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      To MiniBode

      Thank you for needing me,

      And for being exactly what I needed.
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      I found myself standing next to the river, watching the water flow under the ice.

      I could feel someone walking up next to me before anything was said. The feet were small enough I wasn’t worried, though.

      “The goblins,” came a soft voice, “did not act like goblins.”

      I looked over to see Baltu staring at the water’s movement.

      “There was more strategy,” he continued. “Planning.”

      “But the thing they summoned ate more of them than it did of us.”

      “Well,” Baltu said with just the hint of a smile, “that is more expected of goblins.”

      “I feel like you’re trying to tell me something without just telling me something. Do you think someone was working with the goblins?”

      “I think so, yes.”

      “Who could that be?”

      “That I cannot answer.”

      “Are you telling me for a reason?”

      “This war is not over, because you have not finished it.”

      “By finish it, you mean—”

      “Find and kill whomever declared war upon you first.”

      “You want me to go hunt down the goblin king that did this—”

      “I want you to hunt down whatever being caused this desolation. Or it will, inevitably, happen once again.”

      “He is right,” another voice said.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Hetsetsa standing there. Ragnar and Skeld were behind her. And Arno and Yuri behind them. The rest of the council still standing spread out in the background.

      “Is this an intervention?” I asked.

      “It is the culmination of discussions which took place while you were otherwise occupied,” Hetsetsa said.

      “I’ve been working with you guys—”

      “We, your followers, come to ask you to complete a quest.”

      “Is that possible—”I started, but then the quest popped up.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Complete Destruction I

      Find and destroy those responsible for the Night Goblin - Coggeshall War.

      Reward for success: Unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Severe morale penalties, increased goblin presence, loss of all morale penalties against goblins, loss of Goblinbane title and indicium.

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Well shit,” I said, reading it over and, naturally, accepting the damn thing considering how severe the fucking penalties were. “Thing is, though, if I’m not here, who’s going to lead what little army we have left?”

      “Army?” called out a voice from the river canyon. “Why do we need an army?”

      A group of soldiers began climbing over the frozen falls and walking our direction.

      Wian gave me a wave. “I brought you an army. What the fuck happened to the tunnel? And the fucking walls?!”

      Trying to figure out where Wian had come from puzzled me. But then the memories surged back, and it was all clear. I mean, as clear as anything really ever seemed to be around Coggeshall, Glaton, or Vuldranni.

      “You get the princess?” I asked.

      “That’s a rather complicated question right out of the gate,” Wian replied, his regular smile faltering ever so much. His beard had become impressive.

      “It’s been a complicated time while you’ve been gone.”

      “So I see. Nikolai hiding in his office?”

      “He’s actually hiding in a lot of places at once.”

      Wian frowned and tilted his head to the side. “The fuck does that mean?”

      “He died,” Ragnar said. “Badly.”

      “Oh,” Wian said. The former Thingman’s demeanor twisted in a heartbeat, and all joviality left him. “I am sorry. I have failed both him and you. I should have been here.”

      I nodded, but said nothing. I couldn’t say anything. I was on the verge of cursing, and I just didn’t want that to be, well, I didn’t want to be that guy right then.

      “A lot has transpired,” Wian said, “both outside and here. Here is a bit of a guess, your grace, because I have been, um, out in the world. At your behest.”

      “Was it?” I asked. “I think you requested leave to go.”

      “Yes,” he blurted. “That is certainly a more accurate version.”

      I held a hand up. “Let’s table this conversation for a moment. You brought new people?”

      “I, uh, yes. Nikolai was in contact with me, and he, um, disagreed with the full extent of my quest to recapture, I mean, to return the princess to Coggeshall. He had me visit some of your other lands in your stead and procure citizens and soldiers for you.”

      I looked at the people busy climbing along the canyon, all of whom looked a lot like I had when I’d first arrived in Coggeshall. Big, strong, mismatched armor, long hair, lots of beards. I recognized a lot of Thingmen who’d originally come with Wian, and had also gone back out with him. Most of those who’d I’d’ve considered our best soldiers, fighters. People we definitely missed over the last months.

      “Those them?” I asked, pretty confident I already knew the answer.

      Wian glanced over his shoulder, then shook his head. “No, your grace. Those are some of your sworn men who went with me and, uh, yes. The rest are waiting outside the tunnel. We thought, perhaps, something had happened, given, well, the lack of tunnel at present.”

      “There was an issue with the tunnel, yes.”

      “A cave-in?”

      “Of sorts. Magical explosions delivered by goblins flying on giant bats.”

      “Oh? That, I should have expected.”

      “There was a bit of, well, a goblin incident here.”

      “A bit?” Ragnar sniped.

      There was grumbling amongst my people, and I had to give a shut-the-fuck-up glare right quick.

      “I apologize, again, for not being here, your grace,” Wian said.

      “Your grace,” Hetsetsa said, “I often keep myself out of things within your holding, but I must insert myself to point out how little time you likely have to follow the night goblins and whomever might have been working with them.”

      “You know what,” I said, “fuck it. Let’s go have a fucking meeting and figure out what the fuck I’m doing. And what we’re doing. Sorry Wian, the tunnel’s fucked, and we can’t deal with it right now. Also, Wian, until Nathalie is out of the hospital, you have to come to the meeting and kind of be in charge of the military.”

      I didn’t wait for anyone else to agree. The whole thing irritated me, so I wanted to use my duchal prerogative. They’d have to come.
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      Baltu, Lee, Timurlan, Harmut, Eliza, and my hirð sat on one side of the table. Lieutenant Mogenson, Wian, Essie, Mercy, and Hetsetsa sat on the other. This was my council, at least for the moment.

      “Okay,” I said, slamming my palm on the table, “calling the meeting to order.”

      Everyone looked at me.

      “Point one, obviously, the tunnel,” I said. “How long are we looking before it’s open?”

      “You want the tunnel first,” Harmut asked. “Or the wall?”

      “If it weren’t for Wian’s new people—”

      “They are not my people, your grace,” Wian interjected. “They are here for you.”

      “Purely saying it for clarity, bub,” I said. “But fine, if there weren’t people waiting to get in here, I’d say the wall.”

      “What about Air Fritz?” Bear asked.

      “Depends what’s on the other side of the mountain,” I said. “Wian?”

      “There were quite a few willing to join your army, your grace,” Wian said. “Four hundred archers, five hundred heavy infantry, three hundred light infantry, fifty light cavalry, and twenty-two heavy cavalry. We have twenty wagons, a portable smithy that does double duty for the farrier, being we also have two hundred horses.”

      “What the fuck?” I asked. “Where did all this come from?”

      “It appears some of your accounts were in arrears, something to do with quite a few of your counts and barons not exactly paying up when asked via letter. A simple reminder got us offers of coin or men or goods. I did as Nikolai asked and built a bit of an army. They’re not, well, veterans, mind you. And you can’t exactly call them all young, but, well, new would be polite. More rusted armor, scavenged swords and arms than I’d like, but there are a few notable warriors in the midst. Low-level but willing to learn, eh?”

      I tapped my fingers on the table and thought through Air Fritz logistics. How much could we fit on his platform? The wagons would likely be a problem, just from a size perspective, and who knew about weight? And horses? They’d freak when a fucking roc swooped down at them.

      “I think the tunnel needs to happen first,” I said.

      “It will take time,” Harmut said. “Longer’n’you be expectin’.”

      “Want to explain why?” I asked.

      Harmut looked to Essie. Essie sighed.

      “Native rock is, generally speaking, easy to manipulate. Depending, naturally, on the type of rock,” she said. “Some rocks just sort of resist magic, and they’re a pain. Some seem happy to work with magic, and it’s simple. This granite is sort of in the middle. But after you throw magic at rock, no matter what the rock, it is significantly harder to work them. Higher mana cost, more intricate spells, and a greater chance of spells going fuckwise.”

      “And we done used quite a bit ‘o magic making that first tunnel so quick,” Harmut continued. “And we made it hard on purpose, to make sure there ain’t no way no one can mess up our tunnel.”

      “The goblins did,” I said.

      “Aye, that they did. The goblins brute-forced their way to exploding, melting, and filling our tunnel in ways I never even thought of.”

      “It was some amazing and strange magic,” Essie said. “A combination of explosives, arcane workings, and banded-worm foam. Fucking brilliant and savage. It is possible to dig through it, but not with magic. Not for a long while, at least.”

      “Yeah, that’s why you guys were going to curve it, right?”

      “Aye,” Harmut said, “but we still’re diggin’ through magic-touched rock, so it’ll be takin’ a good long while.”

      I sighed, irritated. Not at them — after listening to the explanation I got it. I wasn’t happy about it, but I got it.

      “Days? Weeks?” I asked. “What are we talking here?”

      Harmut looked over to Essie, and she shrugged, then made a stretching motion with her hands.

      “Two weeks, maybe,” Harmut said.

      “I’m still trying to recover,” Essie said. “And I made that tunnel as secure as I could, so—”

      “Mercy,” I said, “what about an ice bridge through the canyon above the river?”

      Mercy blinked, clearly not expecting to be drawn into this conversation.

      “I’msorrywhat?” she said.

      “Make a bridge of ice through the canyon,” I repeated. “I’m thinking that’s mainly for the horses, because I don’t see horses and Fritz getting along.”

      “That’s a good point,” Eliza said quietly. “Horses will not like Fritz.”

      “Get most everyone and the horses over the river, and Fritz can probably get the wagons. Maybe. Or we take the wagons apart and bring them over the river as well. Can you do something like that?”

      Mercy’s eyes were wide. I got the feeling she did not like being put on the spot.

      “Maybe,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Look, Mercy, either you can or can’t,” I said. “In this room, there are no wrong answers. We’re discussing things. If you can, great. Say yes. If you can’t, say no. That’s also fine. But if you say yes, and you can’t do it, you could put over a thousand lives at risk. Okay?”

      “I think I can,” she said. “I just, it has, I mean, this is not something I’ve tried.”

      “Mind seeing if you can?” I asked.

      “Right now?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      She gave me a nod.

      “Take Ragnar with you,” I said. “He’s the best swimmer out of all of us. In case the bridge, you know—”

      “Fails?” Mercy asked.

      I nodded.

      She and Ragnar left.

      “Great,” I said.

      “What if we just build a footpath?” Eliza asked.

      “Where?”

      “In the canyon. We have the wood, get a footpath wide enough for the horses and the people, and we can take it down afterward. Or leave it up for events like this.”

      “Harmut?” I asked. “You’re kind of the head of construction — does that sound doable?”

      “Not much experience with wood,” Harmut said. “But I don’t see why it wouldn’t work.”

      “How long to build it?”

      “A mile of footbridges above a river? Couple of days, maybe a week, depending.”

      “Depending on what?”

      “Number of workers I can get.”

      “As many as we have.”

      Harmut looked over at Essie, who just shrugged.

      “Job one is getting the new folk in,” I said. “After that, wall.”

      “Got it,” Harmut said.

      “Can we take a moment to shift over to you, your grace?” Hetsetsa said. “Again, I feel—”

      “I will go after the night goblins tomorrow morning,” I said. “I know it’s important to find them, but I need to make sure Coggeshall is at least on its way back to something before I head off, okay?”

      I got a slight nod from her, which felt like the extent of the victory I was going to get at the moment.

      “Wian,” I said, “I need you to get our military up to speed. There are a ton of injuries, lots of sick soldiers, a lot of missing soldiers, and—”

      “Let me guess here,” Wian said, “you can’t actually count on the Legion to do anything.”

      Dark looks flew between the former Thingman and the current Legion commander.

      “That’s part of the problem,” I said, “but I’d really prefer if the two of you could work together on defense. And figure out how we’re going to split our forces, because we need to make sure there are guards up at NorthFort by spring.”

      “There is a bit of news I must share,” Baltu said.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “I fear the numbers of kobolds in Coggeshall will be rather low at the next count.”

      “Okay, why is that?”

      “Twofold. There is some doubt as to the safety of Coggeshall, and there is news from the east. A great king rises under the mountain, and many see that as a path to freedom they lack even here.”

      I sighed and shook my head. Not the sort of shit I needed to deal with. Not today. Fuck it, not any day.

      “Fine,” I said, tamping down my urge to ask what the oath fucking meant if it could be broken whenever a kobold felt like it. There were definitely a few looks from around the table that seemed to be in the told-you-so vein.

      Also something I felt like ignoring. No reason to bring any attention to the blatant bigotry of my lovely people.

      “Thanks for the heads up,” I said. “Are you staying?”

      “Of course,” Baltu said, looking hurt that I would even question him.

      “Just had to ask,” I said, making sure to smile at Baltu before turning my attention back to Wian. “Captain Czubakowski had some good luck with the centaurs in Coggeshall, getting them to work together as a shield wall. I’d like to see that training continued.”

      “Can do,” Wian said.

      “Anyone have an update on the fucking lizard plague?” I asked.

      I got a bunch of blank looks from around the room.

      “You want to explain that one?” Wian asked.

      I sighed, but before I had to jump into an explanation of the Night Goblin war, my trusty buddy Skeld hopped to my aid. He gave a surprisingly eloquent summary of the whole thing, including all the various attacks by the goblins, and ended with the titanic war against Gobthulu.

      “Seems like I missed a big one,” Wian finally said. “And I agree: those do not sound much like goblin tactics.”

      “Which again,” Hetsetsa snapped, “brings us back to you, your grace, and tracking down who was actually behind this war.”

      “I’m going to do it tomorrow,” I said.

      “With whom?”

      “You want to come?”

      “You know as well as I do that you have no need for a crotchety historian when you are in the midst of the goblin caves.”

      “I’m taking Ragnar, Bear, Yuri, Amber, and Arno if he’s willing.”

      “Seems a small group,” the historian said. “I like it.”

      “I’m glad I have your approval.”

      “Any time you want it you need but ask.”

      Granted, I’d just pulled the entire plan out of my ass. But hey, the crotchety historian was happy.

      “I really don’t want to sound indelicate,” I said in Eliza’s direction, “but is your family going to be staying long?”

      “Likely,” she said. “Why?”

      “Trying to figure out housing. And furniture. And food.”

      “Ah, yes, food,” Timurlan the lifeweaver piped in. “That’s where I can speak for a moment, yes?”

      “By all means,” I said.

      “We are still finding water coming into the lowest farm levels,” Timurlan said. “Multiple locations and at points we did not know were connected to the flooded levels.”

      “Harmut?” I asked.

      “I have six teams workin’ with Timurlan as it is,” Harmut said, sounding a bit defeated. “We’re patchin’ what we can as fast as we can, but there’s a massive amount of water comin’ from somewhere. Until we get the source cut off—“

      “Not much can happen,” I finished.

      “Bear in mind,” Timurlan said, “the farms I designed are built upon each other, which means a failing in one level will have significant impacts on overall production.”

      “I’m aware,” I said. “When we look into the goblins, I’m hoping we find the water source and we can fix it. Until then—“

      “Until then,” Harmut said, “we fix the leaks.”

      Timurlan sighed, but nodded. “I am also rather concerned with the remaining rolegurdaüdi. There was a very strong familial bond between the three, and with two gone, I am seeing some ill-effects. Healing is taking longer as well. He has sustained terrible wounds, perhaps beyond my own healing capabilities. I would like to ask a healer to tend to him.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Why the delay on the healers?”

      “They seem to think the rolegurdaüdi is not a true part of Coggeshall,” Timurlan said. “Or that it is a beast, like a cow.”

      “They should be reminded that when all the rest of Coggeshall hid behind the doors, that rolegurdaüdi went out into hell to try and keep their asses safe. And if that doesn’t work, tell them that I consider the rolegurdaüdi a good friend and a part of the family here. So they better hurry the fuck up and make sure he’s healed before I see him again.”

      That brought a little smile from Timurlan. “Thank you, your grace,” he said with a nod.

      “Is there anything I’m missing?” I asked. “Does anyone not have something to do?”

      Lee raised a hand. “I would be interested in revisiting the design of the walls,” he said. “I think we could do better than a rectangle. Perhaps expand our internal space a little, especially because the Night Goblins were kind enough to clear so much extra space for us.”

      “Harmut? Wian?” I asked. “Thoughts?”

      “You have a drawin,’ perhaps?” Harmut asked Lee.

      “Not yet, but I’ve got a few thoughts.”

      An idea popped into my head, something that might work better than just drawing on paper.

      I held up my hand. “Anything else?” I asked.

      No one said anything, so I smiled. “Everyone not involved in the wall talk, dismissed.”
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      I went up to the ballroom, which had a pretty decent covering of snow across the floor, and walked over to the ruined remains of the balcony so I could look down on the Coggeshall grounds. Then I started summoning prinkies. Lots of the furry little guys. Enough that they could stand along the remains of the original Coggeshall wall, their bright colors stark against the snow.

      “Real-time visualizations?” Lee asked, stepping quietly next to me, leaning on a cane.

      “You up to this?” I asked.

      “You mean can I stand here while you force your furry friends to run around at my whim? I think I can handle it.”

      I gave him a smile.

      “What is this?” Wian asked, stepping to my left.

      “We use those guys to visualize the walls,” I said.

      “If only the wee bastards had a touch more strength,” Harmut said. “Could rebuild the wall in a day with enough of ‘em.”

      “I can make more,” I said.

      “I like the sound of that,” Harmut replied with a smile.

      “Lee,” I said, “explain your plans to the prinkies.”

      Lee shook his head and stifled a chuckle. But then he stepped right up to the edge and started yelling out instructions.

      The prinkies jumped to work, pretending to be a wall.

      Our original wall had been a basic rectangle jutting out from the mountainside. Lee’s plan was still pretty basic, but more like a half-circle than a rectangle. And instead of lots of smaller towers, there were a few large square ones.

      “And underground passages,” Lee said. “We have passages leading from MountainHome to each tower underground. That way we can reinforce or retreat as necessary without having to run along the walls or the ground.”

      “Which also means we can create a killing field in here,” Wian said, and a somewhat scary, bloodthirsty smile spreading across his gnarled face. “You make it possible to block off the towers, we purposefully let the gates fall and we can rain death down from MountainHome and those towers.”

      “Exactly,” Lee said.

      The top of the half-circle was almost exactly twice as far as the original wall had been, with both ends coming out farther. It was significantly more interior space, and more wall.

      “That’s a lot of wall to cover,” I said.

      “It’ll mainly be covered from the towers,” Lee said. “Most of our forces will be in the main gatehouse. If there’s an attack along any portion of the walls, we can move a secondary force to that point. We make sure it’s easy to move forces along or through the walls.”

      “Better along the top,” Harmut said. “Build the walls thick. We have the stone — might as well use it.”

      “Works for me,” Lee said. “Given the choice, I’d always prefer to over-engineer. But I’m also thinking we dig a ditch in front of the wall, pile the dirt in front of the wall—”

      “Wait, what?” I asked.

      “That way if you’re attacking the wall, first you have to run downhill, then uphill, and then you hit the straight vertical of the wall. Makes it harder to set ladders or bring any sort of siege weapon on wheels.”

      “Oh, I like it,” Harmut said.

      “Before you say that,” Lee continued, “I want the wall itself to be deeper than the bottom of the dip, so if they think they can dig through the uphill portion, they’re hitting stone.”

      “You’re an evil elf and I hate you,” Harmut said. “Like the plan, though. Hate the work it’ll be takin.’”

      “I love it,” Wian said.

      “In thinking about what we’ve seen,” Lee continued, “I’m thinking of a wall at least 40 feet high and a ditch ten feet deep. On the outside of the wall, we’ll have ten feet of dirt up against the wall, which means we only have 30 feet there, but I think that’s enough to discourage most anything in the valley at present. Barring, obviously, another Gobthulu or the like.”

      “A fifty-foot wall is no joke,” Harmut said, squinting out at the line of prinkies. “’Specially in winter, ‘specially that big.”

      “Why do we need to have such a gigantic wall?” I asked. “Not in height, but—”

      “Mainly,” Lee said, “the brownies. We can’t bring their tree inside MountainHome, and it’s already too close to the wall, in my opinion. My wall moves it more to the center. Easier defense. Which puts a slight hole in your killing field Wian, but I think the design stands.”

      “Well fuck,” I said, “I can’t exactly argue with that.”

      “That’s the point of a good design. It’s the least we need.”

      “Also gives room for some outside spaces,” Harmut said. “For when we have filthy friends coming to visit and we feel like keepin’ MountainHome clean.”

      “And a spot for your magic building,” Lee said. “Which I know you’ve been hoping we’ve all forgotten.”

      “Magic building?” Wian asked.

      “Don’t ask,” I said. “Wall plan?”

      “I approve,” said Lee.

      “It’s your wall, I’d hope so.”

      Harmut tugged at his beard a few times, and I had the feeling he was looking over the wall in his mind. Maybe even watching an attack against it.

      “How wide?” Harmut said.

      “Is there such a thing as too wide?” Lee replied.

      “Yes,” Harmut snapped.

      “I’m thinking thirty feet wide. Or so.”

      “Thirty feet wide, fifty feet high, and what, nearing a mile long?”

      “Don’t forget the five towers and two gatehouses.”

      “How tall are the towers?”

      “Eighty feet. From an aesthetic view, it’s a nice doubling—“

      “Long flight for arrows,” Wian said. “If the enemy isn’t right beneath, I mean.”

      “You want to go shorter than that?”

      “Little advantage of that intense a height is all I’m saying. The wall is doing most of the work. The towers can be bigger, but much higher does little. If anything attacks from the air, we have the height in MountainHome. I say, maybe fifteen feet above the top of the wall should do.”

      Lee took out a pencil and did some drawing and math on the wall in quick scribbles. After a minute he stopped, looked back out, and shouted a few instructions for the prinkies. Some of the prinkies spread out into small circular tower shapes.

      “Square ones,” Lee shouted.

      The circular shapes turned square.

      “Perfect,” Lee said. “I know round is preferable, but this way we get angles between towers. No spot we can’t hit, even if we keep to a lower height. Better?”

      “Better,” Harmut said. “Yes for me.”

