him running.

      “You want to explain to me why these people have to die?” I asked. “What did you do?”

      “I listened to Wulf” Meikeljan said “And I started to believe him. My faith wavered.”

      “You believed that sack of shit? That the power he was getting from some other entity was the right stuff?” I pulled out my magic rock, and held it up. The light pointed up the mountain, in the vague direction of where Wulf had indicated under the truth spell. It wasn’t pinging off Meikeljan. “Get Eona down here and fix these two.”

      “I—I—”

      “You can’t?”

      “No, my faith wavered and Eona has abandoned me.”

      “Are you a traitor?”

      “No!” he shouted.

      Skeld was there, healing potions in his hands.

      “Last two,” he said between breaths.

      I snatched one. “Tarryn.”

      I rolled Amber over gently and poured the potion into Amber’s mouth. I’m pretty sure I barely made it in time, because her eyes were glazing over a bit. Then, as the elixir went down her throat and the magic did its thing, her eyes got glossy, and she focused on my face. 

      She tried to speak, but something wasn’t working right.

      “Relax,” I said, “you’re okay. We got you.”

      Amber nodded, then closed her eyes. Her breathing was stable though. Her wounds didn’t exactly seal up completely, but the bleeding stopped. The healing potion had just been enough to keep her alive.

      “How’s Tarryn?” I asked.

      “Here,” Skeld said, “but barely. What happened here?”

      “Treachery,” I said. “Wulf has been fucking us over the whole time. That’s probably why we kept ending up in shitty spots where everything was trying to fucking kill us.”

      “Why?”

      “Fuckhead,” Bear coughed out.

      “What she said,” I said. “Seems like it’s the usual shit. Something offers power to those who want it, and those who take it have no idea what they just traded for the power.”

      I looked over my shoulder and saw the minotaurs approaching, following Ragnar and Vreggork.

      There was a big whoomp, and Fritz slammed down, landing with all the grace of an overladen box truck.

      “Arm-eee,” he honked.

      The minotaurs, looking marginally better than before, tried to get weapons out to attack the deep goose. It made me feel good that they were ready to fight for me, mistaken though they were.

      “Stand down,” I said. “He’s a friend.”

      “Arm-eee. Come-ing.”

      “From?” I asked.

      “Down.”

      “Caticorix,” I hissed. “Did you guys know about this?”

      “No,” the lone uninjured minotaur said. “We were told we were it.”

      “Means that asshole was going to ride his army up here and kill y’all so he wouldn’t have to pay you.”

      “He will pay for his treachery,” the uninjured one said.

      “Yeah, definitely, but maybe not quite yet.”

      I looked around, thinking hard, trying to categorize what I had. Nine minotaurs. One healthy, the others mostly so. Two lutra, healthy. One snowbold, fine. Maybe needing a change of pants. One Meikeljan asshole who was currently useless to me, but in theory, might either be a traitor or have his godly powers returned. Two nearly dead friends. One eight-headed monster goose.

      “I know this is almost always a bad idea,” I said, “but we’re splitting the party.”

      “Wha—” Ragnar started, but I held my hand up.

      “No time to talk. We just have to do it. Ragnar, you are in charge of group one, and that’s everyone but me, Skeld, Bear, Meikeljan, and Fritz. Get our injured back to Coggeshall stat.”

      “What does stat mean?”

      “As fast as possible.”

      “Back through the mountain?”

      “No. I’m betting that if you follow where this road used to be, you’ll get to the valley.”

      “We know how to get to Osterstadt from here,” the healthy minotaur said.

      “Okay, so lead them there first. Go safely but fast. Skeld, give them some gold for expenses. We’ll see you back in Coggeshall.”

      Skeld reached into the knapsack. He grabbed a pouch, and then peeked inside before grabbing a different pouch.

      “And you?” Ragnar asked.

      “Gotta finish the mission,” I said. I flipped the magic rock up into the air and watched the glowing point spin around. “Kill the corrupted ones. Save the world. That sort of thing.”

      I looked over the group, and then over my shoulder at the clearing. No army yet.

      “Get moving,” I said, “if Caticorix sees you, he’ll give chase.”

      “We will keep them safe,” the minotaurs said.

      “Godspeed.”
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      “Can you carry us?” I asked Fritz.

      He just made a cartoon duck sort of a noise.

      “That’s probably a no, eh?”

      Eight goose heads were obviously disappointed in me.

      “We’re going to head up that way,” I said, pointing up-mountain. “Do a little recon, make sure we’re going to be in the clear.”

      A honk, and the giant eight-headed goose launched into the air.

      “We’re going through the woods,” I said. “Meikeljan, Bear, you guys hoist on me. We need to move fast.”

      Nods.

      “You able to handle it, Bear?”

      “I will manage.”

      I knelt, and let the two climb on me, and then I started jogging, getting deeper into the trees. Skeld stayed right on my tail, still carrying the bag. I passed back my shield, but had him pass an axe to me.

      We moved at a decent clip, not completely silent, but quiet enough. I heard noise from the south, from the direction where Caticorix’s illusionary self had appeared. It was quickly followed by a loud goose honk.

      I dropped to a knee, and Skeld followed suit. I could hear Meikeljan and Bear breathing, being that they were acting as my pauldrons. It was most definitely an odd feeling.

      A big ol’ group of humans in armor came running up the hill and over the ridge line, pouring into the clearing with hollers and yells, waving weapons and making quite the ruckus.

      The ones in front came to an awkward stop while the ones in the back continued forward, and there was a jumble as the back collided with the front.

      One hell of an entrance.

      It took a few minutes for the group to extricate themselves and reform into some semblance of order. I got a decent count of them, then: twenty-eight armored men and women. Most wore chain mail, some had breastplates, and two had leather armor. Those two had bows. As a group, they moved forward again, slow and quiet now, hunting.