      “Not sure I have a vote,” Wian said, “but if I did, it’d be yes.”

      “Great,” I said. “Prinkies, start digging! Go down ten feet down and fifty feet out!”

      The prinkies immediately went to work, almost attacking the soil in their fervor.

      “Next problem,” I said, and walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      I went down to the ground floor and sat on the stairs near the hospital. Coughs and moans echoed down the hall. I assumed I was immune, since the lizards had definitely bitten me and I’d spent time around the sick, but remained healthy. I mean, I wasn’t about to find one of those cave lizards and take a bath in its saliva, or put my face in the path of all the coughing motherfuckers in the hospital, because I could definitely be wrong. Still, I had some brainpower, in theory, and there was another problem to solve.

      It would probably have helped if I knew anything about germ theory beyond, you know, germs-r-bad.

      Mercy and Ragnar walked in, Ragnar looking like a drowned rat. Or, more precisely, a really wet otter.

      “You suck,” he said to me.

      “You went swimming?” I asked.

      “Only a few times.”

      “Cold?”

      “Fuck you,” he said while shivering.

      “Go hang out in the smithy,” I said.

      “Where do you think I’m headed?” he asked, walking right on by.

      “Talk to me about ice,” I said.

      “It works,” she said. “But it’s not great.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I mean it’s ice, your grace. I can make it thick enough to walk on, at least in patches, and it doesn’t melt because, well, it’s cold out. But it’s still walking on ice.”

      “And people will slip.”

      “Horses will slip, especially. Even Ragnar, who has claws on his feet, slipped on the ice.”

      “Freeze the river, and we’ll put sand down.”

      “You think that will work?”

      “I’ve done it before,” I said. “Lots of time playing in the snow and ice growing up.”

      “Okay, I can start—”

      “Mind if I ask you another question?” I interrupted.

      “Of course, your grace.”

      “Your training and spells are all geared around water, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Or liquids?”

      “I work best with water, but I suppose I can use my magic with any liquid.”

      “If I had a mug of dirty water, you can get rid of the water, right?”

      “Of course. It is similar to what I have done most often — helping dry lumber is mostly removing water.”

      “What about the dirt and stuff in the water? Does that stay behind?”

      “If you want it to stay behind, then I can do that. Or I can make it go with the water.”

      “Where does it go?”

      “Well, that’s a rather troublesome question. It delves into the laws of magic and arcane philosophy. I can move water from one place to another, provided there’s a clear path between the two, or a means of a path. I can send water away to the elemental plane of water. Or I can banish the water elsewhere. Where that is, I know not. It is a mystery of the arcane.”

      “So, if we continue with my theoretical dirty water, you could make that water go somewhere far away, where the dirt couldn’t hurt anyone else?”

      “Yes. In theory.”

      “Can you remove water from the air?”

      “I can. Are your quarters too humid?”

      “No, my quarters are fine. I think. I haven’t been there in a while, but I’m assuming they are just dandy. I’m more thinking of the hospital. If the goblin plague is what I think it is, then I’m wondering if you could just rip the plague droplets from the air, or even the lungs of the patients.”

      “I, uh,” her eyes were wide, and she was definitely thinking about running.

      “Relax,” I said. “I’m just thinking here.”

      “But you are thinking about having me try to pull water out of another human.”

      “Yes, but probably also a kobold.”

      “Your grace—”

      “I’m sure it’s dangerous and against the rules, whatever rules there may be, but you could also save lives.”

      “Unless I kill them.”

      “Well, yes. I suppose that is the alternative. But you might not kill them. Do you think you’ll kill them?”

      “I think I could pull too much water from their bodies, and yes, that would not end well.”

      “Try it on me.”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I have no desire to kill you.”

      “You can’t kill me.”

      “I assure you, it is within my powers to do so, regardless of what you may think.”

      “By pulling all my blood out?”

      “Yes.”

      “You could do that?”

      “If you are bleeding, yes, I could do that.”

      “Could you put more blood in me?”

      “If I had a source of blood, I suppose, yes.”

      “You’re a blood transfusion machine.”

      “You think I am a machine?”

      “That came out wrong, no. You’re not a machine, you’re a lovely young woman—“

      She blushed, coughed, and looked away.

      “Who has talents that could be saving lives.”

      “Your grace, I am no healer.”

      “But you could work with a healer.”

      “I, uh, maybe I could.”

      “Work on the ice for the moment. I’ll talk to a healer—”

      “Your grace—”

      “It’s just talking right now,” I said. “That’s it.”

      “I would—”

      “Your hesitation is noted,” I said. “I won’t force you to do anything. I’m just asking you to be open to new ideas.”

      “I—” Mercy paused a long time, looked all around but at me, and then finally met my eyes with her own. For a heartbeat we shared a look. And then she nodded. “I will be open.”

      “But get to work on the ice. Which I know sounds like I’m forcing you to do something, so, uh, please work on the ice?”

      “The ice I am happy to do, your grace.”

      She gave me a nod and then hurried away before I could say anything else.

      On to the next problem.
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      It felt good to get shit done. And in that spirit, I went up to the treasury, hoping to find my treasurer there.

      Jackpot.

      Lee sat in a remarkably comfortable looking leather chair, reading a book with a steaming mug of something on a small table at his hand. All of which sat on top of a beautifully thick, plush carpet.

      “Did you add a den to my treasury?” I asked.

      “You call it a den,” he said, setting his book down delicately with a small leather strap marking his place, “I call it my counting corner.”

      “Ah, well, it’s quaint.”

      “I like it. Might I help you, your grace?”

      “Can you just call me Montana here?”

      “Are you alone?”

      “Of course.”

      “Not exactly of course, is it? You’re always surrounded by people. Some of whom can go invisible.”

      “Not in here,” I said, pulling a chest over to sit across from him. “I don’t think there’s anyone else allowed in here besides you and me.”

      “It was just Nikolai, wasn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      “I miss him sometimes,” Lee said. “Though I think you are better off without him around.”

      “What?” I asked. “How the fuck you figure that?”

      “I feel like we’ve had this talk before.”

      “Have we?”

      “He held you back because he was afraid. He didn’t seem to know what to do, either with you or Coggeshall, so his response was to tread water instead of swim.”

      “I don’t miss him because of that—“

      “Of course you don’t. He was important to you.”

      “He was.”

      “And you feel adrift without him around.”

      “I guess,” I said, squinting at him. “What do you know?”

      “I know lots of things, Montana of Coggeshall. Like you’re desperately searching for someone to guide you.”

      “I’m not desperate.”

      “Montana. Leave all that other shit at the door when you come here. It’s just me.”

      “I don’t think I’m desperate.”

      “You are though, and people can see it. People will use that to manipulate you if you aren’t careful.”

      “You think?”

      “I know.”

      “Are you?”

      “If there was something I wanted? Maybe. I’d probably have to stop myself from doing it without thinking about it. But at present, I have all I need. More than I need, really. I wasn’t expecting this sort of life when I came here.”

      “Me either.”

      “Fishing.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I miss fishing.”

      “We could go ice-fishing.”

      “I did enough of that as a child. I’m not as big a fan of the cold any longer.”

      “You know, the cold barely effects me any more. I can feel it is cold, but it just doesn’t seem to do much to me.”

      “High constitution.”

      “I guess.”

      “I don’t mean to throw you off track — you seemed to come here with purpose.”

      “It is actually about something that sort of involved Nikolai.”

      “You’re not going to ask me to be your chancellor again, are you?”

      “No, I have one.”

      “Clarissa will recover?”

      “I mean, jury is still out, I guess. I should probably visit her.”

      “Might want to wait until after you have time to get sick.”

      “Not the topic I came here for. How much do you know about germs?”

      “More than the average bear.”

      “Is that an ursus joke?”

      “No. I know a little, but not a ton.”

      “More than me.”

      “Okay, but why?”

      “I was talking with Mercy, first about the ice, which works. We’ll just have to put sand across it to keep people from slipping.”

      “Good idea.”

      “But she can pull liquid from one place and get rid of it.”

      “Where?”

      “Somewhere. Like a somewhere she doesn’t know but isn’t here. And she can take whatever is in the liquid with the liquid, meaning—”

      “You want her to pull the sickness out of people in the form of the liquid.”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to work the way you think.”

      “Why?”

      “Magic seems, I mean, there seems to be an awful lot of specificity required for magic to work the way you’d expect. For one, she’d have to know exactly what she’s extracting to do it with any precision. Maybe if we found the germ suspended in the right solution, and somehow got her to know and understand it, she could do it. Otherwise, she’s just guessing, and she might wind up sucking all the blood, bile, and whatever else the germ might be in as well.”

      “Maybe she could just suck it out of the air. It wouldn’t take anything bad with it.”

      “Does her magic work that way?”

      “She said she changed humidity levels.”

      “Again, I think you’re underestimating what she would need to know to make that happen. It’s probably the same reason we can’t have Essie just magic rock into being. She can only make this soft, kind of shitty stuff that is literally called Stone. She just doesn’t know the other minerals well enough to do it. I’d be willing to bet, even if you could find a way for Mercy to have the intimate knowledge of the germ and how it exists in water or whatever liquid, she’d get infected with the sickness and be out of commission.”

      “Well fuck,” I said.

      “It’s not bad to be thinking that way, though,” Lee said quickly. “We have the advantage of asking questions people who’ve been here their whole lives might not consider. So don’t let me deter you.”

      “No, I know. I’m just a bit bummed. I thought I’d found a way to solve the plague.”

      “Not yet, but keep going.”

      “Fine. I was actually here about something in the treasury, something Nikolai told me to save for later.”

      “The magic building.”

      “No, that’s with me. And he told me not to save that for later.”

      “You just saved it?”

      “I can’t decide what it should be.”

      “I’m derailing your reason for being here again, aren’t I?”

      “Yes, but that’s also a conversation I need to have. And, I guess, a decision I need to make.”

      “A library.”

      “I thought about that.”

      “And?”

      “Someone warned me away from that. That it would be too tempting to stronger entities or governments or armies or something.”

      “I suppose that’s a possible issue we’d have to contend with, but it’s not like we’ve had an easy time of things with nothing being here.”

      “Right, but imagine if we were facing real enemies instead of goblins.”

      He leaned back in his chair and took a few pensive sips of his tea.

      “That would be less than ideal,” he said. “I still think a library would be useful.”

      “What about a brewery?”

      “Also useful, just in a different way. But focus, Montana: why are you really here?”

      “There are some potions and books I’ve put off using.”

      “Third shelf from bottom, eighth from the left over there,” he said without hesitating.

      I went over to the shelf and found a small chest. I opened it and saw eight bottles lit from within, their liquid glowing softly. Under the bottles were seven books.

      “You know what these do?” I asked.

      “I seem to recall the potions add some attribute points and the books give skill points,” Lee said. “But I can’t tell you specifics.”

      “Twenty-one attribute points,” I said. “And fifty points in any skill.”

      He blinked a few times. “Rather generous.”

      “They are.”

      “And you’ve hidden them away?”

      “Nikolai kept telling me to wait. Or, rather, he told me to wait once, and I just left it at that.”

      “And now you’re ready?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know how to use them.”

      “Drink and read, respectively. Just a guess, though.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Afraid I don’t.”

      “Who do I give them to?”

      “You’re not taking them yourself?”

      “You think I should?”

      “I think most anyone in this world would.”

      “Wouldn’t it be nice to have more than one powerhouse here?”

      “Yes. But what happens when that powerhouse wishes they were the duke instead of you? Is there someone you trust that much?”

      “That seems paranoid.”

      “I’d be willing to bet that the rule of law is selectively enforced across all of Vuldranni, as well as Glaton, despite what anyone says. If someone as powerful as you came here, I would imagine the peace between the two of you would last as long as your goals aligned. And then, likely devastation until one of you declares victory.”

      “Well fuck.”

      “Eloquently put.”

      “I thought I had an idea of what to do.”

      “I could be wrong.”

      “Are you though?”

      “I’m wrong all the time.”

      “How often?”

      “Not as often as you would like, nor I would hope.”

      “Thanks for choosing a confusing fucking answer when you could have just said, ‘Montana, I basically know what I’m doing. You’re going to fuck not just yourself but all of us if you do what you’re thinking of doing.’”

      “Now why would I say that when you could say it so much better?”

      “Fuck you, Lee.”

      “Perhaps if you only gave them to specific people who you had a measure of control over.”

      “All the people here are supposed to be sworn to me.”

      “And yet...”

      “So basically just my hirð.”

      “That would be my advice, yes.”

      “Want to join my hirð?”

      “No.”

      “Do you—”

      “As much as I am intrigued with those potions, no. The books... no. I can’t. It’s not the way I would play the game.”

      “Are you—”

      “I’m not judging you,” Lee said quickly. “I don’t want to be more powerful, Montana. I appreciate where I am, what you’ve done for me, and I am coming to love Coggeshall. But I keep trying to do less.”

      “Me too.”

      “At least one of us should succeed at that, maybe?”

      “God dammit.”

      Lee shrugged and went back to his chair, dropping in like he was an old man, which was kind of funny being that he looked like a spry young elf.

      “You could think of it as a good recruiting tool for your hirð. But I’d also keep it a bit secret. Anyone who doesn’t get one of those is going to feel—”

      “Bad?”

      “Slighted. Which breeds animosity, which leads to betrayal.”

      I sighed and frowned. I really thought about forcing him to drink all the fucking potions so he’d be the powerful one and I could make pithy comments and give roundabout advice. Sure, it may have been good advice, but it was still annoying that I couldn’t do the easy shit and had to actually think about every fucking thing three steps ahead of where I was.

      The eighth potion was a little different from the others. A more ostentatious bottle, liquid glowing a different color. I grabbed it and downed it.
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        * * *

      

      Boom zap! You drank a potion of additional attributes. You now have eighteen (18) attribute points to distribute. Have fun growing!
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        * * *

      

      That was weird. I’d remembered this bottle as having twenty-four. And if I was wrong, it should have had at least twenty-one. What the fuck was eighteen?

      Purely for scientific purposes, I took one of the other potions and poured it down my throat.
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        * * *

      

      Boom zap! You drank a potion of additional attributes. You now have fourteen (14) attribute points to distribute. Have fun growing!
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        * * *

      

      “Motherfucker,” I said. “I think these things lost potency.”

      “Is that possible?” Lee said, getting back to his feet and coming over to look at the bottles. He was being very careful with them, but I could tell he really wanted to take one.

      “You can have it,” I said.

      “No thanks,” he said, putting the bottle back quickly. “I’m surprised they lost their power. It seems unlikely.”

      “I mean, I’ve had one before that only lasted, like, minutes once it was in sunlight.”

      “If that’s the case, then maybe we shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “I’m not surprised. More irritated.”

      “Minor difference.”

      “Any chance you want to guide me in how I should distribute my points and or potions? Or books?”

      “I would prefer to be left out of that process.”

      “Come on.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Montana. I’m not as versed in this world as you’d like me to be, and I don’t think I’d give you the best advice here.”

      “You’re the smartest guy I know.”

      “Then you need more friends.”

      “Lee.”

      “Montana.”

      “Tell me what to do.”

      “No. Learn. Make mistakes. We will overcome if you do—”

      “I make mistakes and thousands of people die.”

      “You do nothing, and people die as well. You are not the arbiter of their deaths. You trying to do something is just as important. Doing nothing is the only wrong choice, Montana.”

      I hated him at that moment, but I understood where he was coming from.

      “You can’t take the deaths of the people who live here under you personally,” Lee said. “There are dangers here. There always will be. You have been busting your ass to make a difference in their lives, and I’m telling you, you have. It’s just impossible to make any one place so perfectly safe no one will die. And if you could do that, those powerful entities you’re worried about taking your library will come to make it their home. And they’ll kill everyone inside so they and theirs can be safe.”

      “So I’m doomed?”

      “You, of all people, are not. At all.”

      “Seems a bit like it.”

      “Because you’re being a fatalistic asshole.”

      “Asshole? Man, I’m bringing out your true feelings.”

      “You’re being whiny, and I’m not exactly fond of that. Death is part of life. More so here than in our original home world, which means you need to detach your old world feelings and come to grips with what life means here. I’d prefer to keep this particular conversation at a one-time deal, Montana, but if you need me to remind you that Vuldranni is different, I’m here for that. Now go give out some potions. Or take them yourself. Either way, make a choice and do a thing. You’ll feel better afterward.”

      “Or I’ll second guess myself.”

      “You’re going to do that even if you do nothing. Might as well earn the second-guessing.”

      “Anyone ever tell you that you’re annoying?”

      “Everyone but my wife.”

      I gave him a sardonic smile and stomped out with the chest of potions and books.
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      I set the chest under my bed once I got up to my quarters. And then promptly got bit by something.

      I snatched my hand back and glared under the bed.

      The fucking etiquette book locked eyes with me, and then launched itself at me.

      I barely got out of the way. The book soared across the room, pages spread wide, acting as de facto wings. On landing, it skidded a foot before jumping all the way around the face me again.

      The etiquette book ruffled its pages at me, which I never would have thought as a particularly aggressive action, and yet—

      It pounced.

      Without thinking, I swung my fist around.

      Fist hit book. Book flew, losing a few papers on the way, and smacked into the wall.

      I leapt from the bed and charged after the book.

      The stupid book flipped itself over and sprouted a host of legs. It shot sideways like a methy-crab, flattening itself out and sliding beneath my dresser.

      I flipped the dresser over, sending it crashing to the ground in an explosion of wood.

      No book.

      “Fuck,” I shouted.

      My minotaur guards appeared in my room in an instant, axes ready to destroy anything bothering me.

      And yet.

      Nothing for them to attack.

      “Mimic?” one of them asked, gesturing at the destroyed dresser.

      “Uh,” I started to say yes, but they knew I was about to lie.

      They just looked at me like I was an asshole for destroying furniture. Especially since we were amid a furniture storage.

      “It was a, um, something went under the dresser,” I said. “But I think I’ve got this.”

      I definitely saw the look the two minotaurs exchanged before stepping back outside.

      “I’m going to find you, you stupid book,” I whisper-yelled. “And when I do...”

      I ran out of steam. I mean, how the fuck do you threaten a book?
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      After cleaning up the destroyed dresser and putting my few stacks of clothes into the unfillable knapsack, I summoned my hirð. A fire crackled nicely in the corner. You’d never be able to tell it was the remains of the dresser, unless you looked carefully.

      “What happened to the dresser?” Ragnar asked.

      I scowled at him. “Nothing,” I snapped.

      “Mimic?”

      “No.”

      “Just felt like breaking shit?”

      “I do now.”

      Ragnar took a careful step behind Skeld.

      “I called you all here for a hirð meeting,” I said. “And because I’ve got a secret gift for each of you.”

      “I like presents,” Bear said.

      I opened the small chest and handed a potion to each person. Four potions for my four hirð members.

      “Ability potions,” I said, seeing that Skeld was about to ask.

      Ragnar tipped it down before I could say anything. Everyone else looked at him.

      “Oooh,” Ragnar said as his eyes glazed over and he read the notification. “Are you sure you meant to give this to us?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “You know what it does?”

      “Gives you some attribute points.”

      “Twenty-one attribute points,” Ragnar said, a big smile going across his face.

      There was about a heartbeat of time between Ragnar saying that and Tarryn and Skeld downing their potions in quick order.

      More smiles as they read their notifications.

      Bear, meanwhile, tossed the potion at me.

      “Can’t use this,” she said.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Something about fairies and the magic here. Doesn’t jibe with my system. Might wind up giving me an extra set of legs, turn me into an undead, or something else awful. Only thing I know is that it won’t do what it’s supposed to do.”

      “That sucks. What about healing—“

      “Healing works, sort of. Not as well, but it works. But that’s magic working on your body processes. This is more like magic working on your whole being.”

      “And wait,” I said, “Ragnar, twenty-one points?”

      “I told you he didn’t mean to give us these,” Ragnar snapped, glaring daggers at me.

      “Fuck you, I did. I just thought they’d lost some potency. I took one and only got fourteen.”

      “I got twenty-one,” Tarryn said.

      “Same,” Skeld replied.

      “You’re just messed up somehow,” Ragnar said, sticking his tongue out at me. “And how do you want us to use these points?”

      “However you want,” I said. “Why would I tell you what to do?”

      “Hirð leader privilege.”

      “Huh. No, do what you want.”

      Skeld, Ragnar, and Tarryn all sat down at different spots in the room and settled into thinking.

      Bear hopped up on my shoulder and sat down.

      “Window please,” she said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Move over to the window. I want to look out.”

      I sighed, but walked over to the window as ordered.

      “It wouldn’t hurt to have a little direction,” Bear said out of completely nowhere.

      I took a second to try and look at her, but it’s kind of hard to look at someone who’s sitting on your shoulder. I gave up and returned to looking at the snow falling outside on the prinkies, who were still digging frantically.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “Like the council?”

      “The council helps run Coggeshall,” Bear said. “You need someone to help run Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “Enough with the self-help bullshit,” I said. “I don’t—”

      “You do,” she interrupted. “You’re a unique power, burgeoning in a frankly terrifying way. Everyone around you has now seen some of what you’re capable of. Everyone knows how much you’re going to be able to do in the future, and everyone is going to want to steer you in the direction that benefits you.”

      “And you’re different?” I asked.

      “Not especially. I mean, I’m tied to you for life, so I’ll probably always work in your best interest to a large degree. What’s best for you is likely good for me. And also, for Coggeshall.”

      “I mean, I appreciate the honesty, just—“

      “It’s a lot, I get it. At least I think I get it. But the thing is, you’re becoming something, and I don’t know where it’s leading. None of us really know your limits. We keep seeing you do the impossible like it’s little more than an inconvenience. And if you’re truly someone blessed by the gods to be a hero on Vuldranni, then—“

      “I’m no hero,” I corrected quickly. “That’s not the game I’m playing.”

      “It may be the game you’ve been put here to play, though.”

      That sounded way too much like something Mister Paul had said to me for comfort. I felt anger rising and had to tamp it down quickly.

      “Does that have to be the game?” I asked quietly.

      “Probably,” Bear replied in an equal whisper. “I didn’t expect my life to be tied to a human. Certainly not one from Earth. But here I am, playing second fiddle, and finding that I kind of like it. Odd to say that I enjoy keeping you alive. And—“

      “And there’s Skeld.”

      “Yes,” she said with a smile spreading wide across her little face, which was also in the midst of blushing. “Skeld certainly helps things. Maybe that’s something you should consider.”

      “Dating Skeld? I don’t think I’m his type.”

      “Um, he’s also taken.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “You can deflect all you want, Montana of Coggeshall, but—”

      “You sound so serious when you say my full name.”

      “I am being serious.”

      “Just hard to take you serious when you’re the size of my boot.”

      “I am definitely bigger than your boot, in fact—“

      “Let’s save this discussion for later, okay?”

      “You are doing quite a lot of saving things for later.”

      “I guess—“

      “Just my advice, but maybe think about making all that later time happen pretty soon.”

      “I’m doing the thing with the potions!”

      “How many more potions are there?”

      “Three.”

      “What else are you hoarding?”

      “Some skill books.”

      “And a magic building.”

      “And a magic building, yes. But I have no idea what to do with that.”

      “You must have some ideas.”

      “For fuck’s sake! Why is everyone on my ass about that fucking building?”

      “Because it’s a huge thing to just not use.”

      “I want to use it—“

      “Then use it.”

      “On what?”

      “You want me to pick?’’

      “Fine. Yes. You pick and take the blame when everyone realizes it’s the wrong thing. Or when some powerful fuckhead decides he’s going to take Coggeshall because he wants whatever amazing building we now have.”

      “No matter what you pick, there will be unhappy people who think you made the wrong choice. And, likely, there will be someone who wants what you have. I’d wager there are already people who want what you have. In fact, I’d bet there are people within your walls right now who want Coggeshall, even in its current wall-less condition.”

      “What do you know? Is there—“

      “Calm yourself. I know all you mortal fools. I know you all want things. Stuff. Property. If one of you idiots has something, someone else wants it.”

      “So nothing concrete. Northwoods—“

      “Stop it.”

      “Stopped,” I said with a sigh.

      “If I find out something real, I will tell you. But make some decisions. Use these gifts. There is so little to be gained by holding onto this stuff for later.”

      I sighed again, but nodded. She made a good point. I needed to pick a building. Just, which one?

      It felt early to make such an important decision. What if Coggeshall changed in the future in a way where we had an obvious hole a magical building could solve?

      But on the other hand, what would it mean if we had a magical building now to promote growth?

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I just don’t know what to do.”

      Bear sighed.

      “Brewery,” I said. “Or an inn. Make this a destination spot.”

      “Who’s visiting?” Bear asked.

      “People who want to see the Emerald Sea and not deal with Osterstadt’s bullshit?”

      “You need to make sure they can see the Emerald Sea then.”

      “It’s a short hike away!”

      “It’s a harsh hike through monster-infested woods away.”

      “The woods around here aren’t monster infested.”

      She frowned at me so hard I could feel it. “No one is going to come out here in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Not if you’re in charge of tourism.”

      “Pick something that will help Coggeshall today.”

      “Brownie factory?”

      “Ha. You know some people are scared of offending fairies.”

      “They should be,” I said with a smile. “Fairies are terrifying.”

      “Stop sidestepping the issue.”

      “Can you give me a clue what we need? A furniture maker? An alchemist? A lab of some kind? A really nice gazebo? I don’t fucking know, Bear. And I’m—”

      “Too afraid of making a mistake to do anything?”

      “I mean, wouldn’t make myself sound like such a coward, but yeah. That’s basically what’s going on.”

      “Who wants to see me run?” Ragnar shouted from behind me.

      “Let’s see it,” I said, turning.

      He was already standing right next to me.

      “So fast,” Ragnar said, smiling like a fool.

      “Did you put all your points into agility?” Skeld asked.

      “Maybe,” Ragnar replied. “Maybe I put some into dexterity as well.”

      “Should have put some into wisdom.”

      “If I had more wisdom, I might have thought of that. But speed is more fun.”

      Skeld took a long breath and let it out slowly, his judgement abundantly clear to everyone in the room.

      “You went with wisdom?” I asked.

      Skeld nodded. “Even mix between wisdom and charisma. If you continue to put me in charge when you’re not here, I’m going to have to up my ability to govern. Which means wisdom. And I have to hope that someone doesn’t hate me enough to kill me when you’re not here to protect me.”

      “Charisma,” I said.

      “Something like that.”

      “All of mine went to glorious intelligence,” Tarryn said. He had a small orb of blue light dancing across the back of his hand. “So much mana!”

      “Okay,” I said, “is everyone done picking out where they’re spending their points?”

      I looked around at my hirð. They were all happy, almost excited. Tarryn still looked like shit — the poison and goblin-fighting had done a real number on him. Despite the efforts of the healers, he’d be sidelined for a while.

      “Tarryn,” I said, “you’re here with Skeld. Watch his back, and—“

      “Are you sure—“ Tarryn started, but I just shook my head.

      “Definitely. You look like crap.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “You’re riding high off that potion. And Skeld wants someone to watch his back, which is you. You’re not relaxing here.”

      “I’d feel better with you around,” Skeld said.

      “Oh,” Tarryn replied, somehow believing Skeld over me. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

      “Ragnar and Bear,” I said, “you two get supplies together. Not sure how long we’ll be gone—“

      “Where is it we’re going?” Ragnar asked.

      “After the goblins,” I said. “And the first stop is their cave.”
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      I didn’t trust the etiquette book to stay out of the potions. I mean, I also didn’t know if books could drink, but just to be safe I took the small chest with me on my search for the other potential members of the goblin raiding party. Which might not be raiding — I wasn’t sure. I had the quest to find and destroy those behind the Night Goblin war, and that seemed to be next on the list.

      I found Arno in the second-floor cantina. The Imperial mancer was chowing down on a hearty meal of meat and bread, with a large mug of what looked like mead on one side of his plate. I grabbed a similar meal before I joined him.

      “Your grace,” he said, with barely a glance up from his food.

      “Arno,” I replied, and dug in. “Have any plans for the coming week?”

      “Allow me to check my calendar,” he said. Then he looked at the palm of his hand, which was blank. “Seems reasonably clear.”

      “Want to go hunting the mystery figures behind the night goblins with me?”

      He smiled and took a drink to clear his mouth. “I hope you know I would normally jump at such a chance. I have become oddly fond of eschewing paperwork and research to quest about with you.”

      “Sounds like there’s a large but coming.”

      “My first duty is to the Legion, and I worry I have not been fulfilling that duty as of late.”

      “Do you actually enjoy being part of the Legion?”

      “It is a means of practicing magic, which is something I fear I could never give up.”

      “You could practice magic if you were, say, in my hirð.”

      “Are you attempting to recruit me from the Legion?”

      “Only if you want.”

      “And to your hirð? Not just being one of your sworn men?”

      “Can you still sling spells just being my sworn man?”

      “I think it would depend on how much you’d like to fight the Empire when they find out.”

      “How much would you like to fight the Empire?”

      “Not at all.”

      “I’m going to be honest here and say that my knowledge of all this is pretty minimal. So I don’t know if what I’m asking is insane or rude or what. I just know that there was this warmancer who could continue being a warmancer if he became a hirð member, and he said yes and he’s having fun. I think.”

      “Fun.”

      “As much as someone can in this place.”

      “How much freedom does your hirð have? That is my primary fear. The Legion controls most of my life, and I fear they will not easily let me go, even as I age.”’

      “There’s no retirement for you?”

      “Not exactly, no,” he said, taking a long pull from his mead. “There are generally four paths. If I perform well for the Legion and receive top honors, it is likely I could find a place within the Imperial Palace. A de facto retirement, as there is little action there. If I perform well, but have few honors, or choose not to be in combat often, it is more likely I will be sent to an Imperial library. To study the workings of magic and help prepare future mancers. If I have an aptitude for teaching, I will be sent to the academy to train new mancers. And if I am none of those things, my skills with the arcane will be put to use as the Emperor sees fit, perhaps finishing my days toiling in an arcane foundry making glowstones or some other such trinket.”

      “Sounds just peachy.”

      “It is the reality of being an Imperial citizen who desires to pursue the arcane arts.”

      “I don’t exactly want to sound like an asshole and say ‘I’m not like other dukes,’ but I don’t think I’m like other dukes. Or other imperial nobles—“

      “You do have a certain uniqueness about yourself.”

      “Thank you, I think. But I’m a pretty big believer in freedom. You join me, you mostly do what you want, as long as it’s for the good of Coggeshall. Or people in general. That’s the key thing I’m trying to do here. I want to make this a safe place for good people. I’m not going to try to tell you where to put points or how to live your life. And if you ever want out, you can go, no questions asked.”

      “You give a lot of rope for a man to hang himself.”

      “I prefer to think that I give room for a man to live. Do you want to come on the ride?”

      “It is very tempting.”

      “But?”

      “But it is a rather large life change, your grace. I would need time to think this through.”

      “You can take all the time you want,” I said, “but I’d really like your help on this upcoming quest. I can probably speak to your commander if you need, you know, a note excusing you from practice.”

      “A note—?”

      “Just ignore that,” I said quickly, realizing an Earth joke wouldn’t land well here. “I’ll talk to Mogenson about borrowing your services, if you’re willing to come.”

      “I would be willing,” he said. “I merely seek to avoid blemishes on my record.”

      “You don’t want to make glowstones?”

      “It’s rather low on my list of future goals, your grace.”

      I gave him a smile. “I’m on it.”
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      Which meant I was now looking for the temporary legion commander, Lieutenant Ingeborg Mogenson. I knew Czubakowski would say yes, but I didn’t have a good read on Mogenson. Was she going to be a hardcore rule-follower?

      I caught her standing outside the Legion barracks. Or, more pointedly, the large room that had been allocated to the Legion for sleeping. An actual barracks for the Legion was on the to-do list — at least it was the last time I’d taken a peek at said list.

      Mogenson stared up at the ceiling, and I could see a vague glisten on the side of her face. She’d been crying. Or sweating. Maybe both.

      “Lieutenant Mogenson,” I said, deciding that I’d pretend to not have noticed. “A small question to ask.”

      Quickly, she wiped her face and stood up at attention.

      “Yes, your grace,” she said.

      “Are you,” I said, changing my mind about that whole not noticing thing when she sniffed a big ol’ I’ve-been-crying-sniff, “are you okay?”

      “Yes, your grace,” she answered fast enough so I knew she was lying.

      “I can just accept that as true if you want,” I said, “but you can also talk to me and I can try to help.”

      “If you ask why I weep, then I ask if you may bring any of the dead back to life?”

      “Not as of yet,” I said.

      “Then I am resigned to sadness for a spell, your grace. But I can still fulfill my duties to the Empire.”

      “If you don’t mind, I need to borrow one of your people.”

      “Who?”

      “Arno—”

      “The warmancer?”

      “Yes. You have more than one, right?”

      “A legion normally has six. We are down to three able casters at present.”

      “Can you spare one?”

      She scrunched up her face and folded her arms.

      “That is rather irregular, your grace. I believe you have your own casters.”

      “I do have one warmancer,” I replied, “but he’s injured, and I can’t take him out on a quest in his condition. He’d just as likely blow himself up as what I needed him to explode.”

      She sighed.

      “And I take it that this is not a personal quest,” she started, “but one that is of utmost importance to the Empire as a whole?”

      “Oh, of course.”

      “Do not make a habit of depending on Imperial belongings, your grace,” she said. “I will allow it.”

      “Thank you,” I said, having to swallow what I wanted to say about her calling Arno Imperial belongings.
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      With night coming on, I sent a prinky with a note for Arno giving him the good news while I rushed to find Yuri. I wanted to make sure everyone could get a solid night of sleep before we headed out.

      Yuri was actually outside, standing in the snow, watching the prinkies continue digging. I doubt I’d have found him on my own, but I happened across Mouse running to visit his mother Zoey in the smithy, and I mentioned I was looking for Yuri, and Mouse said he’d seen Yuri outside. Somewhat amusing that I got help from a mouse to find a cat...

      “Busy?” I asked.

      Yuri turned around and looked at me quizzically.

      “Not yet,” he replied after a moment.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Just thinking about my family. Wondering where they are in the world, what they are doing.”

      “You’re worried about them.”

      “Not so much. There is much to worry about, but I feel my family is safe. I made provisions for them, to be with a good caravan. Promises have been made, and I must put my faith in them. Now, your grace, I believe you are coming up to me with a request, yes?”

      “Something along those lines. But how can you be so calm about your family traveling across the continent?”

      “What would I do if there was something wrong?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If something is happening to my family right now, not only is there no way for me to know, but there is nothing I could do to help them. If I worry, I only make it worse for myself, and that profits no one but those who wish us ill.”

      “You Zen motherfucker.”

      “Not sure what that means, but I suppose I can take it as a compliment.”

      “It’s a sort of compliment.”

      “Thank you, then.”

      “I’m heading into the goblin cavern tomorrow,” I said. “Not sure what we’re going to find in there, but I’ve got the sense it’d be useful to have a monster hunter along for the ride.”

      “You expect monsters there?”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      “I would.”

      “You want to come?”

      He smiled. “There is what I was waiting for,” he said. “I would be happy to join you on another hunt.”

      “Awesome. Arno’s coming as well.”

      “And the brownie?”

      “Bear? Yeah. It’ll be me, you, Arno, Bear, Ragnar, and Amber. I think that covers everything we might find. More or less.”

      “The less being if we happen to find another horde of goblins readying an attack on Coggeshall?”

      “That’s why I’m there. If we find a horde, I stand my ground and you lead the group back here.”

      “I appreciate that you thought this through.”

      “Let’s not get crazy — I thought a tiny bit about it. If you can keep this from the council, I wasn’t about to do this nonsense. I figured we’d be better off if we all hunkered down and got Coggeshall fixed up again. But everyone has a bee in their collective bonnet about the fucking night goblins still being out there.”

      “Goblins, in particular night goblins, are troublesome creatures.”

      “Are they considered monsters?”

      “No,” he said quickly. “Not exactly. In a less official way, you could consider them monsters, since they act in such a similar way to monsters. But they are not technically monsters, no. They do tend to regroup and attack again. They seem to have the same disregard for others, the willingness to kill without remorse, and they engage in many horrific acts without any sense of, well, shame or anything really. And, similar to monsters, they seem able to ingest sapient beings without the same repercussions. But they are not classified as monsters.”

      “Have you hunted them before?”

      “Of course. Though never in such numbers. And only once night goblins. But what I have seen here — all these other creatures the goblins have thrown against us — that is new to me. I shudder to think of what might still be hidden in their dark home.”

      “You and me both.”

      “You being scared does not bode well for anyone on this journey.”

      “Bah, I’m sure it’s going to be fine.”

      “Amazing how that makes me feel even worse.”

      “You don’t have to come.”

      “Of course I do,” he said, throwing a heavy paw on my shoulder. “You need monsters hunted, and I need to hunt them.”
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      Now that I had the team together, I went inside to get some sleep before the morning.

      Unfortunately, that’s when I ran into my secretary.

      “Ah, your grace,” Hugo said, “I have been looking for you.”

      He hiccuped once, and then pretended to sneeze, as if that might cover up the hiccup.

      “Bless you,” I said.

      “Thank you, your grace,” Hugo said.

      There was a bit of an odor about the man. Liquor, if I had to pick a scent.

      “Your grace,” Hugo continued, “it would seem Lord Northwoods has requested a moment of your time, as well as a minotaur named Darius. Would you be available to speak to them?”

      “If I say I’m busy?”

      “I serve at your pleasure, your grace. Should you want me to lie, I will.”

      “You don’t think I’m busy?”

      “Of course you are, your grace,” he said with just that perfect touch of I-am-quite-sure-you-are-fucking-around to piss me off. And yet, for whatever reason, I just couldn’t seem to say that I was busy. I couldn’t lie to him. Which was strange, since I’d never really had that sort of problem in the past.

      “Fine,” I said, “let’s get the meetings over with.”

      “If you’d follow me, your grace,” he said with a slight bow. He added a flourish as he spun and sashayed away.

      We went through the bowels of Coggeshall until we got to one of the upper garden levels, where there were racks of all sorts of plants. I saw quite a few heavy with what I imagined were tomatoes, peppers, and some vines laden with melons.

      In the midst of the garden was Northwoods, peering at the leaves.

      “Lord Northwoods, his grace, the Duke of Coggeshall,” Hugo said with a bow. Then he turned and moved out of the way so I could be addressed.

      Northwoods gave a slight bow of his head. I bowed mine back in return and we completed the stupid dance of court.

      “Your grace,” Northwoods said. I wished we could stop with the all the your grace and my lord bullshit because of how much fucking speaking time we wasted on it. “I wonder if I might beg a favor of you.”

      “Depends on the favor.”

      “I am amazed at what you have accomplished here,” he said, gesturing at the room full of fruits and vegetables. “I would be remiss if I did not request some assistance in transforming my own holding in such a way. How did you do this?”

      “You know, that’s actually something I can’t really help you with.”

      “Oh? Why, if I might ask?”

      “I have several farmers, and they’re the ones in charge of all of this. I just let them do what they wish, and when they ask me for things, I try to get them. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m usually the one killing things, not growing them. No green thumb. Just a black one I guess.”

      “Ah. Might I, perchance, borrow some of your farmers?”

      “Not exactly the best time for that. Maybe if we can get through the winter without having to boil leather, we can revisit things.”

      “That would be acceptable.”

      “Sure. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not in the least, your grace,” he said, making it clear he felt exactly the opposite way.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” I said with a nod of my head, “apparently I’ve another meeting.”

      I looked over at Hugo, who was in the midst of sneaking a nip from a flask.

      “Ah, yes,” Hugo said, wiping the spill from his mouth. “If you’ll follow.”

      We went back up a few levels to the residential area, then down a long hallway and around until we got to a set of large wooden doors, a bit like those you’d see on a barn.

      Hugo hammered on the doors.

      We waited there a moment, until one creaked open.

      He here!, I heard in my mind.

      Darius pushed the door open just a bit, and a furry missile shot the gap, circled between my legs and raced up my body until it was hugging my head. A heartbeat passed as four more furry missiles shot out. I was fully wrapped in superweasel.

      “Hi guys,” I said.

      Misssed you came the reply, followed by a bevy of embraces and other phrases and feelings along those lines.

      I could see Darius smiling through the small gap between superweasel bodies.

      “You called?” I said.

      “I figured we needed to have a brief chat about your friends here,” he said, pointing at the superweasels.

      “Oh?”

      “They have missed you.”

      “It’s not like I’ve been gone.”

      “They have little concept of time, and they consider you their progenitor. They are, for lack of a better term, your children.”

      “Uh—“

      “It’s not the exact right term, but they are more than pets.”

      “Yeah, well—”

      “I’m just explaining what I sense from them.”

      “I’m sensing they need a bath.”

      “Told you guys,” Darius said to the superweasels. “You need a bath.”

      No raged the superweasels inside my head.

      “Hey,” I snapped. “You stink. Bath. You can bathe them, right?”

      “We can bathe them,” Darius countered.

      “I’m a busy duke,” I said. “I can’t, I mean, I’ve got, you know. Hugo, back me up here.”

      “Your schedule appears, urp, clear,” he said, swallowing a burp.

      “Thanks for the assist,” I snapped back.

      “I live to serve, your grace.”

      Darius grinned. He grabbed me around the shoulders and pulled me through the big double doors into his quarters.

      Which weren’t really quarters. Not in the traditional sense, not by any stretch of the imagination. It was more like someone had brought a field inside. There was grass on the ground, and plenty of lights across the ceiling, making it approximate daylight. At the far end of the enormous room sat a whole wooden barn. To the side was a pond, complete with a babbling brook that came out of one wall and fell into the pond. I saw a few horses moving around, eating the grass. A few small goats were bouncing around behind Darius, competing for attention. Ducks paddled around the pond. It was idyllic.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “Mostly,” Darius said, walking me along the grass, “this is where animals come to rest and rehabilitate. Or some of them, they just live here with me.”

      “You’re just living with animals?”

      “I prefer them to people.”

      “What about—” but I stopped myself. I was going to say something about animal people. Minotaurs and centaurs, léonen and lutra, but even as I started that question, I knew it was the wrong sort of thing to ask. “Where’s the bath?”

      “Toss them in the pond.”

      “What?”

      “To start, toss them in the pond.”

      “Oh, that’s going to end well.”

      I tried to peel the first one off me, which was quite the exercise seeing as the superweasel did not want to go in the water. The little things had eight legs, and they held on with all eight of them. Each time I thought I had a weasel in a way where they couldn’t hold me anymore, they twisted their body. And apparently they could twist their body around more than 180 degrees. It was frightening to watch, because I started to understand their capabilities to move were nearly limitless. The one time I managed to get a superweasel surprised enough to let go with its legs, as soon as I tried to throw it, the superweasel’s tail wrapped around my arm, and it swung down my arm and wrapped back around my body, squirming its way between two of its siblings.

      “They have prehensile tails?” I asked Darius.

      He just nodded at me, smiling.

      “You know what,” I said. “Easier way to do this.”

      I jumped into the pond.

      The superweasels were not ready for that move.

      Immediately, they released their grips on me and popped to the surface, doing a variant of a doggie paddle and just plain sputtering in the water.

      My mind became flooded with their thoughts of rage and disgust.

      “You know,” I said, watching them swim poorly, “if you guys tried using your bodies a bit more like rudders, kind of like snakes or otters, you’d probably do better moving through water.”

      Five weasel faces turned in my direction, each looking confused, but also a little hopeful.

      I tried to approximate what I meant, with my arms against my body wriggling through the water.

      One superweasel tried it, with limited success, but that made another attempt the same maneuver. Then they were all trying, each one building off what the others had done before until one figured it out, and then they all figured it out from the one success. At which point they were zooming around the water, terrifying the poor ducks.