      We remained still and silent.

      “Is this where we are supposed to be?” one of the humans asked.

      “Caticorix said it was straight up to the clearing,” a woman answered. “Kill everything here.”

      One of the men stomped on something.

      “Killed everything,” he said. “One ugly fucking toad.”

      A bit of laughter.

      “There must be something here,” the woman said. “We would not have been sent on a snipe hunt for nothing—”

      “I say we came here, we saw what we saw, we killed what we saw, and we go back down to pick up our gold!”

      There were a few cheers. Then three of the figures moved close, and held a tight conference. I could tell that they were talking, but I had no idea what exactly was said. After their terse words, they split apart.

      “We killed everything we saw,” the man said. “Right?”

      “Right!” came the response as a chorus.

      Then, the group turned around, and in a remarkably relaxed state, they headed back down the mountain.

      I let them move a few minutes more, thanking the gods I’d put as many points into luck as I had. Then we continued.

      Up we went, going through the forest. It was older growth, so there was actually a little space on the ground. Deep beds of pine needles and loam masked our footsteps. The stone pointed us in the direction we had to go — almost straight up the mountain.

      We moved without talking. Thinking, I suppose, about the end. About what had happened. I know I was feeling good about not killing the minotaurs. I hoped I hadn’t made a mistake. They seemed nice, but then again they had been trying to kill me. I wanted to believe, though, especially since I had just placed Ragnar’s life on that belief.

      I was also trying to come to terms with whatever had happened to Meikeljan. What had he done to lose favor with Eona? What could he do to get it back? Could he? Did I want him around if he couldn’t? Was he part of the treachery? Were there others among the Ursus at Coggeshall who hadn’t embraced the corruption, but were willing to go along with the corrupt’s ideas and might be in danger of turning on Coggeshall? Meikeljan didn’t trigger the rock, and he seemed quite emphatic he hadn’t done anything treasonous. Maybe Eona was just quick to anger and mete out punishment. On the other hand, maybe I was putting a lot of thought into something that wasn’t that important.

      More important was focusing on the battle, on getting ready to do some killing. Or culling. Or both. Focus on the death dealing — that’s what I needed to do.

      On and on we went until we got to a point where there was a small cleft between two tall standing stones, with the mountains rising up on either side. Our options were to go through the small walkway, or nothing. A perfect ambush spot or a perfect defensive choke point.

      I stopped the group at the edge of some trees then looked back at Skeld.

      He shrugged.

      “You smell anything?” I asked him.

      “You.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Lack of bathing has made you a bit, uh, ripe.”

      I frowned at him. “I’m serious.”

      “I wish I was joking.”

      “You do smell bad,” Bear said from the side.

      “Sorry,” Meikeljan concurred.

      I looked up to the sky, expecting to see Fritz concurring on the stink. But I just caught his shadow and no honks about my stench.

      “Bear,” I said, “mind doing a quick sneak and peek through there?”

      “Delighted,” she said, her voice still sounding like shit from the choking. She leapt from my pauldron, alighting on the ground, and slipped out of sight.

      “I doubt I smell much better,” Skeld said. “But you do have a tendency to bathe in blood, and I can’t imagine that helps your, uh, scent.”

      “Your armor is a bit sticky,” Meikeljan said.

      “Pipe down,” I snapped.

      Bear reappeared, and leaned against the side of the rock wall.

      “All clear,” she said.

      I nodded, and waited for her to run back up to her perch before I stood back up.

      “I’m assuming this is the valley up ahead,” I said, “and there’s a cave somewhere in the valley we need to find, and apparently stop some ritual.”

      “At the west end,” Meikeljan said.

      “Right,” I replied. “The west end. Anyone know which way is west?”

      All three of my companions pointed the same direction: My left.

      “Great.”

      Walking through the small pass was a little claustrophobia-inducing since my shoulders were scraping against the sidewalls. When we got to the other side, I understood why it was called the Valley of Spears. There was a heavy layer of fog below, and piercing it with startling regularity were tall cedars whose branches only started above the fog.

      “That is pretty dope,” I said, seeing how someone could find a place like this spiritual.

      A ridiculously loud thump indicated Fritz had arrived.

      “Not sure there’s space for you down there,” I said, turning to look at the goose.

      “Fog.” Fritz replied.

      “You think you can hang with us?” I asked. “Or are you going to fly above?”

      Some of the heads looked out over the fog, while one stared at me.

      “No. Can. See. From. Ah-bove.” He honked out.

      “Okay, so?”

      “Go. With.”

      I smiled, glad he was coming. Fritz always came through in a pinch.

      The path in front of us led down into the valley and the fog. I figured once we hit more level ground, we’d turn west. Pulling out the Eona’s rock, I double-checked, and, sure enough, west. 

      I set off at a jog.
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      What had been a road on one side of the mountains had turned into little more than a dirt path on the foggy side. There wasn’t much in the way of grass down on the ground, so much as moss, lichen, and a shit-ton of pine needles. And hot springs. Lots of hot springs, everywhere. The path had to weave around them, and if you weren’t paying attention, it was very easy to just walk straight into nature’s Instant Pot.

      I’d been to hot springs back on Earth, and though they were always relaxing and amazing, there was always a nasty smell to them. Sulfur or hot minerals or whatever it was. Here, though, there was no noticeable odor. Unless, you know, you were talking to Skeld, who’d probably point out how the Eau de Montana overpowered everything else.