      “There,” I said, stepping out of the water and trying to dry myself a little, “now they like bath time.”

      They were having a ball.

      “I’m not sure if I should thank you or curse you,” Darius said, watching as the superweasels zipped through the water until one collided with another and it became a water fight.

      “Seems like doing both is quite popular.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Is there anything else you need help with?”

      “I think you need to spend more time with these creatures. I feel you need to name them. And teach them things. As evidenced, they listen to you.”

      “Have you tried to teach them to swim?”

      “Yes.”

      “And it didn’t go well?”

      “Are you actually asking me that? Did you not see what just happened?”

      “Right. Yeah. The thing is, I’m going out and—“

      “They will benefit from seeing the world.”

      “You want me to take them with me out on my quest?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s dangerous out there.”

      “All the better they understand what is out there. They are already pushing the boundaries of my little home.”

      “Any chance you’ll come with me?”

      “No. I have my duties here. There are plenty of animals who need my help, and Timurlan has a list of requests for me.”

      “Can you keep them tonight and I’ll get them in the morning?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you all hear that?” I asked, speaking louder to the still-fighting superweasels.

      The aquatic brawl stopped, and all eyes were on me.

      “Tomorrow,” I said, “we’re going on a quest. You guys need to pay attention to me and—“

      But by then, the excitement overwhelmed the superweasels, and I was buried in an avalanche of superweasel joy.
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      I managed to extricate myself from both Darius and the superweasels, and stepped out into the hall. Soaking wet.

      “Ah, your grace,” Hugo said. “Come.”

      “Whoa,” I said, “I thought I only had meetings with—“

      “More have arisen.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Of course!” he said, striding away without waiting to see if I would follow.

      Naturally, I did.

      We headed back to the central part of MountainHome, and up the stairs to a familiar part of the holding.

      “Nope,” I said. “Not like this.”

      “Like what, your grace?”

      “Soaking wet and probably covered in duck shit.”

      “I see no evidence of avian effluent anywhere on your royal person.”

      “First of all, good vocabulary there. Second of all, bullshit.”

      “I see none of that either.”

      “Not what I meant.”

      “Regardless, your presence has been requested, and—” he knocked gently on the door, and gave me a rather large smile.

      “You—” I was about to launch into a verbal tirade that would have made the annals of history, but then the door opened and I threw on my own large smile, even though it was Priscilla who answered. As always, she scowled at me.

      “Do you perceive my mistress as enjoying her floors damp?” she asked.

      It took a lot of mental effort on my part to not complete the entendre. But then again, I’m a gentleman. Or, rather, I’ve been forced into that role and I didn’t think of it until later.

      “No,” I said through my smile, “Hugo brought me here without adequate time to change. I understood it to be of some import that I come immediately.”

      “I imagine my mistress would have been more than happy to allow you the time—“

      “Just let him in, Priscilla,” Eliza called out.

      Priscilla sighed, making it clear she disagreed with her mistress, but moved out of the way so I could enter.

      “Maybe I should have met you outside,” Eliza said with one eyebrow arched up. “Did you fall in your shower?”

      “A pond, actually.”

      “I suppose it is preferable to the flood spreading.”

      “I mean, I guess that’s still going on, but I was actually giving some, um, weasels a bath.”

      “Is that a euphemism I should be aware of?”

      “No.”

      She just stared at me.

      “I mean, it’s not a euphemism, not that you should, I mean, I was literally bathing superweasels.”

      “Oh, now they’re superweasels?”

      “They’ve always been, you know what? Why don’t I shut up and you tell me why you wanted to see me?”

      “Clearly for your superweasels.”

      “I can have them brought up here if you want.”

      “You have to have someone bring your superweasels for you? These must be quite super.”

      “You should see their prehensile tails.”

      She mimed fanning her face. “Your grace!”

      “Is this why I’m here?”

      “No,” she said, no longer stifling her laugh. “But thank you for humoring me. I wanted to speak to you about Skeld, if you have a moment.”

      “I always have a moment for you. And to talk about Skeld, I guess. What about him?”

      “I, well, how to start this? I know you think my loyalty is only to my family, but I consider myself part of Coggeshall at the same time. And at this moment, I feel I am taking your side over my family. I don’t know that Skeld possesses the wherewithal to prevent my father, or my uncles, from twisting him to do what it is they want.”

      “What is it they want?”

      “Please know I am saying this to you in confidence.”

      “Of course.”

      “I think they came here expecting to see a holding in disarray, one they could waltz in and point out inadequacies in. They know you hold a high post, and I believe they want that post, not necessarily from you, but for the family. They were thinking they might ingratiate themselves by providing expertise and guidance. And yet, Coggeshall possesses many incredible assets. Assets that my father and uncles are already very interested in, and they might be tempted to tease out information you are not prepared to give them. Or, worse, to poach certain talents away from Coggeshall in order to enrich the Northwoods estates.”

      “Funny you say that—“

      “What?”

      “I was getting to that, that your father is rather curious about our farms.”

      “It is not just curiosity — he wants your farmers. The ability to grow as much inside as outside is rarely available outside the biggest Imperial cities.”

      I wandered over to the window and peeked through the curtains at the snow falling down outside. It was pretty. I was stalling. It was just odd to be talking to Eliza about her family, and her being so open about it. I know it sounds cynical, but I was suspicious. Why? What was her angle?

      “I can tell you are suspicious,” Eliza said, much nearer to me than I’d expected, “but... this is harder for me to say out loud than I thought, but I am starting to feel like I am more a part of Coggeshall than I am of Northwoods.”

      “Bold words,” I said.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “I didn’t say that. I’m just surprised is all. You’ve always seemed pretty, um, gung-ho about your family.”

      “It’s my family. I love them and I support them, and it’s my family. Would you expect anything different?”

      “No, not at all. That’s why this is suspicious. Or surprising.”

      She frowned, then sighed.

      “I am already tired of the snow,” she said. “Back in the Northwoods, the winters are not as cold or as wet. This feels... relentless.”

      “Yeah,” I said, happy to be shifting to a less contentious topic than family, “it’s a bit much.”

      “My family is ambitious. That much I will readily admit to anyone curious enough to ask. My father has long believed we Northwoods are destined for more in this world than merely being lowly counts. And yet, as I look upon what you have gone through in the past few months, I wonder if it is worth the hassle to try to be something more?”

      “You mean because it’s non-stop bullshittery being a duke?”

      “That is certainly part of it.”

      “I’d give it up if I could,” I said.

      “There are plenty waiting in the wings who would be happy to step into your shoes.”

      “Let them. See how they’d fare against a few thousand goblins. Or maybe they could fight off trolls. Or wyrms. Or giant spiders. So many fucking monsters I can’t even name them all.”

      “I know you think you are unique, but you will notice the Empire managed to exist for a thousand years before you came along.”

      “I’m just saying that—“

      “I know what you meant,” Eliza snapped. “But you seem to think you have to be the last line of defense, and the first line of offense for everything that assails our walls. Your choices in who is in charge of the guard are predicated on this. Others in your position would have a larger military. They would hire monster hunters by the dozen. Or seek to have a Legion posted here. Or hire a mercenary company to tame these lands until the Coggeshall guards were up to the task. There are many ways Coggeshall could flourish — you merely chose the way you are most familiar with. And, fortunately for the rest of us, a way that has been successful so far. But merely because your method of dealing with problems is punching them into submission does not mean that is the only way.”

      “You might have a point. I don’t really know any other way of doing this. Kind of doing the best with what I’ve got—“

      “I did not say you were failing. I merely suggested that thinking only you could lead Coggeshall is incorrect.”

      “Okay, point made. So let’s say I am hearing your warnings about your father. What would you have me do?”

      “You could accept him as a count under you. Then, at the least, his wheeling and wheedling would be done in ways that would likely benefit you as well.”

      I rolled that around in my head space for a few minutes, trying it on for size. On the one hand, he was a skilled player of the courtly games. On the other hand, he was a skilled player of the courtly games. Just as easily as he could help me, I felt he could hurt me. And hurting me, at least insofar as I could see, would hurt the rest of Coggeshall.

      “I am going to take that under advisement,” I said. “I currently have another matter—“

      “The night goblins,” she said.

      “Yep, those assholes are still a problem, apparently. So I have to go finish them off.”

      “You would prefer to leave them alone?”

      “I would prefer if I didn’t have to kill all the things all the time. And maybe you’re onto something. Maybe it would behoove me to hire some people to do the killing for me. Just, I mean... Sometimes I am surprised Glaton is still here. That humans are still here. What the fuck is this fucking world?”

      She frowned at me, and a very confused look came over her cute face. I reminded myself that we were not friends, that I didn’t trust her, and, most importantly, that she didn’t know about my recent arrival in her world.

      “Just a thought,” I said. “Because Vuldranni is so dangerous.”

      “Heroes,” Eliza replied. “We’re here because of heroes. Because there are those, like you, who go out into the wilds when they would rather stay home, and they do their utmost to make it safe for the rest of us. And while the heroes are out killing and saving the day, there are others who build walls. And roads. And farms. Who engineer weapons and armor that puts us on a level playing field with monsters, beasts, and things from the darkness we have yet to name. We work together, Montana, Duke of Coggeshall. That is why we are still here when, clearly, there are so many who would see us erased from this fucking world.”

      “Well,” I said, “I suppose it’s time for me to head out into the wilds and make it safe for you, hrm?”

      “I think that would be lovely,” she said, and she got up onto her tippy toes and gave me a delicate kiss on my shaggy cheek. “Picus’ blessings on you.”

      I stood there for a moment, feeling more than a little awkward and confused. What was the response to that? Was I supposed to, I mean, kiss her back? Wish her luck at staying inside Coggeshall?

      Fuck.

      “Uh, thanks,” I said, knowing it was the wrong thing, but also realizing that it would have been worse to just stand there and say nothing like a mute fool. I promptly turned on my heel and marched out of the room, doing my utmost to avoid any dark looks from Priscilla.

      Which I did not.
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      I found Hugo outside leaning against the wall in the corridor, looking somewhere between bored and drunk. A look I knew well.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      “There is, as always, a long list of activities requiring your presence,” he said, patting down his vest and peering into each pocket. “And yet, for the life of me, I seem to have lost such a list.”

      It was possible he was just being silly, but it was also possible he was just drunk enough to have lost such a list.

      “I’m going to bed then,” I said.

      “Likely my destination as well.”

      “My bed?”

      “Oh, you naughty duke! Not tonight, at least.”

      He let out a weird little titter of a laugh and then stumbled off down the hall.

      I had the distinct feeling he was going to wind up being more trouble than help.

      When I got to my room, I did a quick sweep for the stupid etiquette book, most notably peering under the bed to make sure it wasn’t going to ambush me while I slept.

      It was clean.

      My room was actually very clean, probably because I’d broken most of the furniture in the recent past and burned any of the evidence. So, really, it was just my bed. Which I laid down in, snuggled into the blankets, closed my eyes, and laid there pretending that I wasn’t bothered by the idea that we needed to pretend to sleep in order to actually sleep.

      But in the darkness, in my soft bed, having had a really long series of days, sleep came faster than I expected, and I just sort of drifted away.
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      I woke up, or rather came into being, reclining on a cloud in the middle of the sky. It was comfortable like a pillow, or a high-class marshmallow. There was a sense that it was cold nearby, but I felt, well, a certain warmth emanating from the cloud. It almost ensconced me.

      “Mister Paul?” I asked, looking around.

      “Not even a moment of surprise?” Mister Paul asked as his own cloud came into being next to me.

      “Oh, I am super surprised.”

      “Your pity is not required.”

      “I wasn’t surprised.”

      “Hrmph. Suppose I must try harder in the future.”

      “You could just, I don’t know, not surprise me.”

      “I have so little fun. You would take that away?”

      “Hey, god, you do you.”

      “Thank you for that unnecessary permission.”

      “You’re welcome? Is now when you tell me why we’re here?”

      “’Tis the usual reason. A gift or two to pass along to you, whereupon you will act confused. Then I will extoll the gift’s virtues and you will promptly make them disappear into your bag, never to be remembered again.”

      “Jeez, everyone is on me about that lately.”

      “I am sure they are.”

      “Hey—“

      “In any case, I have a few things for you. And as always, felt we might have a little chat about things.”

      “A chat would be nice. Can you actually chat with me?”

      “Likely not about anything you would want to speak about, but we can certainly have a lovely conversation about the weather.”

      “It’s snowing.”

      “That it is! So beautiful. Quaint, really. A bit like living in a painting, albeit one where the artist has a substantial surfeit of white. But, alas, you chose to live in the mountains.”

      “I was looking for a place to fish. You guided me here.”

      “Did I?”

      “You really want to dig into that?”

      “No. How has the fishing been?”

      “You know exactly how it’s been.”

      “Perhaps you are looking at the wrong thing to fish?”

      “What should I be fishing that isn’t fish?”

      “Goblins?”

      “Wouldn’t that be called goblining?”

      “Perhaps that is your true calling.”

      “I hope not.”

      “To be honest, me too. I quite abhor goblins. Such vile creatures.”

      “Am I done with them?”

      “Of course not. They are a plague upon the land, and will revisit you as long as you live.”

      “Can I get a break from them?”

      “I believe that is in the cards, though you might find goblins a better enemy than those about to knock upon your gates.”

      I sat up straight.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Now, now, you know that tidbit remains off-limits.”

      “That’s right. Anything useful shall remain hidden.”

      “Only a few months living in Vuldranni and you pick up on the subtleties of life here. I will say, while being as vague as required, that though it may seem you are going off in a direction that does not benefit you, this is not a fool’s errand you are about to engage in. It is a path toward greater understanding and prizes you may not realize until deep in the future.”

      “Well, that makes me feel fucking fantastic about whatever the fuck I’m about to do.”

      “Glad I could help.”

      “Is that it?”

      “Is what it?”

      “The limit of the help?”

      “That’s the limit of what I would likely be allowed to tell you about what you are about to do.”

      “Is the ‘thing I’m about to do’ referencing this trip into the night goblin cave? Or, uh, finding the source that caused the Night Goblin War?”

      “Maybe.”

      “There’s the helpful hint I was looking for. Anything else you’ve got hidden in those godly pockets?”

      “Worlds and worlds.”

      “Any chance you want to share some of those worlds with me?” I asked.

      “I do, all the time. Or is that a vague request to be taken back to your world?”

      “I don’t want to go back.”

      “Oh?”

      “Look, man, or god, or whatever, I don’t want to go back to Earth. If pressed, yeah, I’d maybe want to go back in time and maybe make a few different choices that would perhaps not end up with me here. But I don’t want to go back to whatever it was I left. That wasn’t really being alive any longer. It was, I mean, you saw—“

      He nodded and took a sip of a dark liquid from a tiny crystal flute.

      “I remember it well,” he said. “You have grown much since then.”

      “At least a few inches,” I said.

      He gave me a sideways look, then smiled.

      “Amongst other areas, yes. I understand there is a measure of annoyance when I say this, or when I allude to this, but while your growth is admirable, and you have been doing better, you are still moving slower than you should.”

      “By what metric?”

      “Ooh, metric! Good word.”

      “Oh, fuck you.”

      “That sounds more like the old Montana.”

      “Who are you judging me against?”

      “Some of what I hide from you, you have already guessed. So even though you ask the question, I imagine it is an answer you yet know.”

      “Someone else like me.”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny that.”

      “And there’s no way you can give me a reliable timeline, eh?”

      “That would be most cheat-y.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to cheat in my favor?”

      “No. There shall be no cheating. This, what we are doing right now, is really at the limits of what I am allowed. And the presentation of certain gifts.”

      “And the boons.”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I have another boon?”

      “Not unless you are willing to trade something for it. Or engage in a great service.”

      “Haven’t I?”

      “We are already entangled in such a way that there is no service you render me for which I do not already provide you substantial recompense. We are joined, such that our fates are woven as one. As you rise, so will I rise. And should you fail, so would I fall.”

      “Fall?”

      “Fail.”

      “You said fall.”

      “I meant fail.”

      “So much for the infallibility of gods.”

      “I would imagine there are limitless examples of our fallibility provided you are willing to look in nearly any direction, young Coggeshall.”

      “Only Coggeshall.”

      “True as well. You might seek to do something about that.”

      “You want me to have children? Here?”

      “It is not something outside the bounds of possibility.”

      “Me having children or you wanting them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you ever feel like our conversations just go round and round?”

      “Like water circling the drain.”

      “I was more thinking the toilet bowl, but sure. Let’s go with drain.”

      “Always so quick to jump to shit humor.”

      “Hey, shit humor’s what I’ve become known for. Not like I can put points into humor, can I?”

      “Were that you could. In any case, I do have a few things to give you.”

      “Oh?”

      “For starters, there is something from home.”

      He tossed me a paper bag.

      “Pizza?” I asked.

      “No,” he said, frowning at me. “You think I would give you something twice?”

      “I thought, maybe, someone decided I needed another type of pizza.”

      “Ah,” he said, frowning and looking off into the sky, “that is an idea. There is certainly a wide variety of pizza out in the world, but not yet. Reach inside the bag.”

      I did, and felt something hard, but also delicate, because as I grabbed at the thing, it broke.

      Bringing my hands out, I realized my hand was greasy and covered in small yellow crumbly bits.

      I sniffed my hand. Salt. Vinegar. Grease. Potatoes.

      A second time into the bag, with more care this time, and I brought out a full chip. A quick sniff, and, yes, it was, once again salt and vinegar. I popped it into my mouth, and my eyes closed of their own volition. I felt a momentary hit of delicious nostalgia.

      “Better Made,” I whispered.

      I didn’t even need to see it to know Mister Paul was smiling.

      “Nice,” I said. “And thank you.”

      “I will do my utmost to pass along your thanks,” Mister Paul said. “It was hardly due to me.”

      “I mean, you brought it across the goal line.”

      “Fine. If you insist on giving me gratitude, I will accept it. Now, gift number two.”

      He fiddled with something, and I ate a few more chips while I waited. It was interesting, grabbing the chips I mean, because I could only get one at a time from the bag, and they were always whole, nearly perfect. Which, you know, is reasonably rare from a bag of chips, especially a bag of chips that has traveled a long distance. Like, you know, between dimensions.

      “This one is a little more complicated,” Mister Paul said, finally getting whatever it was he needed from his pockets. He held it out to me.

      It was a watch, like a pocket watch. It had a vague golden hue to it, with a thin chain dangling down. I immediately got excited — I’d been looking for a timepiece of some kind for what felt like forever.

      I picked it up carefully, and as I got it closer to my face, I could see there were some intense workings and etchings about the metal, culminating in a stylized rabbit.

      “There’s no watch face,” I said.

      “Push the button on the top,” Mister Paul said with a sigh.

      I did, and the front of the watch popped open to reveal the face. Which was not the face of a watch. There were no numbers around it. Only three words.

      Early.

      On-time.

      Late.

      It only had one hand, which at present pointed to the far side, where there was nothing really to point to.

      “What the fuck is this?” I asked.

      “It is already identified for you,” Mister Paul replied.

      I sighed at him, and then checked out the sheet.
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      Watch of the White Rabbit

      Item Type: Unique

      Item Class: Pocket

      Material: Various

      Durability: Remarkable

      Weight: Negligible

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: The Watch of the White Rabbit is magical and mysterious, and does but one thing: It tells you if you are early, on-time, or late to an event.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This could be an amazing bit of kit,” I said.

      “I agree.”

      “Any chance you know what it references?”

      “None.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I do not.”

      “So it could tell me about any potential event?”

      “Yes.”

      “All events?”

      “I suppose. It might be difficult to determine which event it referenced.”

      “Practically pointless in every way, eh?”

      “Wrong mouse film, my good duke.”

      “Bah,” I said, slipping the watch into my pocket, really hoping I’d be able to figure it out.

      “Now,” Mister Paul said, stretching, “I do regret having to leave again so soon. But there are so many things afoot and I have but two to try to settle them all.”

      “What do you—” I started to ask, but I knew the answer I’d get. “You can’t tell me.”

      “Ooh, Montana is learning!”

      I frowned at him.

      He smiled at me and waved his hands.

      My cloud disappeared, and I hung in the air for a half second before I fell.

      I saw Mister Paul looking down at me, giving me a happy little wave.

      “Fuck you!” I shouted.

      I think he smiled, but I was too far away.
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      I woke up just before I smashed into the ground, and threw my blankets every which way.

      In the slightest bit of good fortune, I didn’t scream, which meant my guards didn’t rush in to check on me.

      I did, however, notice a book hanging from the wall.

      The etiquette book came flying at me. It hit my chest and wrapped its fucking ribbon around my neck at the same time.

      I grabbed the book and tried to pull it away, but as I pulled, the ribbon tightened.

      “You waste of pulp!” I eked out.

      I was definitely willing to strangle myself if it meant destroying the book, and I redoubled my efforts to tear the thing off of me.

      There was a momentary halt in the action before I heard a snap, and then the ribbon tore from the book.

      I threw the book across the room as hard as I could. When it hit the wall, several pages shot out before fluttering around the book.

      “Fuck you,” I called out as I unwound the ribbon from my neck.

      In that brief moment of distraction, however, the book disappeared again.

      At which points, the guards came in, peeking around the door, weapons poised to attack.

      “It’s nothing,” I said.

      “Of course, your grace,” one of the bulky minotaurs said with a sly smile to the other guard. And they retreated from my room.

      It was always so humbling to have them visit me.

      I did a quick pass of the room, trying to figure out where that stupid fucking book went, but it was clearly a master of disguise. I couldn’t find the damn thing anywhere. And let’s be clear: it’s not like I’ve got any sort of library in my room. All the books I’d so far collected were sitting in boxes, chests, and crates down in the treasury. Which was a good reminder that I needed to get that shit organized and into a library. Because there were a lot of them in the treasury. In fact, just based on my recent visit, the treasury direly needed expansion.