      Moving through the fog was eerie. We only had about twenty feet of visibility at the best of times, and getting close to one of the seeming infinite hot springs made the fog so much worse. I couldn’t imagine spending a long time there; my skin was already wet and clammy. But warm. I suppose if the choices were freezing to death or living life in the fog, you’d learn to make do. But the ursus had to wind up with mold all through their fur by the time spring came around.

      The fog somehow seemed to muffle sounds — we couldn’t hear much of anything. There were tracks on the ground, something I picked up on thanks to my tracking skill, which gave them a little glow. There was plenty of nature about, rabbit tracks, fox tracks, squirrels aplenty. But other than that, virtually no evidence of sentient life. No birds, at least at this level. I imagined the above-the-fog layer was more their speed. You know, where they could see. 

      The first sign that we were on the right track, beyond my magic stone still pointing in front of us, were the tents. Camp sites had been in use for at least some time, but had been abandoned. Which surprised me — why were they abandoned? Nothing looked ruined so much as just left behind. There were some fire pits with pots still hanging above. Blankets and bedrolls were in the tents, as was armor. And weapons.

      We stopped to investigate. It one hundred percent looked like someone had left the site with the full intent of returning to it, then just never came back. What food was there was rotting, blankets were rotting and bug filled. There were little things undone that made me assume those who’d been camping there were not just out for the day. I did take the armor that had been left behind, and tossed it in the unfillable knapsack, which Skeld was still carrying. Also the weapons. And the pot. I didn’t want to leave anything behind. Except the blankets. Mainly because I could see insects crawling around in there, and it grossed me out. Though, as we resumed our quiet walk through the fog, I realized that the unfillable knapsack would probably kill any bugs I put in there, so it might be a great way to sterilize blankets. Still wasn’t willing to take the chance, though.

      The second sign that came was a bit more disgusting. The hot springs just past the abandoned campsites weren’t as, uh, pure as the ones we’d passed by earlier. These ones had…stuff in them. Whatever had been there had already boiled off into pure nastiness, but the bones still remained. Bones that looked decidedly humanoid. The corrupted ones had been using the hot springs as giant cooking pots. It smelled horrific. It really was like something out of a horror film. But, like, one of those ones made in Italy in the late seventies that was banned in lots of countries and you could only find it on really deep darkweb movie sites. 

      No one was willing to say anything, maybe in fear of vomiting. Maybe just because there’s not a whole lot you can say about such overt displays of cannibalism. If it was cannibalism. Could have just been cooking other sentient beings. The thing that really got me, the tiny skulls which, if you discounted the shape, you might be able to convince yourself were from creatures like Meikeljan. But as soon as you were honest, you’d know it was babies. Of some kind.

      We continued on, and the path started to go up, working its way between large rocks.

      And ahead, there was light. Something burning, since the light was flickering. We were about to reach the cave.
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      Stepping into the cave was like stepping into a completely different world. The warm fog disappeared almost immediately, and was replaced by a cold, wet darkness. The walls were slick with moisture, and there were incessant drips from countless points on the ceiling. Thick, crude candles put out sputtering light, as well as inky black smoke, here and there. And given the smell coming off them, they must have been made out of something vile.

      We only made it about ten yards into the cave before I stopped Skeld to pull a sword and shield from the bag. 

      “You two stick with Skeld,” I said to Bear and Meikeljan. “Fritz, stay between me and them. You are all the back-up here. I’m doing the heavy lifting, okay?”

      Nods from a bunch of heads. Mainly the eight belonging to Fritz.

      The path went down, and it really felt like we were heading deeper into the earth. The candles continued along, seemingly placed at random intervals alongside the path. Far ahead, I could see a cavern wall, and the path took a hard right. About halfway down the path, I started to hear noises, but they were hard to place. A bit like howling, a bit like wind, a bit like screaming. And there were other sounds mixed in, things I couldn’t even identify. Getting closer to the curve just made the noise louder, and stranger. 

      At the curve, I stopped. Then I inched out just enough to peek around and see what might have been making the noise. Around the corner, the cave opened up some, becoming a chamber about forty yards long, twenty or so wide, and twenty or so tall. The path continued through the chamber, going right down the middle, almost perfectly bisecting the room. The far wall of the chamber was hazy, and didn’t quite seem right. Kind of like someone had painted the pattern of a cave wall over a window looking onto a desert. It was really odd. On either side of the path were corpses in stacks. A wide range of bodies, but mostly ursus. Two ursus remained upright. They both stood in front of the wall-window combo, looking corrupted as fuck. Smoke rose from their claws. Both were emaciated, though, with bone showing through in places as if all the muscle had been scratched away. Their fur had fallen off and left patches of raw skin as well.

      I watched the taller of the two reach over and grab his compatriot, then rip the poor bastard’s head off. The living one angled the body at the wall, spraying it down with hot blood erupting out of the headless corpse.

      The wall flickered. There was an audible pop and the haziness was pulled back and gathered around the edges of the wall, forming a border of sorts. It was iridescent, and buzzing, but the wall was gone, leaving the desert landscape clear. It was pretty obvious I was looking at a portal.

      “Found the portal,” I whispered over my shoulder.

      Wherever this portal led, though, was not Vuldranni. Or Earth. The sky was different. I could see two moons in what I took to be daylight. The sky was a pale cerulean interrupted by brownish clouds. There was little but dust around, nothing breaking the horizon. It looked a bit like the hellscape where Nikolai and I had ventured while going through WarWaters, but there was more going on in the hellscape. This was desolate. Dead.

      A creature walked into view. 

      It was large, as tall as the ursus, but seemed like it was also hunched over. The robes it wore did quite a bit to cover the creature’s true form. Like if it stood up straight, it might be twenty feet tall. Everything on the creature was the same color, a brownish-greyish hue that was more like a decided lack of color than anything else. Eyes, skin, lips, clothes — it was monochromatic in a way I had never seen before.