      “Not tonight,” I muttered, trying to pull myself back on track. I tried to figure out how long I’d slept, and maybe in the universe’s attempt to spite me, I saw the stupid not-a-watch on the rail of my bed.

      I sighed, got dressed, and stuffed the little watch in my pocket. I had my unfillable knapsack out, and was ready to tie it on my hip, but then I paused. In that moment, I had just the tiniest sliver of temporal freedom. I could do something like delve into my knapsack and take inventory. Or ruminate on when I’d learned the words ‘temporal,’ and ‘ruminate.’

      I dump the bag out, and saw that I had, in fact, a lot of crap. It was nowhere near as bad as it had been the very first time I’d dumped the bag — that was, well, unreal. I’d tried to be better about not just throwing everything inside, but it was a fairly well ingrained habit. There were swords galore (many of goblin make), a plethora of spears, more than a few axes, and so on. Basically enough shitty weapons to field a shitty army. And unfortunately, there were far fewer good weapons in my arsenal at present. However, in the sword pile, I saw something I’d wished I’d known I had, I don’t know, a few days prior.
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      Greenskin Bane

      Item Type: Rare

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

      Material: Orichalum, orcspbane, goblin leather

      Damage: 10-20 (Slashing)

      Durability: Excellent

      Weight: 6.8 lbs

      Requirements: Not being a greenskin.

      Description: A heavy straight bladed bastard sword having a cruciform hilt with a grip for two handed use. Unless you’re quite big, in which case, grab it with one hand, you brute. Does extensive additional damage to those of the greenskin persuasion, including, but not limited to: Orcs, Morcs, Dorks, Goblins, Hobgoblins, Robgoblins, Nobgoblins, Noglins, Norglins, the Flemish, Florgs, Worgs (not be confused with wargs), and Snoglins. Does not apply to frogs, toads, salamanders, or Jets fans.
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      I took the sword in my hand and gave it a good swish around the room. Good balance. I slipped my belt through the loop in the scabbard. Perfect. I had the first weapon I was likely to lose on this quest.

      I took my time picking through the wide variety of crap on the floor and left the bulk of it there. I put a few spears back into the bag, as well as a hearty brace of daggers and two large axes. I made sure the Sword of Weight went in the bag. If I got into the shit, it was a good tool to pull me back out. A small wooden box filled with health potions also went into the knapsack. A rudimentary first-aid kit. Then I added a blanket, a pair of pants with only a few extra holes, and a shirt that probably fit about three months ago.

      For the rest of the stuff, I summoned a glitter of prinkies and told them to take everything to the treasury.

      As I watched the group of fuzzy creatures tromp out with all my unwanted crap, I had to wonder how they knew how to get to the treasury.

      In some dark part of my brain, I almost felt sorry for Lee having to sort through the trash I was sending. But, well, that was his problem.

      I snagged a midnight banana, following the general rule of eating in Coggeshall: accept it as what it appears to be, without asking too many questions. It tasted like a banana. Timurlan might have found some way to grow bananas underground in the mountains in the winter. Sure.

      Then it was the waiting game. My sleeping patterns were always an issue. Most of the time, I had something to do. But this morning, or, rather, this middle of the night, there was a limit on that. Nothing leapt out at me, and I didn’t want to get involved in something new, only to abandon the new project when I went off to the goblin quest.

      I went outside to watch the poor prinkies who were still digging. At some point, someone must have felt sorry for the tireless arcane automatons, because they had some shovels now. Which were really just slowing things down, since the prinkies constantly fought over who got to use the shovels.

      Invariably, it led to a Three Stooges routine. One prinky would snatch the shovel from another, hitting a third prinky in the back with the shovel’s handle. Then that prinky would turn and throw dirt at the one who stole the shovel. Who would then hit the third prinky with the shovel before the original shovel owner snatched the shovel back from the thief, with an additional hit for good measure. Which always led to a fourth prinky getting hit in some manner, at which point we’d have another pugilist drawn into the mess. The fight would go on until the shovel worked its way through the group of prinkies until it lay forgotten while the prinky brawl worked itself out. Then the digging would resume until one prinky rediscovered the shovel and started making genuine progress. Then the cycle started over again.

      On some level, it was hilarious. I mean, I definitely lost quite a few minutes just watching the furry idiots run through the cycle, and I was just waiting for the moment multiple shovels wound up in the same place. And yet, they were getting shit done. The frozen ground was impeding things, but the prinkies were not giving up.

      For good measure, I summoned more and sent them into the trenches.

      The brawls halted for a hot minute as the newcomers found ways to help. But then one found a shovel, and they were back into the Stooge cycle. The thousand stooges.

      “You are heading into the goblins’ cavern,” a voice said near me.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw a smaller kobold standing in the snow. It wore something that looked like a bathrobe, with a hood pulled up over its head. A little dirty and ragged at the bottom, but it had some bits of metal attached in a vague attempt at, maybe, making armor? A blue snout poked out, but I couldn’t make out a face in the darkness.

      “I am,” I said. “Are—“

      “I will come with you,” the little kobold announced.

      “Oh?”

      “Yes,” it said with a hearty bob of its blue snoot.

      “Any particular reason?”

      “Goblins bad.”

      “Yep. In agreement.”

      “You have no knowledge of caves.”

      “Probably true, but—“

      “Am cave expert.”

      “You are.”

      “Is me, cave expert.”

      “I haven’t heard of you.”

      “Am quiet. Sneaky.”

      “Okay. Were you, I mean, did Baltu send you?”

      “When?”

      “Now.”

      “No.”

      “Earlier?”

      “Baltu sent me before.”

      “When?”

      “Earlier.”

      “But not now?”

      “No. Already said no. You forget?”

      “I didn’t forget — I’m having a little trouble following you.”

      “Because I am so sneaky.”

      “Not exactly the reason I was thinking.”

      “Because you have bad eyes?”

      “No—“

      “I am too small for you to—“

      “I meant our conversation.”

      “We talk, yes?”

      “We are, but—“

      “I go with you.”

      “I’m starting to see a problem.”

      “Eyes are now bad?”

      “No, just—“

      “When we go? Now?”

      “To the goblin cave?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not now.”

      “Soon?”

      “In the morning. Wait — I never said you could go.”

      “I am come.”

      “I know nothing about your abilities as a caver.”

      “Cave expert.”

      “Do you have bona fides?”

      “Scales.”

      “What?”

      “No boney hide. Am scaley.”

      “Not what I meant.”

      “You are confused.”

      “Increasingly.”

      “Make clear: I go to goblin cave. With you. Later.”

      “I know you’re saying that, but—“

      “You need me speak the language?”

      I switched to kobold. “You prefer this?”

      “No,” the kobold replied in Imperial Common.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Yes.”

      I somehow knew that was going to be the response. “Care to share it?”

      “Cruzzaak Frencremane.”

      “Montana—“

      “Know your name already. No need to say again.”

      “Just trying to be polite.”

      “Polite is waste time. We go now?”

      “In the morning.”

      “Why waiting?”

      “There are others sleeping. Are you actually a kobold?”

      “Kobold? Yes. What are you thinking?”

      Tired of the merry-go-round, I dipped into my truesight allocations for the day and looked over the kobold. It was a kobold. Wearing a dirty bathrobe with plates of metal sewn onto it poorly. Bizarre, sure, but not an illusion or an attempt at trickery.

      “So, Cruzzaak, you’re an expert with caves?”

      I got a nod of the blue snout.

      “Goblin caves,” Cruzzaak said, clarifying. “Explorer of goblin caves.”

      “These goblin caves?”

      “Not yet. Soon, yes?’

      “Yeah, apparently. What other caves have you been to?”

      “Many.”

      “Where?”

      “Everywhere.”

      “Any specific ones?”

      “Yes.”

      “Care to share?”

      “Share what?”

      “Which caves?”

      “Goblin caves.”

      “Tell me what goblin caves you have explored.”

      “Six rivers. Ten stones. False Bottom. Green towers. Twin Ravines. Dead Mothers—“

      “These are all caves?”

      “Goblin caves.”

      “Were there goblins in them?”

      “Yes. Some.”

      “Some goblins or some of the caves had goblins?”

      “Yes.”

      “You know, it’s really hard to gauge your expertise.”

      “Need be in goblin cave. Then you see.”

      “I don’t mean to imply that I don’t trust you, but it’s just that I don’t trust you. Because, I mean, where did you come from?”

      “East.”

      “Where east?”

      “That way,” Cruzzaak said, pointing to the east.

      “I know which way east is, I’m asking where in the east you came from.”

      Cruzzaak peered to the east, going so far as to pull its hood back and revealing its face for the first time. It had piercing blue eyes, just enough of a shade different from its scales to really contrast. I wouldn’t exactly call the kobold beautiful, but it was striking.

      “There,” Cruzzaak pointed.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “From there. In east.”

      “Okay. Are you new here?”

      “No.”

      “You’ve been here a while?”

      “Next to you? Minutes.”

      “In Coggeshall.”

      “Longer.”

      “Longer than minutes?”

      “Much. Many minutes. Days and months.”

      “Are you better with caves than conversation?”

      “Not expert with conversations.”

      I stared at the little kobold for a moment, wondering why I’d never seen the thing before, wondering how many kobolds lived in Coggeshall that I’d never been introduced to, never even knew existed. I felt like a bad person. But I was busy. I was a duke and they were a lowly kobold, and — and I was an asshole.

      “Well,” I said slowly, “we have some time before we go, so, uh, you know...”

      “What do I know? When we leave? Morning.”

      “Yeah. Look, I’ve got some things to do still. Probably going to, um, need to do those things, and, I mean—“

      “I wait.”

      “Sure, sounds good.”

      I gave Cruzzaak a wide smile and a nod, and marched back to MountainHome. As I stepped inside, out of the snow, and turned around to shut the door, the kobold was right there, slipping inside next to me.

      “Are you, uh, waiting inside?” I asked.

      “With you.”

      “You’re waiting with me.”

      The kobold nodded, not looking at me, but watching the area, as if it was a guard.

      “You could, I mean, do you need food?” I asked.

      The kobold held up a small pouch, still not looking my way. “Rations for Cruzzaak. Two weeks.”

      “That’s two weeks of food?”

      “Rations,” Cruzzaak corrected with a tight nod. “Two weeks. Not comfortable but survive, yes.”

      “Great,” I said. “I’m going to get breakfast. You can eat rations if you want.”

      I walked off up the stairs, followed by one tenacious blue kobold.
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      The food seemed to captivate the kobold, which led me to believe Cruzzaak had never visited any of the cantinas before. The poor thing’s eyes went wide at the food just available for the taking. More than one leather pouch was filled as Cruzzaak went down the line. It was both impressive and a little sad.

      As soon as Cruzzaak tucked into the food, I slipped away. I needed to spend some ability points before we left. Thirty-two of them.

      I brought up my character sheet to give it the once-over, even though I kind of already knew what I wanted to do.
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      Montana - Lvl 34 Burgmann

      Traits

      Race: Royal Fallen

      Height: 6’5”

      Weight: 410 lbs

      Eye Color: Hazel

      Hair Color: Blonde

      Renown: 525 - The Hero of Osterstadt
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      Statistics

      HP: 910

      STAM: n/a

      MP: 54,120

      Active Effects: Frightful Presence
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      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 36

      Dexterity: 39

      Constitution: 77

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 32

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 37
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        * * *

      

      Skills

      Riding – improvised (Lvl 1)

      Falling (Lvl 4)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 5)

      Investigate (Lvl 1)

      Harvesting (Lvl 5)

      Swords (Lvl 61)

      Unarmed Combat (Lvl 18)

      Axes (Lvl 57)

      Large Weapon Throwing (Lvl 28)

      Jump (Lvl 6)

      Stealth (Lvl 6)

      Improvised Weaponry (Lvl 9)

      Swimming (Lvl 18)

      Spears (Lvl 61)

      Warhammers (Lvl 31)

      Light Armor (Lvl 8)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 18)

      Fishing (Lvl 9)

      Carving (Lvl 6)

      Crafting (Lvl 5)

      Wooden Weapon-Making (Lvl 1)

      Skinning (Lvl 11)

      Detect Traps (Lvl 45)

      Lumberjack (Lvl 21)

      Intimidation (Lvl 10)

      Surveillance (Lvl 1)

      Birding (Lvl 1)

      Archery (Lvl 26)

      Tracking (Lvl 24)

      Fletching (Lvl 10)

      Shield (Lvl 55)

      Internal Monster Butchering (Lvl 8)

      Digging (Lvl 5)

      Politicking (Lvl 1)

      Weaving (Lvl 1)

      Campfire Cooking (Lvl 1)

      Foraging (Lvl 5)

      Staring at the Ceiling (Lvl 1)

      Small Weapon Throwing (Lvl 9)

      Swinging (Lvl 1)

      Blushing (Lvl 1)

      Asking Stupid Question (Lvl 1)

      Advanced Furniture Deconstruction (Lvl 2)
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        * * *

      

      Abilities

      Darkvision

      The Sword of My Enemy is My Sword

      Iron Will

      Make An Entrance

      Stand Tall

      Regal Bearing

      Rallying Cry

      Art of Movement

      Labyrinthine Recall

      Detect Mimic

      Indomitable

      Swift Tracker

      Veritasium

      Detect Metals and Minerals

      Tremorsense

      Unbreakable Skeleton

      Imperial Favor

      House Scion

      That’s not Pain

      Battle Frenzy, Advanced

      Using Your Head

      Surge of Strength

      Mana Well

      Books of Blood

      True Sight

      Need A Weapon

      Durable

      Keep On Cutting

      Savage Attacker
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        * * *

      

      Boons

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

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

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

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

      

      Indicium

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

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

      Choice, Burghman - Martial skills advance double. You take less damage from all attacks as long as you are protecting at least one non-combatant. Gain bonus XP from protecting others.

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

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

      Dungeon of the Ancients Indicium - You gain the following skills and/or abilities: Art of Movement, Labyrinthine Recall, Detect Mimic 20 ft, Detect Traps +45 levels, Swift Tracker, Veritasium, and Detect Metals and Minerals

      Slayer: Death Bringer - As a living embodiment of death, know that you cause Frightful Presence. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened when they are aware of you. You do an extra 10% damage to any creature below half health. Each death you cause brings you 1% of your health in return.

      Slayer: Death Bearer - Congratulations on the slaughter. For each new entity you kill within the time limit, you receive an additional 5% XP. Your enemies now have a chance to be frightened even when they are not aware of you, but you are within 20 yards of them.

      Slayer: Goblinbane, Scourge of Goblins - Congratulations on the slaughter. Goblins of all stripe fear you and whisper your name in the dark. You gain significantly more XP for killing goblins, you do bonus visceral damage to goblins, greater chance for dismemberment and brutality when killing goblins. Goblins are likely to flee rather than flight. It is possible goblins will worship you instead of fear you.

      Slayer: Vampire - You are able to withstand the charms of the vampire. You are immune to being turned. You do bonus damage to vampires. Vampires are vulnerable to your fear effects.

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

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

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

      Eona’s Blessing of the Blend - Within your holding, you and your followers will be able to blend breeds and races together that might not be viable in any other situation.
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        * * *

      

      Titles

      Imperial Duke of Coggeshall

      Prince of Eonneque

      Fürst of Vreijuirag

      Ducal heir of Old Lattimoore

      Count of Duhamel

      Count of Helgand

      Count of Dunnismeer

      Count of Whitelock

      Count of Michelgrove

      Count of Daroonga

      Count of Braewood

      Count of Kingshills

      Count of Wolveshire

      All lesser titles minimized.
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        * * *

      

      Languages

      Goblin

      Imperial Common

      Mahrduhmese

      Infernal

      Hobgoblin Battle Cant

      Night Goblin

      Ursusian

      Lutra

      Northern Kobold

      Carchedonian

      Undermountain Common

      Draconic

      Grey Veveridia

      Plains Centaurese

      Koäðemaarian
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        * * *

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Heal Other (Lvl 3)

      Humas (Lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification (Lvl 3)

      Tame - Greater (Lvl 1)

      ManaBomb (Lvl 1)
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        * * *

      

      There were just so many things I felt deficient in, but I had to wonder if trying to shore up spots was the right move. It didn’t seem to be — this world seemed to reward specialization. I could bring my constitution up to nearly a hundred, and who knows what cool feature I’d unlock if I did?

      But I could also double my agility. Which meant I could get into and out of combat faster. Or I could up my dexterity a ton, which would help me while I was actually fighting. That could help.

      Charisma could always use a buff, since people always seemed to be afraid of me. Maybe some more charisma would temper some of that nascent fear. Or intelligence. But again, in Vuldranni, becoming well-rounded didn’t seem to be a worthy path. I needed to be something greater, and right now that path to greatness was through physical combat.

      Strength?

      I mean, I was already really fucking strong, and I had more issues with physics than pure strength. I needed more weight, or mass, if I was going to really leverage my full strength. Maybe dexterity would help then, because I might get a better grip on things. I really wished I had access to a manual that went deeper into the specifics of each attribute. It’d be nice to have a true understanding of what I was doing instead of just, you know, flying half blind.

      Strength was out.

      Constitution was tempting, but I was really leaning more towards Agility and Dexterity. I just needed to move faster.

      I added sixteen points to each, bringing my attributes to:
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 101

      Agility: 52

      Dexterity: 55

      Constitution: 77

      Wisdom: 24

      Intelligence: 32

      Charisma: 32

      Luck: 37
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        * * *

      

      I waited for a moment, trying to sense a change.

      Nothing seemed to stand out.

      I tried sprinting down the hall, surprising a guard. I was much faster, and it felt like I knew exactly how to place my feet not just for speed but also balance, and stopping and turning. I would have been a nightmare on the football field.

      Oh well. I’d have to settle for being a nightmare in the goblin caves. At least for now. Maybe I could use that magic building to bring back the Pontiac Silverdome.

      Now that was an idea worth exploring.
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      I realized I’d forgotten something rather important. So I summoned a few prinkies, wrote out a few identical notes, and sent all the prinkies off with the job of giving a note to Amber, asking her if she’d join me on a trip into the wilds. I made sure to explain that we were going into caves, and that it would be easier to ask her these things if I knew where she lived. I hoped at least one of my prinkies would find her.

      And yet, as soon as I set the prinkies off, they all ran in the exact same direction.

      Odd.

      Then I went to the hospital.

      A healer sat outside the door, resting her head back against the stone wall.

      “Might I enter?” I asked.

      The healer opened her eyes and looked me up and down. I waited a moment before my identity registered. Then she nodded.

      “Of course, your grace,” she said.

      She gave a quiet knock and then opened the door for me.

      I walked through into a dark ward, full past capacity, with mostly sleeping patients.

      The current head healer, a young man by the name of Barry James, stood quickly from a seat behind a desk.

      “Your grace,” he said, a slight panic on his very round face. “What are—“

      “Just checking on things here,” I said.

      “But, we do not—“

      “I don’t think I can get this disease. I got bitten and nothing happened.”

      His demeanor changed instantly from concern to curiosity, and he grabbed my hand, flipped it over and seemed to stare at my wrist.

      “Fascinating,” he said. “Might I have some of your blood? Oh. You are not human, are you?”

      “Not at present, no.”

      “Then that might be unwise. I will think on it.”

      “Um, glad I could help.”

      “Is there something I might help you with, your grace?”

      “I’m just checking on, I mean, what’s going on here.”

      “Well, the illness is progressing. We have not seen much in the way of success fighting it, beyond palliative care. It seems to resist what magics we have available, though I fear we, as a group of healers, are more focused on combat wounds and physical injuries and less experienced with disease. There may be techniques beyond our current skills, but—”

      I pulled a book out, one of the skill books I’d been given by Mister Paul… or maybe I’d found them somewhere… it was only marginally troubling that I’d gotten such valuable loot and couldn’t remember where, and though I hesitated for a moment, I held it out for Barry James.

      “This could help,” I said.

      He looked confused, but took the book and gave it a quick once over. His eyebrows went up.

      “This is for me?” he asked.

      “Provided you will use it on your healing skill,” I said, “or a healing skill of some kind, yes.”

      “Your grace,” he said, pushing the book into my hands, “this is too much.”

      “If it can save some people in here, or in Coggeshall, it’s a cheap price.”

      I gave the book back to him.

      Some of the other healers at other parts of the ward turned to pay attention to us.

      “If you would,” I whispered, “I’d prefer if you kept this, you know, quiet.”

      He gave me a nod, but kept his attention on the book.

      “I will do what I can with this,” he said. “But it will take some time.”

      “Do what you can,” I said, giving the book one last nudge.

      He nodded, sat back down, and began reading.

      I looked around the ward, thinking it might be good to visit with some patients, but no one seemed awake. Not fully, at any rate. There were plenty of soft coughs, and more than a few feverish moans. On the whole, it was remarkably unpleasant. So I left.
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      By the time the sun rose over the eastern peaks, my ragtag crew had assembled outside. Naturally, the weather was absolute shit, so there was really no way for us to actually tell the sun had just risen over the eastern peaks. It was more that the light changed from darker grey to slightly less dark grey.

      Arno the Imperial mancer, Yuri the léonen monster hunter, Bear the brownie, Ragnar the lutra (now with extra speed!), Amber the kitsune girl kitted out in her full ranger gear, and our supposed cave expert: Cruzzaak Frencremane the kobold. Oh, and, naturally, my five furry living scarfs, the super weasels.

      We were a strange lot, but the seven of us were in decent spirits, all things considered, and despite the foul weather.

      The snow came down increasingly fast. A full-time crew of prinkies had to work to keep any sort of pathway cleared outside. Construction crews worked on spreading sand on the ice bridge along the canyon. It seemed like Wian’s newcomers would make it to MountainHome later in the day, provided everything went smoothly. I left orders for all the prinkies outside to listen to Lee or Harmut, no one else.

      Then we were off, marching through the snow for all of twenty yards before an enormous bird swooped out of the low clouds and skidded in the snow, spraying everyone in a quick blizzard.

      Fritz shrieked a few times.

      “I was giving you time to heal,” I yelled back, shaking off my arms.

      Fritz shrieked again.

      “We’re just going to the goblin cave over on the western wall. It’s not—“

      He reached out with one massive talon and snatched me up.

      “Stop it,” I yelled, struggling against him.

      I was willing to bet I could break his talons if I really wanted to get out, but I wasn’t about to do that. Not to a friend. The struggle was mostly for show.

      Fritz let the others climb on his back, and then we were off, zipping through the air, the snowflakes stinging we were going so fast.

      Flying was definitely one of the absolute joys of being in Vuldranni. Though flying in winter was not as pleasant. And neither was flying through clouds. It was very moist, I couldn’t see anything, and it was cold as fuck. All the usual complaints associated with moving quickly through frigid air, multiplied by being so high up.

      But this was a reasonably quick flight, and for everything else, being held tight in Fritz’s talons meant I was actually protected from the wind, where the others most definitely were not.

      Over the gloomy landscape we went. I wished I could install a radio on Fritz. Some music would really just make the ride. Who knows? Maybe I could just blast some Ride of the Valkyrie as we came into range of the goblins. Put some fear in them. You know, more than I would with just my base slayer skills. Maybe I could use the magic building to make a radio station. Of course, I’d have to figure out how to make radios, but I remembered hearing about crystal radio kits. It was probably something Lee knew how to make. Right? That was a thing engineers did: fiddle with crystals and make noise come out of them? We had to have crystals around somewhere.

      Another idea to put in the hat: brewery, library, huge garden, radio station, Pontiac Silverdome. Some good choices there.
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      Merely arriving at the goblin cave solved one particularly nasty mystery: the source of the MountainHome floodwaters.

      The river had vanished.

      No waterfall came out of the goblin cave, and therefore, no water flowed through the river.

      Fritz dropped us off and started winging his way back to MountainHome before I could even pick myself up out of the snow.

      I walked up to the spot where the waterfall had been and examined its icy remains.

      No arrows came my way. No slimes launched out of hidden catapults.

      I could see crude bastions constructed above, a bit back from the open mouth of the cave, which was about a hundred feet off the valley floor. It gave them a bonus wall, which made me wonder why they even felt the need to construct the walls inside.

      Goblins. I had a feeling that would be the almost constant answer to my questions.

      “Looks like we’re climbing,” I said.

      “I think you climb,” Ragnar replied, “then pull us up with ropes.”

      “Why don’t we all climb?”

      “How many ropes did you bring?”

      I smiled, reached into my unfillable knapsack and promptly produced nothing.

      “None,” I said.

      “I have one,” Amber said.

      Ragnar pointed to the rope.

      “That’s why you climb and pull us up,” he said. “One rope.”

      “You know, you don’t need a rope to climb,” I said, walking up to the wall and climbing up.

      “No,” Ragnar replied, tying the rope onto my back, “but if you fall, you knit back up in a second. If we fall—“

      “I haul you up with a rope.”

      “Might as well just skip the me climbing and falling and go straight to the you hauling.”

      I sighed. It wasn’t worth wasting time arguing. Without the waterfall, it was actually a fairly simple climb, with really the only notable issue being the superweasels deciding to ride my body up the wall. There were plenty of handholds that would normally have been underwater, so I made it up a hundred feet in what I considered to be record time. It certainly felt easier to climb, and I hoped my new attributes were behind that.

      At the top, I took a second to look around and make sure it was safe.

      No one around. An eerie silence seemed to emanate from the cavern. The goblins had set the wall across the front of the cavern back about ten or fifteen feet. There was a spot cut out in the middle to allow the river to flow freely, which was empty now.

      I turned around and waved below. All six members of the party were standing on the ground, loops of rope around them.

      “I’m doing you all at once?” I asked.

      “Can’t hear you,” Ragnar replied.

      I frowned, pretty confident he could hear me just fine. So I gave a hard yank to start things off, and felt only a little bad when Ragnar fell on his face.

      Up and up, I hauled on the rope until everyone stood next to me, safe and sound.

      Amber grabbed the rope and wrapped it up.

      I walked over to the wall and ran my hand along the surface. It felt perfectly smooth, a bit like it had been made of clay and hardened. Or concrete, I suppose. There were no seams for bricks, blocks, or stones. I’d peg it at about twenty feet high, and a deep dark grey.

      Cruzzaak scrambled up the wall with no trouble, and I squinted, trying to get my own grip on the wall. Nothing.

      The kobold hung off the top of the wall before peeking over a few tentative times. Then he took a longer look at things.

      “Is safe,” the kobold said, and hauled itself over the edge.

      “You heard the cave expert,” I said. “Safe.”

      Amber frowned at me.

      I smiled back. Climbing didn’t really make sense when we could all go through the open spot where the river had been. So that’s what we did.
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      I couldn’t believe the size of the cavern on the other side. It was completely wide open, and split into two by the channel where the river once ran. There had been a bridge over the river at one point, but someone destroyed it recently. Post river disappearance, considering all the rubble still lying around.

      On the left side, huts crowded the space. They were crude things of all different sizes, and clumped uncomfortably close together. Some larger ones stood near the middle of the left side, all surrounding what seemed like a monstrous, blobby sort of clay thing.

      On the right side of the river, things seemed more, well, civilized isn’t the right word. It just appeared as if someone had actually done some planning, and even a little engineering. There were definite buildings that had been constructed out of the same grey concrete stuff, as well as an ornate block-built doorframe that led to an inky blackness.

      Above us, the ceiling soared to what seemed like impossible heights, studded with stalactites of all sorts of lengths and pointyness. For a moment, I stood still, staring at the ceiling, wondering if the goblins had rigged it to fall. Like the world’s largest spike trap.

      But nothing up there moved. Certainly nothing noticeable. Maybe some bugs or spiders crawled about, but I couldn’t see that from 80 or 100 feet below.

      Cruzzaak pushed deeper into the collection of huts on the left side. I figured I’d follow, so I climbed out of the dry riverbed.

      Behind me, I could hear the others following along, scrambling a little for purchase in the loose rock and ice.

      Up on the ground level, I got a better idea of the left side of the cavern. It was substantially larger than the right side, and continued off quite the distance until it disappeared into the darkness. The huts just continued on and on as far as I could see. There was a heavy quietude to the cavern, especially now that I was fully in it. The noises we made were the only thing to puncture the silence, which all seemed to come in a manner that appeared impolite. Like we were in the wrong, intruding where we did not belong.

      I walked up to the nearest hut and ran my hand along the outside. It felt smooth and solid, like rock. It almost looked like something that had been poured and allowed to harden. And that hadn’t been worked on in any way after the fact. This was not quality construction by any stretch of the imagination.

      All the huts in the cluster had doors that faced into the center. So while I had to walk around until I found the entrance, which was little more than a hole, once I did, I could see into all the surrounding huts. I peeked inside the nearest hut. Refuse littered the floor. Some rags, several bones in various states of brokenness, some leather bits that had been gnawed on, and a fair amount of dust and dirt. Evidence it had been lived in, but nothing more. Anything of value had been cleared out, in a way that definitely felt like someone else had gone through the place.

      The second hut was largely the same as the first, with mild variance as to what remained inside. Different-colored rags, larger bits of bone, skin, and gristle.

      It was basically the same refrain for each hut in that cluster.

      And the same for the huts in the next cluster. And the next.

      About half an hour into checking huts, we found our first goblin.

      It was a dead one.

      The creature had intense wounds, which looked, to be honest, a bit familiar. They definitely looked like the sort of damage I’d done in one of the various goblin battles. So maybe the goblin had made its way back to the cave, crawled into a hut, and buried itself in rags in the very back corner to hide. No attempt had ever been made to heal the thing, so at some point it had bled out.

      I felt just the tiniest little twinge of super-minute sadness for the slightest pica of time. It was a bit upsetting to think that the goblin had made it home only to die of neglect. But then I remembered these were goblins, and I hated them. Then I felt sad that I hadn’t killed the goblin well enough, that I’d let a mutilated, wounded enemy get away. Had to kill better in the future.

      But that was the rarity. Most of what we found in the huts was junk. Nothing worth nothing. There were more bodies, and some remains we couldn’t identify as goblins or something else. There was nothing interesting to be found.

      At least until we got to the largest of the huts. Which was definitely not a hut.

      The place was enormous, and not made of stone or clay or mud. It was, rather, flesh. And definitely still alive. As I approached, the flesh began to quiver, seeming to tremble more as I got closer. It was weird and gross, the flesh a brownish pink non-color that had a slight moistness to it. Like it had secreted a mucus covering. There was also a firm funk in the area, a smell that was sickly sweet and heady. Kind of made me want to vomit, kind of made me want to eat something. It was confusing.

      “What the fuck is this?” I asked, mostly to myself.

      I walked around the fleshy construction, and while it wasn’t a homogenous exterior, there wasn’t really anything to differentiate one side from another. I mean, it was also pretty circular — er, as much as an organic thing can be — so it wasn’t like I could point to any specific side any way. Just a flesh hut. A hut that looked like the world’s largest gum drop, but made out of spam. Or a Jell-O mold that had been filled with frothy spam. That might be a better way of describing the horror show I was looking at.

      I inched closer to it, while still keeping enough distance so that I didn’t accidentally touch the horrific stuff, I saw thin folds in the flesh. It creeped me out and sickened me on a fundamental level. It was just so, I mean, wrong. Capital ‘W’ Wrong. Its mere existence made my flesh crawl. And so too, considering the reaction of the thing to me, was its feeling on my existence.

      “BEAR!” I yelled out.

      “So much for being sneaky in here,” Ragnar said, surprising me at how quietly he’d gotten right next to me.

      The superweasels swirled around my legs, five heads all peeking around to see the fleshy aberration.

      “No touchy,” I snapped as one of them got a little too brave. “Bear!”

      “I’m coming, you giant hairy asshole,” Bear shouted back. “I’ve got short legs and this place is a fucking maze. Where the hell are you?”

      “Look for the big flesh blob thingy—“

      “Is it moving?”

      “Are we fighting?” Yuri called out from somewhere in the horde of huts.

      “Where’s the enemy?” Arno shouted, sounding very much like he was not anywhere close to where Yuri had been yelling from.

      “It’s not moving,” I said. “I don’t know what it is.”

      “Where are you?” Bear said.

      I shook my head, because I’d already given the one major distinctive navigational aid in the fucking place.

      “I’m right by the big pulsating mound of flesh,” I said. “Not sure I can make it more obvious.”

      Light flared next to me. Ragnar had a small torch in his hand. He scrambled up the side of one of the mud huts and stood on the top.

      “We’re over here,” he called out.

      “Oh,” Bear said, her voice soft, like she was just talking to herself.

      A second later, she settled on my shoulder.

      “You rang?” she asked, all sugar and sweetness.

      “What is that?” I asked, pointing at the flesh mound.

      “Gross.”

      “I’ve got more than enough adjectives for it. I need actual information.”

      She closed her eyes. I could feel the tingle of magic as she sent a spell out.

      “Ew,” she said. “Double ew. I mean like, all the ews.”

      “Care to share?” I asked.

      “Mmhm.”
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      Unnamed

      Night Goblin Breeder

      Night Goblin

      Lvl 81

      HP: ???

      MP: ???

      Known Strengths: ???

      Known Weaknesses: ???

      Threat Level: Midnight
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        * * *

      

      “That’s foul,” I said. “But is that, I mean—“

      “Gods, what is this abomination?” Arno asked as he stepped out from behind a hut and got a good view of the goblin breeder.

      “Apparently it is a goblin breeder,” I said.

      Cruzzaak strolled into the clearing. The pack on his back that had been nearly empty when we arrived now seemed more close to bursting. The blue kobold was chewing on something, and I really didn’t want to think about how much it looked like a goblin ear.

      “You know anything about this?” I asked Cruzzaak.

      Cruzzaak tossed the half-chewed ear to the side, and something like a smile spread across his mouth. The kobold pulled his hood back, eyes practically glittering in the mild torch-light.

      “Is fascinating,” Cruzzaak said softly, approaching the Breeder, sniffing the air softly.

      I did the same, almost unconsciously. A new smell had started wafting from the fleshy stuff — something a little sweeter, but not exactly cloying. A melange of spicy notes that I recognized but couldn’t quite place.

      Whatever the case, though, it seemed like it was something the kobold was enjoying. Cruzzaak’s smile got bigger and bigger as he got closer and closer to the breeder.

      Hand outstretched, Cruzzaak seemed mesmerized.

      “Bub,” I said, “you sure you want to—“

      Cruzzaak’s head snapped back to me. His eyes were fierce, fixed.

      “Cruzzaak knows,” the kobold sneered. “Human watches. Cruzzaak shows truth.”

      “I’m not human,” I said softly. But I felt no need to stop the kobold. Cruzzaak was our goblin cave expert — clearly he knew what he was doing.

      Cruzzaak’s hand touched the mucus-like outer covering, and then rubbed the outside of the breeder.

      The kobold gently brought its shiny hand back towards its snout, clear viscous strands of the breeder’s slime connecting back to the fleshy surface like Crystal Pepsi Mozzarella.

      “Don’t do it,” I whispered as Cruzzaak’s tongue darted out a little.

      The tongue touched mucus slime. My stomach flipped a little, and I dry heaved.

      Cruzzaak’s mouth curled up, and his eyes closed in sublime bliss.

      “Perfection,” the kobold said.

      “Are you — I mean —“ I started, but the kobold was too quick for me, reaching its hand out and starting to scoop the mucus up.

      But then his hand seemed to go into the flesh, the pinkish tissue parting like an over-whipped mousse.

      Cruzzaak’s eyes went wide.

      “Wait—“ he said.

      Then the Breeder somehow just sucked the kobold into one of its fleshy folds in one quick motion. One horrendous sluurrrpppp.

      It happened so quickly I don’t think anyone really knew how to react. We all just stood there, mouths agape at the spot where there had once been a supposed goblin expert, and was now essentially empty.

      “Really should have been a red bathrobe,” I said. “Probably best not to touch it.

      “He did seem to like the taste of the clear stuff,” Ragnar countered. “Maybe this is just a more intense version of him exploring the flavor?”

      “You think he’s going to come back out?”

      “It’s possible, we don’t know that he di--“

      Oozing out of the bottom were the metal plates that had been sewn on the off-white bathrobe, followed quickly by a litany of inorganic bits and pieces. A short sword blade, a small jewel, some metal buttons, something that looked like it had been part of a hatrack, several buckles, and a golden ring. All of which were surrounded by a liberal covering of perfectly clear slime.

      “Pretty sure he’s dead,” I said.

      “I’m willing to agree with you now,” Ragnar replied.
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      An odd noise resonated, like something wet hitting the floor.

      I looked around. Nothing new.

      Then there was the same sound came again, followed quickly by a chittering noise. Then the unmistakable sound of small feet hitting the floor in quick succession.

      Something was running.

      I ran to the right around the flesh mound, with the superweasels right on my heels.

      Yuri shot off to the left, and Ragnar followed.

      By the time we met on the far side of the mound, nearly crashing into each other, whatever had made the noise was gone. All that was left was a quickly drying set of slime footprints. They were small, almost like a human baby’s, except with the wrong proportions. Too few toes that were too spread out, and chubby.

      “Fuck,” I snapped. “Find what made that noise. And stay away from the breeder thing.”

      Yuri gave me a terse nod before dropping to a knee and examining the quickly drying prints. Then he sprinted off, following a trail. Once again, Ragnar followed right behind him.

      I turned back to the fleshy breeder and stared at it, as if that would somehow unlock secrets for me. It did not. The secrets of the breeder remained secret.

      “Bear?” I said.

      “Yes?” she replied, right next to me.

      “Jesus, fuck,” I snapped. “Where did you come from?”

      “I’ve been here.”

      “You surprised the fuck out of me.”

      “Obviously. What do you need?”

      “Can you tell me more about this thing?”

      “The goblin breeder?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not right now. You want me to study it?”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay,” she said with a shrug. Then she hopped up and promptly disappeared.

      The superweasels all scrambled up my body to stare at something above, intent. They followed something I couldn’t make out as it moved around.

      “Are you—“ I started.

      “I’m in work mode,” Bear said, her voice coming from somewhere above me.

      I frowned, wondering what exactly that meant. But I knew not to bother her when she was busy. Still, it seemed like the superweasels were intent on something invisible right around where her voice was coming from.

      “The superweasels seem like they’re watching you,” I said.

      “What?” Bear replied.

      “Test them out.”

      All the superweasels focused on one point, then zipped to the right, then the left, like they were watching a high skills tennis match for a hot minute.

      “How can they do that?” Bear asked.

      “Ask them,” I said.

      “Tell them to stop. It’s creeping me out — I’m supposed to be invisible.”

      “And yet—“

      “I know.”

      “I think the question I’ve got, or maybe the superweasels as well, why are you invisible?”

      “Because I’m trying to study this stupid thing and I’d rather not have it pay attention to me when I get close to it.”

      “Ah.”

      “And are you really calling those things ‘superweasels’?”

      “I’m still working on a name.”

      “Anything is better than superweasels.”

      “Maybe we can do this later?”

      “Tell them to stop.”

      “Hey guys,” I said to the superweasels, having to physically turn a few of the heads to face me. “Stop watching Bear.”

      is different, came the response in my head. want watch.

      “Stop,” I said. “We have other things to do.”

      A thought punctuated by another wet plop sound.

      I tried to start sprinting, but there was clearly a miscommunication between myself and the superweasels as I tried to run and they tried to climb down my legs. It was like trying to sprint with your shoes tied. Naturally, I ended up sprawled across the ground, twisting around to avoid falling on the babies.

      There was some chittering as everyone tried to get up at the same time, but then I was moving again, in pursuit of the noise. Again, though, I found nothing except Arno sitting on the floor with a notebook out. Amber stood above him, bow out, arrow nocked, on guard.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Studying this,” he replied. “I thought it wise to take a moment or two, and think about potential transport methods for this, erm, thing.”

      “The breeder.”

      “Right, yes. Breeder.”

      “Why would you want to transport it? And where?”

      “Obviously this area is not conducive to exact study,” he gestured to the overall goblin cave like I was an idiot for not understanding what he meant. “So I was considering the means available to put it in a laboratory setting.”

      “Where is this laboratory setting?”

      “Clearly, if I am to leave the Legion and join Coggeshall, I am going to need space to work.”

      “So you want a laboratory.”

      “Are you offering?”

      “Not if you’re going to put a fucking goblin breeder in there.”

      “Only for academic studies.”

      “That’s always how it starts, and then the next thing you know, there’s a bunch of half-goblin/half-Arno motherfuckers running around, causing a ruckus.”

      “You imply that I would sleep with that thing?”

      “You think that’s how it works?” I asked, with one eyebrow up high. “Pretty sure that if any part of you touches that, it’s not coming back. Better odds, you’re going with it.”

      “I meant that, you know, no matter what you think, that is not what would happen.”

      “You figure out how this thing works, and then maybe we can talk about moving it. I’m still leaning towards the fire and destruction method.”

      “That does tend to be your modus operandi, though I admit the fire might be a new touch.”

      “Fire good,” I grunted.

      “Yes, your grace,” he said, giving me a dead stare.

      Amber just rolled her eyes.

      “Did you see anything?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Heard the noises, though.”

      “If you two would like to chat,” Arno said gruffly, “please do so a distance from me. I am working.”

      “You and Bear make a nice team,” I said. “Superweasels, you sit here with Uncle Arno and make sure he’s safe while Amber and I keep searching.”

      The superweasels, who definitely needed a better name, swirled around Arno, very much disrupting him.

      He sputtered as two of the superweasels rested their front four legs on his shoulders, pushing themselves up to standing tall on his shoulders, peering around like meerkats on top of a hill.

      “This is absurd,” Arno said.

      “Make noise if he needs help,” I told the weasels.

      we watch came the reply.

      “Amber,” I said, “with me.”

      She gave a nod and followed me into the horde of huts once more.
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      Amber and I tried to go deeper into the cavern, pushing so that the mystery creatures didn’t get totally away from us. For a moment, I felt reasonably confident that Yuri and Ragnar were going to discover the mystery noisemaker, a confidence that was somewhat shaken every time they yelled at each other about losing something.

      “Lost it,” I heard Yuri shout.

      “Go left over that way,” I whispered to Amber.

      “Found it!” Ragnar replied, his voice lifting and triumphant. “Lost it.”

      “What the fuck is it?” I yelled.

      “It’s heading your way!” Yuri replied.

      “Whose way?”

      Amber hopped up on the top of a hut, peering toward Yuri and Ragnar’s voices. But that was challenging within the bounds of the huts, where noise seemed to echo off everything and bounce in odd directions.

      She pointed. “I see a—“ but that’s when the hut broke under her. She disappeared in a plume of dust, sending a mass of broken clay bits out of the front hole.

      I ran over to the hut and saw a wide-eyed Amber looking through the dust cloud.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      I got a nod back, so I reached in, grabbed her hand, and pulled her back out with me.

      She held out a hand, which was covered in some goopy, slimy greenish-black stuff. She turned to look over her shoulder, and a quick glance at her buttockal region revealed that her beautiful red tails were smeared with the stuff. As was her butt.

      “What is it?” she asked, giving it a quick sniff before recoiling in absolute disgust.

      I used my sword to push away some remains of the hut’s roof, or ceiling, depending on how you’d like to define things, and found the source of the goop. But there was no real way for me to determine what the goop had been prior to being goop. If it had ever been anything but, you know, goop.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It seems, I mean, I think you killed a slime. Or maybe an ooze.”

      “I didn’t get a notification.”

      “Maybe it isn’t dead yet?”

      “Is the thing over your way?” Ragnar yelled.

      “What thing?” I shot back.

      “The thing we’re tracking.”

      “There’s more of those things, just in case you were wondering,” Arno called out.

      “What?” I yelled.

      “More noises have been coming from the Breeder. And I think something is coming back out of it!”

      I bolted toward where I thought I’d left Arno.