      The creature had a bulbous head with long thin eyes that didn’t seem like they should work. A mouth took up the center of the face, and its eyes were placed exactly on either side of that. The mouth was very round, and had teeth all the way around it, coming out of the lips and curving inward, thin like needles at the end, but surprisingly thick at the base so that they almost touched.

      “Usthol,” the thing in the desert said. “You have taken your time.”

      They were speaking in Ursusian. 

      “There have been complications, Yarchrontor.” Usthol said. “But though I have been forced to sacrifice my own to bring this portal to bear, I have yet succeeded.”

      I stifled a chuckle. The bear pun was terrible, but it got me.

      “As it should be,” the creature named Yarchrontor said. “The great one still slumbers. You must have one sacrifice remaining to wake him.”

      “I have only myself.”

      Yarchrontor stepped across the portal as if it was nothing, entering the cavern. It reached out with something between an arm and a tentacle that emerged from between folds of its robes and touched Usthol.

      “You have enough power,” the creature said. “But barely.”

      These guys. I put my hand over my mouth.

      “I am ready,” Usthol said, dropping to a knee. “Our master will destroy this world, yes?”

      “Yes,” Yarchrontor said, with what I could only imagine was a sense of joy. The thing seemed happy.

      “Then I am ready.”

      Usthol bent his head forward.

      “You must be fed to the great one,” the creature said. “He needs your energy to pass over to this world.”

      The big bear nodded, and stood up.

      “I am ready.”

      “Can we hold on just a second?” I asked, stepping around the corner.

      Both Yarchrontor and Usthol were startled. They whipped around and looked at me.

      “You,” seethed Usthol, “it is him who has caused all the problems. Him who has kept the great one from—”

      “I think it’s ‘he who has,’” I corrected. “Not ‘him.’”

      The corrupted ursus made a growling noise while the other creature eyed me with interest.

      “I will enjoy gutting you,” Usthol said, “and bathing in your blood, eating your entrails and—”

      “Buddy,” I said, “before you finish your culinary exposé on me, can I ask you a question? Are you really the last of the corrupted?”

      He just looked at me, either unwilling or unable to answer.

      “Because,” I continued, “I came out here to kill all of you. All the corrupted ursus. I came ready to rock, to fight and probably die in the process. Maybe more than once. But now that I’m here, you’re all there is? The very last one? And you’re, what, running away?”

      “I will never run from you,” Usthol said.

      “I’d hope not,” I replied. “I already feel like this was all a pretty gigantic waste of my time.”

      It was just so ridiculous. I’d been building this whole thing up in my head, agonizing over what I was going to have to do, and how I’d live with myself after it. And then this fuckhead went and did all the dirty work for me and left me holding my dick in my hand. Figuratively speaking, I mean. My brain was spinning in circles, disappointed and weirded out. I might have just walked away right there, except the creature from the other world made an ululating noise that reverberated around the cavern so loudly that I winced. My eyes closed involuntarily and my brain emptied.

      As I opened them, another of the weird alien creatures rushed at me. Behind it, I could see Usthol grabbing an axe that had been on the ground.

      “No,” snapped Yarchrontor. “You must not be lost before—”

      I knew what I had to do, which was what I’d come here to do: kill all the corrupted ursus. Well, the one remaining corrupted ursus.

      I took a low stance, caught the charge of the creature, and shield-bashed it into the left wall. Then I stepped forward and launched the sword, end over end, smiling as it impaled Usthol right through the stomach. 

      “Not a perfect throw,” I said, “but it’ll do.”

      Usthol looked at the blade sticking out of his belly. Yarchrontor snarled in clear frustration. Usthol then laughed, ripped the blade out, and tossed it aside.

      “We will use him,” he said to Yarchrontor.

      “Weapon?” I called back to Skeld.

      An axe flew through the air at me. I caught it with just enough time to bring it around and block the claw coming from the creature I’d shield-bashed.

      But the creature had some serious strength behind his hit, and I slid across the slick floor and smashed into the right wall.

      I jumped off the wall and brought the axe down hard into the creature. It brought its arm up to take the blow, and the axe crashed through the bone of the forearm before lodging into its torso, splitting apart the brown robes. Sludge came out of the cut. The same brownish-grey color as everything else.

      A quick Sparta kick sent the creature to the ground. I stepped on the corpse, ripping my axe free.
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      GG! You’ve killed a Sakaak Glak (Great One Parasite Priest Lvl §ÐÆ).

      You’ve earned þƒ¥§ XP! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      A parasite. Lovely. And what the fuck was up with the levels? They weren’t numbers I knew. Or letters. It was gibberish. Same with the XP. What the fuck was going on?

      Looking up from the corpse, I realized I didn’t have time to ruminate on the gibberish, there was another sakaak glak coming for me, pell-mell.

      I got my axe up and into a power throw.

      It was a perfect hit that slammed right into the sakaak’s head. I’d done a solid job of bisecting the beast. But as that creature died, it just revealed a whole new terror behind it.

      By the portal, there was a horrific cracking and popping. I watched in horror as Usthol’s limbs lengthened out, the bones from his hands shooting forth and fusing, kind of like a bone blade. He was laughing maniacally, and his head rocked back as his mouth opened wider and wider, going almost perfectly flat across before stretching out and up to form a hideous jaw full of tiny sharp teeth. Almost like a beak. Then his tongue darted out, but it was no longer red and flat so much as grey and conical. Like a snake’s that came to a long point. His eyes rolled back in his head, then burst. Fluid dripped down his ruined face as new glowing orbs filled the old sockets. And those red eyes glommed onto me. He roared at me, flecks of drool coming out of his mouth and sizzling where they landed.