      I was wrong, so had to stop and climb to the top of a hut, which promptly broke. But I did get a glimpse of the flesh monstrosity in the process. Once I picked myself up off the ground, I wove through the huts until I was right next to Arno.

      He was busy scribbling in his notebook.

      “Where’s the thing?” I asked.

      “What thing?”

      “The thing you told me was coming back.”

      “I told you I heard something.”

      “Did you see anything?”

      “No.”

      “Did you try to see anything?”

      “Are you trying to ask if I got up from my position here to run around the breeder in the hopes I might intercept whatever might be making this noise?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then no, I did not.”

      With an audible pop, Bear plopped down on my shoulder.

      “The Breeder is making things,” she said.

      “Fascinating,” Arno said, scrambling to his feet and sending the superweasels scurrying.

      “Oh, that gets you up,” I said.

      “They’re like miniature goblins. Snoglins,” Bear continued.

      “What are they doing?”

      “Feeding it.”

      “They’re what?”

      She pointed, and I noticed a little creature that did, indeed, look like a miniature goblin, except with a head that was even more out of proportion. Its skin was basically the exact color of the ground and the huts, so when it stopped moving, I could barely make it out against the landscape.

      For a heartbeat, it stood still. Then it raised its arms up and charged at the breeder, holding up a piece of something organic looking.

      I managed one big step toward the snoglin before the snoglin threw its burden to the breeder, which quickly slurped up its gift.

      The snoglin skidded to a stop, and immediately sprinted out the other way.

      I followed at full speed.

      The snoglin made a little yeep noise when it realized I was still in pursuit.

      It charged into the nearest hut, not slowing down at all as it went through the hole.

      I had to duck under the top of the door hole. By the time I was inside the hut, all was still.

      I tore apart the detritus covering the floor as fast as I could and threw it back over my shoulder outside the hut. It took seconds for me to clear the hut to the bare floor.

      Nothing.

      Dust.

      I pulled out my sword and swept it around the low points where the wall met the floor, just in case the little fucker was blending in. But nothing. My sword didn’t hit a thing.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      “Another one,” Amber said.

      “Shoot it,” I said.

      I heard the kap-thwing of her bow string, and then the clatter of an arrow hitting hard targets.

      “Missed,” she said.

      I came out of the hut and saw Amber with another arrow ready to go.

      “Went that way,” Amber said, pointing behind me.

      I peered over my shoulder, but I couldn’t see anything moving in the murky dark. I pushed over into tremorsense and tried to find evidence of the little fuckers.

      Nothing.

      I could see where Ragnar was creeping along on all fours, and Yuri was belly-crawling up a hut. The superweasels, with their combined forty feet, were a cluster of activity. But no snoglins.

      “I can’t see any of them,” I said. And because I was angry, I kicked at the air.

      My boot came in contact with something, and there was a soft sort of high-pitched bleurg as I smashed through a snoglin out of pure luck. I think it had been trying to sneak by me. Instead, it got booted up into the heights of the cavern, disappearing in the distance with an incredibly soft plop on the other side of the river.

      I flipped into my notifications. Sure enough, I had a death notice:
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Snoglin (lvl 0 Nothing).

      You’ve earned 1 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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      One XP. Not exactly the path to power leveling. But, you know what they say: XP is XP.

      “Arno,” I shouted, walking back towards the breeder, “can you light this place up?”

      “Of course I can,” he replied almost dismissively. “Just, why?”

      “Just, please.”

      “Fine,” he said.

      He casually gestured with a hand and sent a huge globe of light up to hover in the air about thirty feet off the ground. Suddenly the entire area was bathed in vivid white light. Which made it very easy to see a lot of shadows. Which made all the fucking snoglins blessedly easy to see.

      There were a lot of them. Basically anywhere I looked, there were snoglins frozen in place, suddenly exposed.

      “Get them!” I shouted.

      The superweasels launched themselves off Arno in a blur, and went into full-on hunt mode. They tore across the space with incredible fury. I suppose if I had eight legs and a mouth full of teeth, maybe I’d be fantastic at chasing down tiny fleshy goblins too.

      Adding light to the equation also helped out Yuri and Ragnar. Over and over again, they shouted out that they had made contact with their prey. That said, there was an incredible amount of activity around the breeder. Far more snoglins than I thought possible got pushed out of the breeder in the short time we’d been there. Of course, there was also the possibility that most of the snoglins had been moving around in the darkness without us noticing, scurrying around and feeding organic material to the breeder. But it certainly seemed like everything ramped up since the untimely lunching of Cruzzaak, who I was starting to think maybe wasn’t actually an expert in goblins or caves.

      “Yo! Montana!” Ragnar shouted.

      He’d gotten up on top of one of the huts and was waving at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “They’re like miniature goblins,” he announced loudly. “Snoglins.”

      “We know.”

      “You know? Then—“

      “There’s a whole lot of them,” I said, watching as a snoglin zipped right past one of the superweasels, letting a brother sacrifice itself.

      More and more snoglins flooded out of the huts, throwing an ungodly amount of junk into the breeder. A shower of crap. And just as crap flew into the breeder, so too did crap fly out. Things shot high above us and disappeared into the darkness beyond.

      “It can shoot shit!” I said. “There can be snoglins anywhere. Fireball this thing.”

      “It is an invaluable research resource,” Arno exclaimed. “Destroying this would be akin to burning down a library. There is too much to learn from this! We might discover the means of obliterating goblins forever.”

      “Or we could be overrun by snoglins in about ten minutes.”

      Arno frowned at me, and almost lazily stomped down. A snoglin became little more than paste under his boot.

      “These dangerous beasts?” Arno asked, pointing at the strands of goblinoid between his foot and the floor.

      “I mean,” I replied, “yes and no. I’m not exactly worried about these little fuckers. I’m more concerned about what else this breeder can put out.”

      “Ah-ha! You admit that knowing the breeder’s capabilities would be valuable.”

      “Of course it would. But is now the time to study this?”

      “Obviously not, your grace, but how many breeders do you think have been found and studied by the Empire?”

      “Seven.”

      “Oddly specific, yet incorrect. None. No living breeders have ever been studied before. Or even seen this close—“

      “So what? You want me to leave you here with the snoglins so they can push you into the breeder and you can come back as an Imperial goblin?”

      “Not exactly my desired pathway on this quest. I would prefer you give me a few minutes—“

      As he was about to launch into his plea for more time to research the damn thing, a mass of mucus, legs, and teeth sprang forth from the top of the breeder. It was the largest thing I’d yet seen it birth, and it was safely out of reach. For the moment.

      Instead of attacking it right away, we got to watch as it unfolded itself out of what seemed to be a sort of amniotic sac, mewling and stretching as it found the limits of its new organic form.

      Though it wasn’t much of a form to look at. Two huge, powerful legs, like an overgrown steroidal chicken, stuck out beneath little more than a mouth in an abdomen, with a stubby tail to balance everything out.

      Its horns, still soft, kind of flopped around for a bit, until they began to harden in the air.

      I started to get a sense of the creature, despite being transfixed by the process happening in front of us. It was shaping up to look a whole lot like a florg. Just, you know, bigger and meaner. And newer.

      Amber, however, did not feel like waiting.

      As the creature enjoyed its first heartbeats in our world, Amber fired off two quick arrows. The first hit something that seemed to be firming up into an eye, and the second went into a leg.

      The creature roared, and turned to focus its attention on the new threat in the room.

      Amber shot another arrow at the creature, but this time the creature closed its eye and ducked its head.

      The arrow hit the top of the creature, and we heard a dull thonk that made it clear whatever the arrow struck was not just flesh.

      “Huh huh huh,” the creature seemed to laugh, low and creepy.

      In a flash, it leapt from the top of the breeder, roaring in a guttural shriek as it soared through the air. Its mouth stayed open wide, showing off a cavalcade of bright white teeth before it gnashed down on the hapless and unprepared ranger, who hadn’t had time to move.
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      I lunged forward, slicing down with my sword and cutting the back half of the florg off neatly. I exposed part of the rear of its mouth, where I saw a rather confused looking Amber, florg teeth all splayed out around her.

      The florg tried to move a little, but it was mostly dead without fully realizing it yet. After a few stutter steps, it collapsed to the ground as the blood drained out of the massive wound to the rear.

      Amber was covered in florg saliva, but otherwise seemed unhurt.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      She pushed one of the teeth with her foot, and there was a bit of give to it. The teeth hadn’t even hardened yet.

      “Just lucky he jumped early,” Amber said.

      I gave her a nod, though I was more than a little confused about things.

      Something rubbed my arm, and I looked over to see a tangle of thin pink tendrils reaching out towards the fallen florg. Tendrils which mostly appeared to be reaching out blind. A bit like an anemone, but with impossibly long tendrils that weren’t overly impacted by gravity. Like they floated out in a questing motion.

      Almost by instinct, I swung my sword up and sliced through a host of the tendrils.

      There was a high-pitched keening that came from the breeder as it quickly pulled all the tendrils back in.

      A swarm of snoglins raced to their fallen florg brethren. They dragged the corpse back to the breeder so quickly and in such numbers that I couldn’t stop them all without getting sucked into the breeder myself.

      As the corpse was subsumed, a large translucent sac sloughed off the side of the breeder, bursting as it hit the floor. Then, like an egg sac of spiders, snoglins swarmed from the sac, all zooming away into the murky dark, hiding from the glowing orb above.

      “We’re going to get into trouble here,” I said.

      “Do I have your grace’s permission to try something?” Arno asked.

      I rolled my eyes at him. “I’ve been trying to get you to do something for the length of a fucking bible.”

      “I need you to clear the floor around the breeder.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “I am trying to follow your wishes.”

      “My wishes are to burn this fucking thing to the fucking ground!”

      “Okay, well, I am trying to blend what the Empire needs with your fleeting whims.”

      I glared.

      He glared right back, clear he was going to stand his ground. If I tried to push my duchal prerogative, he’d hit back with official Imperial research needs and somehow I’d wind up losing. Or even if I didn’t lose this battle, I’d have lost him as an ally and a friend.

      “Everyone, on me,” I shouted. “We need to keep an area clear here.”

      “The fuck you say?” Ragnar shouted.

      Yuri, on the other hand, just came back. He pulled a double-bladed axe out of a suspiciously small pouch and started using it as a de facto broom, sweeping back and forth and sending snoglins flying.

      “Nice,” I said, and followed suit.

      The superweasels went bonkers, killing as many snoglins as possible and leaving their corpses in place. Which was somewhat helpful, but it still required someone to run along behind them to push the corpses far enough from the breeder that the tendrils of flesh couldn’t absorb them. Ragnar and Amber tag-teamed that job.

      With everyone working, we soon had just enough empty space for Arno to start carving something into the floor. He had a strange-looking knife that didn’t seem particularly sharp, and yet it pulled strips of stone off the floor like butter. As he went along, I couldn’t parse things out as letters; instead, they looked more like runes.

      Around we went: first Yuri, then the superweasels, Ragnar, Arno, Amber, and me, trying to keep everything clear. It was maddening, because there were always more snoglins, racing back from somewhere in the depths of the cavern with gifts to throw into the breeder. Which only meant that more snoglins got birthed and sent back out.

      But true horror arrived when a snoglin, little more than a pair of legs at that point, ran back to the breeder while being eaten by a slime. That just started a progression of half-eaten snoglins and slimes, which somehow gave the breeder serious juice, and production amped up. Snoglins just poured forth. No matter how many I stomped or smashed, bashed or bopped, more just came.

      The breeder started to pulsate, growing darker pink. It seemed to breathe in, growing and getting angry.

      “Better write faster, Arno,” I snapped.

      “You want to try, your grace?” He sneered at me, not taking his eyes from the line of runes, sweat pouring from his brow in extreme concentration.

      “Just a heads up.”

      “I’ll keep my head down for this, thank you, your grace, if you will?”

      I nodded, not that he saw it, and shut up.

      Arno neared a full circle. I could see Yuri clearing the space with the runes already in place.

      Some of the snoglins attacked the runes, but to no effect. Their soft little hands were great for carrying things, but they didn’t have the means to attack.

      The florgs, however, had no such problem.

      I watched a new florg with massive teeth and long horns jump off the top of the breeder. It landed a few yards from me. Its tail swept the dust off the floor in quick swipes. A snoglin got too close, and the florg lashed out and ate its first meal, swallowing the struggling mini-goblin nearly whole.

      This florg had taken the time to really, um, firm up? Finish baking? Whatever the case, this dude had fully hardened teeth and horns, and was quick to show them off. He scraped a horn across the floor and left a deep groove behind.

      Then it lunged at Arno.

      I stabbed it with the goblinbane blade, driving the sword all the way through the creature until the tip sparked off the stone floor on the other side.

      I heard another thunk behind me. Another florg landed.

      With a quick slice up and around, I caught the new florg by surprise, bisecting it as it tried to roar at me.

      Thunk—

      Thunk—

      Thunk—

      The florgs came in hot and heavy, with a plain emphasis on heavy.

      I flicked my blade out at one, but it danced out of the way while a second darted in. I was unbalanced, but still kicked out and caught the attacker on his chin.

      The third leapt right at me and bit down on my arm.

      I head-butted the florg, but my head just bounced off a bony layer over its forehead. These ones had more armor than the previous fuckers.

      An arrow shot into the eye of my biter friend, but that glanced off a hard, clear surface with just a scratch. The florg had a crystalline covering over its eyes. The fucking breeder was making upgrades to the florgs as we killed them, fixing their design.

      I smashed the pommel of my sword into the skull of the florg three times in quick succession until the bony armor broke and I got into the fleshy bits underneath.

      This, somehow, only seemed to lock the florg’s jaws on my torso, effectively attaching my left arm to my torso.

      “Done,” Arno called out. “Move away from the breeder, now!”

      One of the florgs was charging at the line of runes, horns down, ready to crash in and ruin Arno’s work.

      I got a good downward slice and sheared the two long pointy horns off right near the base. I also took off some of the florg’s face for good measure. The florg continued its trajectory, bouncing off the floor and ricocheting right into the breeder behind.

      The breeder, clearly never one to refuse a meal, just sucked the florg right in.

      Yuri stood right there with me now, and he battled down the florgs in a few chops of his enormous axe.

      The runes lit up agonizingly slowly, but each time one brightened, the process went a little faster. Finally, the last rune shone out a bright blue, and we heard a soft thrum for a second before a final snap. Then a pale blue dome fluttered into being all around the breeder.

      A snoglin raced toward the breeder holding a large chunk of goblin over its head. But this time, instead of returning food to the breeder, it hit the dome and bounced off.

      The snoglin fell back on its butt, looking confused for a second before a superweasel pounced from behind and ripped it into small pieces of greenish-blackish flesh.

      “Full life shell,” Arno said, looking exhausted, his face pale and unable to rise from the floor. “Nothing alive now or once having been alive may pass through that barrier.”

      The snoglins trapped in the dome with the breeder pushed against the barrier wherever they were able to touch it. Slowly, their new limitations dawned on them. Though a few just charged over and over again, bouncing off each time.

      Outside the shell, snoglins continued in with their offerings, slamming themselves against the arcane barrier. Each time they did so, they’d fall back on their rumps and stare with absolute confusion at the vague blue buffer in front of them. At least, they stared until their eyes got torn out of their heads by the frenzied efforts of the superweasels, who were shaping up to be unceasing killing machines.

      Maybe a good name to replace superweasel?

      “Beautiful work, Arno,” I said.

      “There’s just one thing, your grace,” Arno replied with a pallid look on his face, “I cannot move more than twenty feet from this shell or it will vanish.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      “I apologize for the trouble, but I could not think of another way.”

      “I didn’t even think of this way, so I guess you’re ahead of the game for now. Just, I mean, fuck.”

      “And I fear I have little mana to spare for my own protection. It requires most of me to power the shell, your grace. This, I hesitate to call it a creature, but entity perhaps? The breeder is considerably stronger than I anticipated.”

      “Bear, can you help?” I asked.

      “Not with this,” she said. “Different magic, won’t blend well. I’m sorry.”

      I gritted my teeth and sent out a kick at an overly courageous snoglin. I had to admit, they were handy to have around for dealing with things like rage and frustration. Probably not the most moral solution, but there was something so satisfying about how far I could send one flying. And they flailed about so comedically as they cartwheeled through the air.

      “There’s still a lot about this cave we don’t know,” I said. “We can’t just hunker down here and wait.”

      “What is it you’d wait for, anyway?” Ragnar said.

      “Get some other mages out here,” I said. “Find a way to, I don’t know, transport this fucking breeder thing somewhere safer to study it, I guess.”

      I fumbled through one of my non-magical pouches and pulled out a small notebook.

      “I’ll send a note. Get Fritz and, um, someone to come out here,” I said.

      “Send a note?” Ragnar asked.

      “Paired journal,” I said, already scribbling a quick note.

      “Paired with whom?”

      “Chancellor.”

      “You mean Clarissa? Who’s currently laying in the hospital sick and barely conscious?”

      “Son of a butt,” I snapped, and threw the paired journal on the ground.

      Ragnar smiled, pulled out his own journal, and stood poised with a pencil.

      “I can write a note to Skeld,” he said innocently, “if it please your grace.”

      “It would please my grace. Fuck.”

      I kicked another snoglin for good measure.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      Ragnar smiled and waggled his stupid pencil at me.

      “Fine, say: Dearest Skeld. I, Ragnar, am an idiot,” I said.

      “Your humor is of the highest caliber.”

      “Yeah, well, get Fritz out here with, um, Careena and what’s-her-face.”

      “Who?”

      “The head witch.”

      “You forgot her name?”

      “Do you know it?”

      “Of course,” Ragnar said.

      “Then I want her.”

      “But you don’t know her name.”

      “Pretty fucking obvious you don’t either or you’d just write it down for Skeld.”

      “Cecily Bigsby,” Bear said. “Can we hurry this up? This place skeeves me out.”

      Ragnar stuck his little otter tongue out at me, but dutifully scribbled in his notebook.

      “Anything?” I asked.

      “From Skeld?” Ragnar replied, furry eyebrow raised. “I mean, I suppose it’s possible he just happened to be looking at his own paired journal at this exact moment. But damn, Montana. Patience.”

      “Okay. Bear, I need you with me. Arno, obviously, stay here. Yuri, Amber, Ragnar, pick who’s staying. Superweasels, back to protecting Arno.”

      Over Arno’s protests, the five superweasels swarmed the mancer and took up their meerkat positions.

      I noticed a bit of blood on one of the superweasels, so I took a moment to look over the little guy. Who wasn’t really that little, but still — they were babies. He had a good cut running between his shoulder blades. I washed out the wound with water and got a bandage wrapped in place.

      “You stick with me for now,” I said, and set him around my neck like a stole.

      “I’m staying,” Ragnar said. “I’m guessing it’d be good for me to be nearer the entry in case Skeld doesn’t write and just sends Careena and what’s-her-name.”

      “We told you seconds ago that her name is Cindy,” I said.

      “Cecily,” Bear and Yuri said.

      “Right, what they said,” I said.

      Ragnar shook his head and scrabbled up a hut. He sat down, spear in one hand, glaring out at the world. It was a little odd to see him sitting there by himself. It had been Skeld and Ragnar for so long, and I just wasn’t used to Ragnar flying solo. Nor, for that matter, was I really used to Skeld not being a lutra. His existence as a carcajou felt perpetually new to me.

      Was there something to say? Was there something I should do?

      “What?” Ragnar snapped at me.

      “Uh, nothing,” I said. “Lost in thought.”

      I gave him a nod, he gave me a nod, and I was off, tromping deeper into the goblin cave while snoglins scurried to get out of sight.
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      The huts continued on and on for an ungodly distance. The cavern itself was massive, far beyond anything I’d ever seen, or even conceived of being possible underground. It dwarfed any building I’d ever been in. The ceiling seemed to undulate at odd intervals, soaring up so high I couldn’t even see the tips of the stalactites, and then crashing down so low I felt like I could have thrown Ragnar up to touch it.

      If the huts themselves had any differences between them, they were barely perceptible. There was something unnerving about all the sameness. I knew any ordinary group of people would  be lost in minutes. But thanks to my ability, we kept that at bay. And there was also Arno’s bright beacon, providing us with an invaluable navigation aid.

      We still checked inside the huts every now and again, thought it was the same story as before. Mostly trash. We found more corpses out here, goblins that must have hidden themselves in piles of trash to heal before ultimately succumbing to their wounds. But nothing alive except the snoglins, who were still quite numerous, and still peeked out around the huts. Or from over the huts. Or, mostly, from under the trash.

      If any one got too close, we’d kill it, but otherwise, it seemed like a waste of energy. The sheer number the breeder produced was astounding. It reminded me of me, and prinkies.

      Finally, in the distance, I saw a wall rising up. I breathed a sigh of relief. We’d found the end of the cave.

      And while that turned out to be true, we did not, however, find the end of the cave system. Instead, we found three tunnels that branched off.

      The middle tunnel had quite a few small slimes oozing around, as well as a few twitching snoglin remains. Enough of a sign that we’d probably find more slimes down the middle.

      I paused and looked at Yuri and Amber. And Bear, who currently perched on Yuri’s shoulder.

      “This way?” I asked.

      Yuri shrugged. Bear had to grab on his mane to keep from falling off.

      Amber just nodded, then nocked an arrow, pulled back, and released.

      The arrow zipped through the cave. Then midway, the head ignited, blazing painfully bright before it smacked into a slime. The slime shriveled, cracked, and died quickly in the heat of the fire arrow.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      “New ability,” Amber replied with a smile.

      Yuri gave a nod.

      “Good for slimes,” he added.

      Meanwhile, the burly lion-man pulled out a metal rod with what looked like a wrought iron basket-orb on the other end. He swiped his dagger against a stone and a spark jumped into the basket, blossoming fire. Flames licked out and around the wrought iron. He gave the rod a quick swing, and the fire lit up the hallway in front of us. We saw quite a few slimes oozing down the hall. The flame continued to burn, despite Yuri’s quick motions.