      Then he charged.
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      Behind him, more of the parasite assholes rushed through the portal, ready to come come at me as well.

      Usthol brought his bladed former-hands down, and I brought my shield up to meet them. The bone-blades punched right through the steel of the shield, skimming either side of my arm. He picked me up like I was nothing and threw me right into the oncoming parasites.

      I tumbled through the air, and saw Usthol going for Fritz. The poor guy was definitely outclassed, a giant fat goose in a confined space. He was going to be little more than down stuffing in a heartbeat.

      One of the sakaak glaks grabbed me out of the air in a bear hug. Or a sakaak glak hug, I suppose. It tried to stop, but whatever shoes it was wearing were more suited to dry desert than slick cave, so its weird fucking feet went out from under, and we fell to the ground. 

      I got my arms up, and pushed. The joint that might have been where the elbow was on the sakaak glak snapped. With a hard twist, I ripped the forearm and claw free.
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        * * *

      

      Sakaak Glak Arm

      Item Type: Improvised

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

      Material: Sakaak Glak Flesh?

      Damage: ???

      Durability: ???

      Weight: 10.2 lbs.

      Requirements: None?

      Description: An arm torn asunder, from a creature unbeknownst to this world.
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        * * *

      

      I rolled out of his grip and jammed the ragged broken end of the arm into the creature’s circular mouth, continuing to push past the point of resistance until there was a kersplooge of brownish sludgeblood. I got up and pulled the ruined shield off my arm, using it to beat away the next oncoming creature. Then something wet hit my side. I looked down to see a goose face staring at me. Dead.

      There was a baleful cry from Usthol, or the thing that had been Usthol, as he literally tore Fritz apart. I sprinted, jumped, and reached out for Fritz’s body, hollering out:

      “Absorb!”

      One second, Fritz was there. The next he was gone.
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      Ability Gained: Multiple Minds.

      You are unable to experience insanity, confusion, or any other altered-mind states.
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        * * *

      

      My cheek hit the ground with a wet smack. It didn’t seem like a super useful ability, but the absorption was more to get Fritz out of a painful situation than give me a leg up.

      Usthol screamed something at me. Everywhere his spittle landed burned.

      There was a warmth rolling inside me. I saw Bear standing behind Skeld, casting a spell.

      Haste.

      I spun my legs around, thinking I’d trip Usthol up. But my legs just hit his and stopped.

      He laughed at me, and picked a foot up. He had, like, biological cleats on. Bone spikes poked out from his feet. Then he brought his spiked foot down, and I barely rolled out of the way, feeling the spikes denting and tearing the armor plate on my back.

      I rolled a second time, trying to get enough space from Usthol to get to my feet. While I rolled, though, there was a sucking liquid noise, a bit like fibers being torn from celery. As I looked up, a tentacle lashed out — not at me, but at Skeld.

      Skeld had his spear up, but the brand new disgustingly viscous tentacle, with strands of goo still hanging on, wrapped tight around him.

      “He will do,” Usthol irked out. He launched Skeld over me, throwing the lutra the length of the cavern, straight through the fucking portal.

      “Fucking hell of a shot,” I said, unable to help myself. Credit where credit is due, even if it’s an evil mass-murdering cannibalistic baby-killing fuckhead. 

      But while I’d been willing to say something nice to Usthol, he just continued on his rampage, slashing at Bear, who ducked down, then disappeared from view.

      Usthol screamed.

      Meikeljan was on his knees, muttering. Was he praying?

      My skin erupted in flames. But white flames that didn’t hurt me. The flames ran down my arm and became a semi-solid sword.
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        * * *

      

      Spiritual Sword of Eona

      Item Type: God-tier

      Item Class: One-handed Melee

      Material: Celestial Energy

      Damage: 100-200 (Slashing), Quadruple dmg to Corrupted Creatures and enemies of Eona

      Durability: n/a

      Weight: n/a

      Requirements: Eona’s Blessing

      Description: A straight bladed sword having a cruciform hilt with a grip for one handed use, it is made out of the energy of the goddess herself. It will only exist within this plane of existence for a very limited time.
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        * * *

      

      Meikeljan was smiling at me, happy because his goddess had come back to him. His smile didn’t even leave his face when the bone blade slammed into him. Instead, the little guy grabbed the bone and pulled it down, driving it into the rock.

      Usthol roared, and tried to break free, but the holy magic of Eona was holding him fast.

      I reared back and brought the holy sword around in a great arc. It cut right through the thing that had been Usthol. The upper half of his torso slid off the lower, hitting the ground with a wet plop.

      “Good job,” I said softly to Meikeljan. The mystical sword winked out of existence.

      “You are not done yet,” Meikeljan said, his voice giving out and the light going out of his eyes.

      “Shit,” I said, and I spun around to look at the cavern.

      It was empty. The portal was still open in the wall, but everyone was gone. I couldn’t see Skeld on the other side. And as I watched the portal, I could see that it was closing ever so slowly.

      “Bear!” I shouted. “Still alive?” 

      The brownie popped into view in front of me.

      “Skeld,” she said.

      “Yeah, I know. Can you keep that portal open?”

      “I, uh,” she said, and she looked at the portal then ran over to it.

      I ripped the axe out of a corpse, then walked down and grabbed the sword off the floor near the portal.

      “Give me some good news, Bear,” I said.

      “I can keep it open,” she said, “but not for long. It’s going to drain my magic faster than I can regenerate.”

      “I thought your mana didn’t drain?”

      “Of course it drains. I have a finite use, I just regenerate it internally. I don’t really pull mana in from the air and whatnot of Vuldranni.”

      “So you always have mana wherever you go?”

      “Basically yes. But I still have an upper limit and I can run out.”

      “How long until you run out?”

      “Minutes. Maybe.”

      “Well,” I said, “you know how to get back to Coggeshall?”

      “No.”

      “If I can’t get back in time, I will find you.”

      She reached her hands out, and a blue tendril of light and magic extended out from her to the portal.

      “Just hurry,” she said. 

      I leapt through the portal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      Immediately, I was struck by the insane dryness of the plane. It was the most arid environment I’d ever come to, and thankfully I had come prepared. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the flask. And by flask, I meant bottle, because I’d mistakenly put the magic bottle of stuff in my pocket. Which meant my awesome flask of root beer was somewhere in the unfillable knapsack on Skeld’s back.

      Nothing was in this world. It was empty.

      At least it was until I turned around.

      It was like an organic mountain. The thing was huge, massive beyond comprehension. Thousands of feet high, maybe thousands wide. And it was made of things unknown, all piled high on top of itself like a fucked-up sundae. I could see tentacles, and quite a few mouths. More eyes than I could count. Just too many details to focus on.

      But one thing that did catch my eye? There were creatures crawling on it. And in it. Flying around. Straight up living on the thing.

      I just stood there, trying to figure out what I was looking at. Then I saw Skeld being carried up the mountain of whatever it was by two of the sakaak glaks. I charged after them. 

      My first step on the mountain of flesh was soft, pliant. For the first time in a very long time, I tripped. One of the coils of whatever moved as my face hit the skin. I rolled off and, despite trying to catch myself, I hit the ground with a puff of dust.

      I hopped to my feet, and was about to plunge the axe into coils of flesh making up the monster mountain when I heard the telltale footsteps of someone charging at me.

      Multiple sakaak glaks headed towards me, running as fast as they could. Their bizarre ululating cries felt like they were assaulting me.

      I charged at the nearest one, and it faltered. 

      These were not warriors. From the sense of it, they must have been priests tending their god. Who I guessed was the thing behind me, trying to eat Skeld.

      I swung the axe, left to right, and lopped the thing’s head off. Its mouth kept moving as it rolled through the dirt.

      Spinning on my feet, I brought the axe up from down low and took a big chunk of the leg off another. Then I shot the butt of the axe handle out to clock another in the temple, or at least where the temple would be on a normal skull, causing a spray of brownish sludgeblood to come out its crushed cranium. Then I cut through another. And another. And another.

      Two things were immediately clear. First, I was getting no notifications from these. Nothing. Which meant I was assuming no XP either. Second, every sakaak glak I struck down was replaced by two more, and more were coming. But they didn’t have a chance of getting to me — my unlimited stamina still seemed to be in play and my fighting lessons with Carpophorus had served me well. I was cleaving through the bastards. They had no weapons, no armor, and no fighting ability beyond the plan to run and scream and try to grab me. 

      I gave one a good shove, which caused the sakaak glaks to fall en masse. Then I turned and burned up the coiled tentacles behind me. They were starting to stir, moving a little like something might be waking up. Above, about two hundred feet or so, Skeld was struggling while two of the sakaak glaks carried him. There was no way to reach him.

      But while I stood there, listening to the sakaak glaks behind me hiss and get to their feet while more raced my way, I figured out how to best get rid of parasites. I grabbed the bottle from my pocket and gave it a quick look.

      There was nothing that popped up in my view — no pleasant, easy game reading. But there was a label on it, and I peered at it, just trying to make sure it said what I remembered.
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Béchamp’s Cleanse All Disinfectant and Floor Cleaner. When sullied by unpleasantness, douse self, or other, or anything really, in Doctor Béchamp’s Cleanse All Disinfectant and Floor Cleaner. Sure to clean any curse, hex, evil eye, eldritch infestation, viral infection, parasite, embarrassing rash, violent or violet fungus or any other affliction of the negative or positive kind. Whatever you have, it will be gone. Single use. Do not use Doctor Béchamp’s Cleanse All Disinfectant and Floor Cleaner with alcohol or healing potions. Do not operate heavy machinery after use. Or heavy-bladed weaponry. Do not use on summoned creatures, imps, devils, demons, extra-planar entities, celestials, fiends, familiars, or Darby O’Gill. In rare cases, side effects may occur, including but not limited to: headaches, body aches, imaginary aches, unreal aches, obsessive truth telling, explosive diarrhea, loss of the ability to see the color puce, hair loss, hair growth, incorporeality, aura discharge, and mild stomach upset. In some rare cases damnation and eternal suffering may occur. Please discuss with your doctor, sage, witch, witchdoctor, haruspex, or personal hag before use. Use at your own risk.
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        * * *

      

      Didn’t say a damn thing about needing to drink it to work — you just needed to pour on the poor infested sod. I pulled the cork with my teeth, and poured Doctor Béchamp’s Cleanse All Disinfectant and Floor Cleaner over all the skin around me.

      Nothing happened.

      And because I wasn’t paying attention, one of the sakaak glaks grabbed my foot and gave it a hard yank, ripping me off their god.

      I slammed into the ground. Or, more embarrassingly, the sakaak glak slammed me into the ground. Then the mob of asshole parasites started wailing on me with their fists, and stomping on me with their feet. I lost my grip on the axe, and curled up to try and protect myself.

      In the midst of willing myself to action, and trying to ignore the increasing pain, I heard a great whooshing noise. All the beating on me stopped as all the parasites turned in the direction of the portal, where the whooshing came from. A beautiful iridescent and luminescent tendril of light and energy spiraled out of the portal, soaring up high into the sky before splashing down on the god-beast-monster-mountain thing.

      There were loud screeches, screams, and other horrible noises as the light poured forth, tumbling down the flesh mountain.

      Everywhere the light touched, things disappeared. Whether they died or just straight-up vanished? It was hard to tell what exactly was happening. I had an idea, though. Given that most of my abilities weren’t working, I was willing to bet magic wasn’t a thing in this universe. But there was still a connection to the other place where magic was, so when the potion was used, the magic needed to make the potion work came in through the portal. It just happened to be a beautiful display. And was doing what it said on the label.

      Since assholes around me were distracted, I stood up and unsheathed my sword in one motion. I kept the momentum going and decapitated the asshole to my left, then snicker-snacked that blade right around and eviscerated the asshole to my right. I moved the blade faster than I’ve ever moved any weapon, dancing my way free of the mob until I was standing on the coils of the god-thing again, already trying to get up to Skeld.

      But Skeld wasn’t going up the mountain of flesh any longer. He was falling down it. Rather quickly. His captors had poofed off along with the rest.

      As the liquid-looking colorful light/energy rushed down the mountain in a wave, it washed away all the sakaak glaks. All the parasites. It poured off the mountain, and washed over the mob below.

      After a minute, it was just me, the falling Skeld, and the elder god. All alone together in this otherwise dead world. And the magic that had washed over the god-beast had definitely done a good deal of waking the dude up. He was moving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I ran for Skeld. Not up, not this time — I had to move horizontally along the flesh-mountain, trying to grab the bastard before he crashed down. And as I ran, I realized something really fucking unpleasant: My wounds weren’t healing. The adrenaline of the magic coming through the portal and doing what it did to the parasites was wearing off, and the pain of having the shit kicked out of me by a bunch of sakaak glak parasite motherfuckers was blossoming in horrible waves over my body. Most of my teeth were measurably loose, and I accidentally choked down a few while running. My ankle wasn’t holding my body up correctly, and I had some really terrible bruising, like, everywhere. 

      But still, I ran. I had to. He was my friend. And he had all my stuff. But it was mainly the him being my friend thing. I didn’t have too many of those, and this otter-looking guy was one of my oldest.

      I laid out, diving, and miscalculated only ever so slightly. I did not catch Skeld.

      However, I did offer him the soft landing pad of my body. He bounced off my torso, which hurt impressively, and caused me to cough up no small amount of blood. Then he slid to a stop in the silt of the dead world’s ground.

      “Skeld,” I said, wincing because it hurt to talk. “You okay?”

      “No,” he grumbled back. But he rolled over and started to get to his feet. His leg wasn’t willing to support him. He fell back down. 

      I shook my head, slowly got to my knees, and cradled the lutra in my arms. I did not get up quickly, but I did get up. And I did walk, albeit with a limp, towards the portal.

      Behind me, the flesh mountain of the elder god was moving, coming to life for real. 

      I walked as fast as I could on what felt like a dislocated hip and maybe a dislocated ankle. The portal was in front of us, though it was facing the other way. I got to the edge, and I saw that it was much smaller than it had been. No longer the massive twenty foot circle, it was now barely four feet around.

      “Skeld,” I said, “I know I promised I wouldn’t throw you—“

      “Wha—“ he started to say.

      I threw him through the portal.

      There was a slight flash of light as he passed over the threshold between worlds. 

      “Montana,“ Bear cried out, “I can’t hold—“

      Ignoring all the pain, I took a big step and dove at the portal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I did not land on the wet floor of the cavern.

      I did land in the dry silt of the dead world.

      And it did hurt.

      I lay there, bleeding. I worked up the energy to roll over, and looked up into the pale sky. It was an odd sight, just so devoid of, well, everything. The air tasted flat. I wished I’d thought to grab the root beer flask from Skeld before I threw him back into our world. I was thirsty as fuck.

      Slowly, I got to my feet, and started taking off my dented armor. There wasn’t much point in it now, seeing as there were only two beings present in this reality. Me and an elder god. I didn’t pretend a bit of magic armor would to do much to stop him if he decided he wanted to kill me. I still hadn’t turned around to see what the thing was doing. I was operating under that most vaunted principle: if I ignore it, it will go away. 

      Oddly, it didn’t work.

      I felt an intrusion into my head. Not like the spike of a spider matriarch, but instead, more of a psychic link. I didn’t know for sure what a psychic link would feel like, but if I had to guess, it’d feel like this. Like there was someone else rooting around in my head.

      “What did you do to me?” the voice was odd, like the combined voices of a lot of people I knew, talking all at once. But without any reverberations or echoes. Nothing but the sound in my head.

      I turned and saw that the mountain had grown. I don’t know if the thing was sitting up straight or what, but it was, well, taller. Bigger. Larger loops of tentacle or coils of body or whatever it was made out of, had appeared somehow. And if I twisted my mind just right, I could discern a face of sorts, thousands of feet up at the very top.

      “You had, uh, something of a parasite problem,” I said. “I cleaned it up for you.“

      My convivial statement was met with a vast and yawning silence.

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      “For an insignificant speck of life,” the voice countered, “you are immensely annoying.”

      “For something pretending to be a god, you’re really ugly.”

      There was the loud noise of something huge moving through air. A tentacle slammed into the ground next to me so hard that it shook me not just off my feet, but made me fly up nearly ten feet. I hit the ground hard and with my arm at a weird angle. My elbow went the other way, and I bit down a scream.

      I felt an immense pressure around my midsection, and I looked down to see a tentacle wrapping itself around me. It was the same non-color brown as everything else in the world. It was like being in a taupe hell.

      As the thing got its grip on me, I started rising in the air. 

      “You have power,” it said into my head, “An impressive amount. I will enjoy eating you. Using your energy to get me into your world where I will feast once again.”

      “Is that what you do?” I asked through clenched teeth, trying to keep coherent and conscious, despite the almost overwhelming pain. “Eat?”

      “Is that not what you do? Eat?”

      “I protect. I create. You just seem to destroy.”

      “Do you care what the ant thinks of you?”

      “I do — I like ants.”

      “Your lies are amusing. Look into my eyes and tell me your lies again.”

      I was thousands of feet in the air, and suddenly staring at an eye. An eye so big I barely was a speck in the pupil. Looking into it was like seeing into a galaxy, like seeing an entire new world on the other side of its glassy surface. I felt my brain struggling to make sense of what I experienced. 

      “Think, though. You are but an insignificant mote of life. And yet, by feeding me at this critical juncture, you will have a place in the history of the multiverse. You will bring destruction to your home.”

      Then I think it started laughing. 

      Sound came out of the god-beast, a horrible noise that buffeted me in painful waves.

      I had to do something. I had to stop this. And I realized one key factor of our interaction so far — he hadn’t killed me. He could have easily, but he hadn’t. And the first weird priest parasite hadn’t been willing to kill Usthol, — he wanted Usthol to go into the other world to be food for the god there. If I had to hazard a guess, and I did, it seemed like the god-beast needed me alive. That was the only way he was going to be able to drain my life essence. Or energy or whatever.

      Simple, then.

      I needed to die.

      I tried to bring up my character sheet, but nothing happened. Just the feeling of an error message.

      But I still knew how to do it. I could still feel some of the magic inside me, that ball of power right in my center. I had one fantastic spell to throw at this guy. The most pointlessly wonderful stupid spell that was the perfect encapsulation of what I was capable of.

      “Have fun with the side-effects, numbnuts,” I said.

      I cast ManaBomb, and the damn spell sucked every last drop of mana I had. 

      Then, my body exploded as the mana forced a way out.

      The tentacle holding me also exploded, and it released my goopy remains. Somehow, I was still conscious enough to watch my collected insides spray out over everything, before I started falling. It was probably just my head left. But it was falling. 

      “What have you done?” the thing roared into my head. It also roared in the real world, and the sound waves were physical, straight up pushing my falling head in a whole new direction. 

      It’s possible the god-beast tried to grab at me, but if it did, it missed.

      Instead, I fell.

      “I have awoken,” the voice said into my head. “I know your world is lush and ripe and ready to be devoured. I will come for those you have created, Montana of Coggeshall. You have only postponed the inevitable.”

      I closed my eyes on the way down, really glad that I wasn’t bringing about the destruction of my second home world. And feeling pretty okay about having seen multiple different universes. That was probably a first for a random dude from suburban Michigan. I felt like I’d done all right in the end. I maybe wished I’d had more time in Vuldranni. And more time with the girl. But if wishes were fishes, we’d all cast our nets, right? Something like that?

      Then I hit the ground, and everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      A great banner popped up in front of me.
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        * * *

      

      Waaah-waaah. You have died.

      Kicked the bucket. Shuffled off the ol’ mortal coil. You have been weighed and measured and found wanting. But, good news! You have at least one respawn left. Maybe you’ve got more. Who knows?

      Would you like to respawn?

      YES/NO
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        * * *

      

      Well look at that. I was given the option to respawn. And I wanted to. After all that shit, I wanted to rip into Vuldranni, to live life there most grand. And yet, what if my respawn sent me back into the dead world? And even if I did respawn in Vuldranni, I would pop into existence on the other end of the Empire, right near what was probably still a war-zone. 

      But it was either take the chance of dead world or other side of the Empire, or remain dead. 

      And remaining dead seemed lame.

      I selected “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Four

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

      “Fuck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ready for Book 8?

          

        

      

    

    
      ME TOO!

      But the next book out will be the third book in the Bad Guys:

      

      Skull and Thrones

      

      BUT WAIT! Montana’s adventures are FAR from over. He’ll be back on April 2 in:

      

      Eastbound and Town

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Whew. This was a rough one. Switching gears between the Bad Guys and the Good Guys is tough. Writing Montana is just so much freewheeling bull-in-a-china-shop fun. He’s just a great big hammer looking at a world made of nails, but I’d gotten into the mindset of the Bad Guys which is more refined. Less fighty-punchy and more sneaky-stabby. Also fun, just a different writing style.

      But man, was it good to get back into Montana’s world. And to flesh it out a bit more. I get excited thinking about being able to share more of the world with y’all. About what else is in the Coggeshall valley. That’s what book eight will have a lot of, exploration of the valley, building up of the town, and Montana finally getting his head into the real mechanics of the game and starting to play it for real.

      Speaking of real, life in the real world is going so fantastically well. I honestly cannot thank all y’all readers enough for enjoying these books enough to tell other people about them. Because of y’all, I’m living my dream. Thank you. Bottom of my heart, thank you. It’s about to be winter here, my favorite time of year, ready for some snow and some hot beverages. Nothing better than reading a book next to a fire in a snowstorm. Except, maybe, being an expert dwarf-chair wielder.

      Anyway, I’ve got some other series to set in this same world, but let me know what y’all would like to read. Monster hunters? Town builders? Wizards? Dragons? If you want to talk, I’m around in my discord all the time. Come stay awhile, and listen. :)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Eric Ugland ran away from Seattle to join the circus. And then he came to his senses, and moved to Manhattan. Now he's a novelist in Oregon, trapped by trees and snow and bears. Mostly bears. SO MANY BEARS!

      

      The Good Guys is a continuing LitRPG series I’m writing in the world of iNcarn8. Join my reader group and be the first to know when new books come out.

      

      Reviews help other readers find books. Please post a review on Amazon, even if it’s only a line or two. I appreciate all feedback, whether it’s positive or negative.
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