      “Is that specifically for slimes?” I asked.

      Yuri gave me a nod and smiled. Then he started down the hall.

      Amber fired off another arrow. It burst into flame and hit another smallish slime, still busy slurping up a snoglin corpse.

      There was a lot of that going on in the hallway — clearly the snoglins who managed to get a slime all the way to the breeder were in the vast minority — but now that the snoglins were less abundant, the slimes focused on a new food source: us.

      I felt like the third wheel, though, because Amber and Yuri were making quick work of the slimes.

      Eventually the tunnel opened up into another massive cavern, but this one looked more like a space that had been carved out of the rock as opposed to something naturally generated. And instead of stone, there was soil. Soil that had been churned up in lots of places, but not in any way like, well, farming. Rather, it looked—

      “This is a training field,” Yuri said. “You can see where they marched around the edges, and the lines coming together, there,” he pointed to a patch of dirt, “and there.”

      He held his sort of torch up high so that the light from its flames reached out quite a distance.

      Slimes spread over the field, mostly little ones about two feet in diameter. Naturally, a few were hunting each other. Apparently slimes didn’t care much about what they ate. I was a little surprised at the kaleidoscope of colors on display though — basically every shade of the rainbow was present.

      “Are there differences in slimes?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Yuri said.

      “Like, are all the green ones acidic?”

      “They are all acidic.”

      “So what’s the difference?”

      “The red ones are red.”

      “Is that it?”

      “Sometimes they are faster.”

      He slammed the fire-basket into an oncoming slime. The fire flared and seemed to explode all over the slime. The slime just left a smoldering pile of goo behind.

      As we slowly made our way across the field, I saw racks of training weapons against either wall. They were crude, just like everything the goblins made, and there was plenty of evidence they’d been well used, as the shields had been splattered with mud. It was their placement that got me. Someone, or something, had taken the time to organize everything. Spears with spears, shields with shields. It was too neat.

      I spotted two tunnels as we got nearer to the end of the room. One, to the left, just led to more darkness, as far as I could tell. The one in front of us had evidence of slimes, and, thus, our destination.

      The tunnel was shorter, but the slimes were more numerous, so it took longer to make our way through. And, once again, Yuri and Amber did most of the work. I didn’t really have anything flammable, so whenever I cut a slime, it just meant Yuri had two smaller slimes to torch. Moving was slow, but eventually Amber got behind me and we let Yuri clear a path for us through the increasing slime population.

      Finally, we got to the end of the tunnel. It opened up into a wide circular room that was lit from below in a vaguely bioluminescent way. Greenish. The walls sloped up to form a domed ceiling, with quite a bit of moss hanging down. The room smelled a bit like death, and a lot like musk. There wasn’t much of a floor, because perfectly circular pits had been cut basically everywhere.

      I went to the closest one and peered in.

      Slimes all the way down, just sort of writhing all over each other. These guys were big. The hole itself looked to be twelve or so feet across, and the slimes nearer the bottom were so big they were squished inside.

      The next hole told the same story, just with a slightly different slime inside. At least in relation to the color.

      A slime on top tried to ooze out and eat me, but just fell farther down the pit. Say what you will about the goblins, but their slime pits were at least good enough to keep slimes from escaping.

      Some hoppers had been built into the wall near the door, and I could see even more slimes peeking out. Slime storage. It was only a guess, but it certainly seemed like we’d found where the snoglins had gotten the slimes. And because the snoglins had neglected to close any of the hoppers back up, we’d found where the slimes had come from after the slimes had eaten most of the snoglins.

      “Is this a breeding pit?” I asked.

      “Certainly what it appears,” Yuri said.

      “It stinks in here,” Amber added.

      “Why don’t they eat each other?” I asked, peering into another hole and watching the slimes just sort of happily slime about.

      Yuri pointed up at the moss. I watched as some liquid dripped down from the moss into the pit below.

      “Something in the moss?” he asked.

      He reached out, grabbed my arm, and then leaned over the pit a bit before extending out his slime-roasting rod. He caught a drop from the moss, then brought the rod to his finger. He rubbed his fingers together.

      “It is an oil,” he said. “A lubricant perhaps?”

      He caught sight of something, though, off to the side.

      “Or, of course,” he continued, “maybe they are simply fed enough to be content.”

      I followed his gaze, and I saw a small cart by another tunnel entrance.

      We had to walk carefully amongst all the various pits, sometimes with as little as six inches between them. The circular pits were spaced remarkably efficiently. As we moved on, the death smell got worse and worse, making it exceedingly clear whatever was dead was either in the small cart or the far tunnel.

      It was, at least in large part, in the cart. It was filled with chunks of flesh and bone. Disgustingly, some of the bits had remnants of clothing on them, and I could make out at least three horse’s hooves that had been painted with intricate patterns.

      The smell next to the cart was overpowering, and the nearest slime pits were in a veritable frenzy.

      I shoved the cart into a pit.

      The slimes went mad. The smell diminished, but there was still some real gnarstiness coming from somewhere, enough that it made my nose wrinkle involuntarily.

      “What is that smell?” I asked.

      “That way,” Yuri said, pointing along the tunnel. “Stronger there. Are we continuing?”

      “I think we have to,” I replied.

      Yuri frowned, but nodded, and forged forward, the flaming slime-pole leading our way into the dark tunnel.

      Where there were no slimes.

      Instead, there were grooves on the floor that matched the measurements of the cart. Which meant the cart had been making trips back and forth for quite some time.

      The tunnel had an S shape to it. As we wound around, the smell of death and rot got worse with every step.

      The tunnel opened up to another pit. Except this time, we were at the bottom of said pit. Well, not quite the bottom — there were a few feet more below the floor level, but they were currently filled. It was all flesh and bone and gristle. The remains of a butcher, or an abattoir. Given the size of the pit, it seemed more likely to be an abattoir.

      Maggots, insects, and other creepy crawlies writhed through the piles of rotting meat, a sight that made even me, someone who’d gotten rather used to death, feel uncomfortably queasy.

      Amber threw up into the pit.

      Yuri just shook his head, somehow keeping his composure.

      A pitchfork leaned against the wall, its rough workmanship a key indication it was of goblin make.

      I looked up and could see the pit was in another large open room. Problem was, I could really only see the soaring ceiling.

      “You think we should climb up there?” I asked.

      “I think you need to ask yourself what it is we are seeking,” Yuri replied. “Are we merely exploring what the goblins left behind? Or is there a question you want answered?”

      “Can’t it be both?”

      “Of course, but one has a measure of urgency about it. And the other, not so much.”

      “I’m looking for some clue as to who was behind the night goblins attacking us in the way they did. Obviously, I don’t know as much about night goblins, or goblins in general, as some people, so I didn’t know it was that unusual. But everyone else seems sure there was some mastermind behind the night goblins. That they couldn’t have done what they did—“

      “I know this is an important conversation to have,” Amber said quickly, “and I really want to let you finish, but maybe we could find a different location to speak?”

      Yuri gave me a slight smile, but nodded.

      “Sure,” I said. “Let’s head back to the training field.”

      “I will guide us,” Yuri said. He gave his flaming thing a little twirl, as if he was excited to immolate some slimes.
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      Back in the training area, we decided it would be best to do a little walk-n-talk. There was this sense that the slimes were likely the worst of the dangers we might face back here. So we went through the next tunnel, a tunnel which had nothing near the funk from the slime tunnel. Rather, it just had the gentle, musty smell of something underground. Decaying leaves or something along those lines.

      The tunnel was short, and we hadn’t even restarted our conversation before we came to another open room, which was much like the prior training field. Lots of soil and dirt across the floor that had been churned up by activity. Though this room lacked some of the more refined lines of the previous, and there were much larger footprints involved, including several paw prints. It gave rise, at least in my head, that we’d found the training field for their wolf riders. Or, you know, their other beast riders.

      There were four tunnels leading away from the second training field, or, you know, Field 2.0, and I had to admit that I was a little flummoxed by the complete lack of doors in the caverns.

      “Okay,” I said, “clearly we need to stop and talk, because the walk and talk is not working.”

      “I thought there might have been more to the tunnel,” Yuri said. “This was unexpected. Or, no. One training area was unexpected, two is practically unthinkable. I have never heard of goblins training before. Certainly not to this extent. Something regimented happened here.”

      Yuri paced around the field, kneeling down here and there to examine the dirt.

      Amber, who still had an arrow nocked on her bow, stood next to me, her gaze moving from tunnel to tunnel in regular order.

      “I want to know who’s behind all of this,” I said. “Obviously exploration of the caves is part of that.”

      “Agreed,” Yuri said.

      “Thing is, we’re only finding more evidence of what happened. No clues as to how it happened.”

      “Agreed again.”

      “So are we looking in the wrong places, or—“

      “We would need to have looked everywhere before we can answer that question. The answer might be in the next room, but unless we venture there, we will not know.”

      “So now you’re with me on the idea that we should explore the entire place?”

      “I was never against that idea, your grace. I merely wanted you to be clear about what we are doing here.”

      “You want to pick the next tunnel?” I asked, gesturing to our four options.

      Yuri just shook his head.

      “Nearest,” he said. “Makes little difference to me; you will likely want to go through them all.”

      “I do,” I replied, forcing a smile. “Let’s go.”
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      The nearest tunnel led us to a workshop, kind of like a smithy. There were some forges along one wall, and stores of metal along another. Barrels of coal were stacked haphazardly. It was interesting to see some evidence of work — though the deeper I dug into everything, calling it work was generous. There was a lot of trash metal and tons of slag. Just a lot of garbage. But nothing completed. Most everything seemed to have been cast, nothing actually forged. Only one anvil seemed to have been used.

      There was one other tunnel off the smithy, which led us to an armory. Though, again, I’m using the word generously. It was more like piles of somewhat organized, potentially useful garbage. There were damaged swords all in one stack, with the bulk of them having been swiped from somewhere. I can recognize goblin-crafted stuff, and most of these were not that. Lots of short swords.

      Some axes made up another pile, half of which had broken hafts. I definitely recognized quite of few of them as being from Coggeshall, since lots of the heads had Zoey’s stamp on them.

      Bits and pieces of armor made up the biggest pile. There was a little workstation of sorts nearest to where a punch and rivet sort of machine was in place. To an extent, it made sense. The pilfered armor was not goblin sized, and so the station made it possible to rework things until the goblins could wear them. There was also quite a bit of evidence of this, with bits and pieces of the cut armor tossed into another pile.

      “Is this normal?” I asked.

      Yuri was picking through a pile. He looked over and shrugged.

      “Not abnormal,” he said. “But again, I am no expert on goblins. I know some, but—“

      “Don’t use you as our barometer, got it.”

      “They have been collecting my arrows,” Amber said, peering in a barrel. She reached in and pulled out hand after hand of arrows, piling them on the floor.

      “I don’t see much reason to leave anything worthwhile here,” I said, and I held open my bag. “Toss things in.”

      Yuri gave me a look. I don’t think he saw the reasoning behind the looting, but, well, we had yet to find a good usable source for iron within the mountains, and here was a big chunk of it. Already somewhat refined, even.

      Into the unfillable knapsack went the stack of swords. And the pile of polearms. And the accumulation of axes. Plus arrows, broken bows, chunks of chain mail. I even went back into the first room and took everything in there that wasn’t nailed down. Barrels of coal, stacks of ingots. Hell, I even scooped up the slag and chucked it in the bag.

      Yuri pointedly picked up some rocks near one tunnel entrance and put those in the bag as well.

      I just gave him a smile.

      The next tunnel led us back to the training yard, and I took a moment to shove all the various training weapons piled along the field into the bag.

      But there were still two tunnels left to take, and both of them had rather potent smells coming from them.

      “Left or right?” I asked.

      “Who’s picking?” Amber said.

      “You,” Yuri said. “I did the last.”

      “Right,” Amber said. “Smells less bad.”

      I gave the air a sniff, but everything sort of blended together in one malodorous mess. So I just shrugged and nodded.

      “Let’s go right,” I said.
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      We came to our first actual impediment in the day: a wall of iron bars with a large iron bar door.

      A lot like a jail.

      I got closer to the bars and peeked through at a place that looked more natural. It had a bit of light coming from somewhere along the upper walls, which were shrouded in a sort of fog. Moss grew heavy on the floor and there was the soft sound of water flowing. A rock formation stood proudly in the middle of the chamber, and I guessed it blocked the water.

      “Not so close,” Yuri whispered.

      I glanced back to see Yuri had pressed himself against the wall and pulled his hood up tight around his mane, making it so that he blended well into the shadows.

      Amber, similarly, was on the other wall, just about ready to pull an arrow back, eyes focused intently past me to whatever was in the chamber on the other side of the bars.

      “What is it?” I asked, dutifully taking a few big steps away from the bars.

      Amber just shook her head, but was unwilling to either say something or meet my eyes, continuing to focus behind me.

      It was unsettling. Nothing like having someone stare intently right behind you.

      I looked back at the cavern, more than a little confused as to what was going on.

      But then I saw something move.

      A large something.

      Whatever it was peeked around the edge of the rock outcropping. If I hadn’t been really paying attention, I probably wouldn’t have noticed.

      I reached out with tremorsense to get an idea of what was out in the cavern. The water made it difficult to parse, as there was a big spring, a little creek, and a veritable rain shower of drips from stalactites. But I could also detect something moving, something that seemed bipedal, moving around just a little.

      Then, the something launched itself over the rocks and covered the space to the iron bars in barely a blink of an eye.

      It slammed against the iron bars and a huge hand reached through, trying desperately to wrap around my throat.

      I was just out of reach, the tips of the creature’s massive fat fingers just brushing where my beard would have been. You know, if I had a fucking beard yet.

      “Easy there, bub,” I said.

      Slowly, the creature withdrew its arm, and I got a good look at the creature as a whole.

      It was somewhere in the neighborhood of ten or twelve feet tall, and huge muscles bulged everywhere, despite a heavy layer of fat. It had a big head, pointy ears, big mouth, and two large canines jutting out of the bottom jawline. Its arms were longer than its legs, ending in wide hands with fat fingers with black nails. Pale, thick skin covered the creature’s body, though there was a bit of poorly-tanned hide wrapped around as a skirt of sorts. Or a loincloth. A little bit of black hair sprouted here and there.

      The creature frowned, and then looked over to the right side and then the left, as if it was just noticing Yuri and Amber.

      It narrowed its beady little eyes. I could hear a low grumble coming from its chest.

      “Don’t suppose you know what this is,” I asked.

      “Ogre,” Yuri said quickly.

      “Huh,” I said.

      “I would urge you to stay back. They are quite dangerous.”

      “Looks harmless,” I said.

      “Is he serious?” Amber asked.

      “No,” I said. “I’ve fought these guys before. They are not cupcakes.”

      The ogre grabbed the bars and gave them a good shake.

      Nothing moved.

      The ogre sighed, and then let go of the bars and took a big step back.

      It just stood there.

      “Stuck in there?” I asked.

      The creature frowned.

      “Are you stuck in there?” I asked, this time in goblin.

      The ogre squinted, peering at me. But then it nodded, just a little.

      “Can you speak goblin?” I asked.

      The ogre shook its head.

      “Okay, but you understand it?”

      A nod.

      “Do you have any food?”

      A slow shake of the head.

      “What are you saying to it?” Amber said.

      “Likely,” Yuri said, “he is about to invite it home.”

      “I’m not going to do that,” I said. “There’s no reason for me to—“

      But then I stopped talking when I saw the look in the ogre’s eyes. It was resignation. A sense of intense sadness, like it realized its fate.

      It wasn’t a fate I would want to wish on anyone — being trapped in a prison with no food and no hope of escape. I remembered my own brief brushes with entrapment, and even when I’d known there was an exit date, I’d hated every minute.

      I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to actually be trapped forever, and starving to death. Especially not in some semi-wet underground hell-scape.

      “Can we just leave it here?” I asked.

      “The ogre?” Yuri replied. “Yes. We can most definitely leave him here.”

      “He’s got no food,” I said.

      “We are his food. Given the choice, he would happily eat us.”

      “Would you eat us?” I asked in goblin.

      The ogre frowned, looked carefully at me, then at Amber, then at Yuri. Finally, the ogre shrugged.

      Inconclusive. To be fair, the most damaging part of the answer was the giant pause. The real thought process. Would he eat us? Most likely. But could I fault him? I mean, most monsters would eat us. Fritz would definitely eat us. But we loved Fritz. Hell, the people in Coggeshall were more likely to trust Fritz than me, and it was entirely possible for Fritz to accidentally eat someone. But then again, I was asking a starving creature. The ogre had to be insanely hungry — was it fair to judge him based on the truth he offered in this situation?

      Maybe.

      We had food, probably. Certainly back in Coggeshall. But Yuri was right: I had a reputation for bringing home monsters. And that couldn’t be good, not in the long run.

      At some point, I’d have to start acting like someone people could trust and like, and that didn’t really go along with saving every monster I came across.

      And yet... wouldn’t it?

      Wasn’t saving a creature from certain death the right thing to do?

      “Would you leave a wolf caught in a leg trap?” I asked.

      Yuri frowned. “No,” he said.

      “How is this different?”

      “Less chance of the wolf eating us successfully.”

      “Worst case, I can fight him off.”

      “Before or after he eats Ragnar?”

      “No one’s going to eat that stringy otter,” I said. “Not when presented with so many other juicy options. Like you.”

      “I am not a juicy option.”

      “You’ve got very nice haunches.”

      “Haunches?”

      “Legs.”

      “I know what haunches are.”

      “I’m just saying, with legs like yours—”

      “What? You’d eat my legs?”

      “If I had to eat someone, I might be tempted to start with your leg.”

      “I worry there is too much seriousness to this conversation.”

      “Not a whit. I would never eat you,” I said.

      “Good.”

      “Probably.”

      “I still think releasing him is dangerous.”

      “If we are to be the good in this world,” Amber said, putting her arrow in her hip quiver, “we must be that good to everyone. Ask him if he will swear to you. If he will join your hirð. Then we do not need to worry about things.”

      “Join my hirð? That’s—”

      “If you would have him join Coggeshall, why not your hirð?”

      “I don’t know, man, I’m—”

      “I am no man.”

      “Not what I meant, I was just—”

      “What is the difference if he is in your hirð or our community?”

      “My hirð is a direct representation...” I started, but I knew there was no good argument to be gained in that direction. “It’s not because of him. Or me. It’s because I know that, at some point, I’m going to have to do things for Coggeshall that require outside assistance. And if I show up having an ogre in my hirð, no matter how he came to be there or his actions once there, when he’s there, because he’s who he is, there are going to be consequences that maybe I don’t want to have to be paid by Coggeshallians. Which, on top of everything else, sounds silly. Coggeshallers? I don’t know.”

      “If your people are truly your people, they would share your values in that everyone deserves the chance to become good or bad on their terms.”

      “If I make him part of my hirð, doesn’t that take away his choice to be good or bad?”

      “He would be making that choice now.”

      “What if he doesn’t realize the enormity of that choice?”

      “Then you haven’t explained it to him.”

      “I haven’t explained it to him.”

      It was interesting to see the ogre bouncing his gaze between the various talkers, clearly trying to follow what we were saying, but also, falling short because he didn’t speak the language.

      “Look buddy,” I said to the ogre, once again speaking in goblin, “here’s the thing. You and me, we’ve kind of been, well, enemies.”

      The ogre frowned, then shook his head.

      “You don’t agree?”

      He clenched his teeth and grabbed the bars. His frustration was evident — he just wanted to communicate. I think.

      “Is there a language you speak?” I asked.

      He frowned, confusion still reigning.

      “Is this easier?” I asked in night goblin.

      The ogre tilted its head, and his little eyes went wide.

      “Bet-ter,” the ogre said.

      “Is there an ogre language?”

      The ogre made a face, and then looked to the side and said a few guttural words as if he was talking to an invisible someone.
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      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Base Ogrish.
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      “Oh,” I said, now speaking in ogrish, “maybe this will work better.”

      “You speak it?” the ogre asked. “My language?”

      I sighed, and nodded. “Yep.”

      “How?”

      “Bit of magic.”

      The ogre sneered at me, then hocked out a thick loogie.

      “No like magic.”

      “Not exactly my favorite either. It kind of just happens.”

      “Oh.”

      “Why are you in there?”

      “Captured.”

      “By the night goblins?”

      He nodded once.

      “From where?”

      He shrugged.

      “You don’t know where you were?”

      “No know where am either.”

      “Coggeshall.”

      “What is?”

      “This, um, this place. I mean, outside the cave, but I guess inside the cave as well. It’s all Coggeshall. Which is in the Empire of Glaton. Not sure if that means anything to you or—“

      “Means nothing.”

      “Okay then.”

      “What is emm pyre?”

      “Big country that, uh, used to be other countries that were grouped together? By force I think? I don’t know. I’d have to look it up.”

      “Look up empire? What is country?”

      “Let’s hold off on the civics lesson, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Are there more of you in there?”

      The ogre frowned and looked around behind him, and then to the sides.

      “Only me.”

      “Any other ogres?”

      “No.”

      “Were there??”

      “Yes. Were taken.”

      “They fought for the Night Goblins.”

      “Yes. Weak ogres.”

      “They took the weak ones?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re the strong one?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they left you in here to, what, die?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because they could not control you.”

      “Yes.”

      “I know I’m asking a lot of questions, but I don’t exactly understand much of what the night goblins did. Or why they did what they did—“

      “Is okay. Not know goblins either.”

      “Have you worked with them before?”

      “Never. Hate goblins.”

      “The other ogres, though, they didn’t seem to mind.”

      “Weak. Want food. Not honor.”

      “So you refuse to fight for the goblins even if that means you starve to death.”

      “Yes.”

      “What if there were no more goblins?”

      “Would be sad no get to kill goblin.”

      “I guess I could see that. What if I told you I killed all the goblins?”

      “Would call you liar.”

      “Okay, well, you have me there, but only on a technicality. I killed most of the goblins.”

      “What about ones who run?”

      “Goblins ran away?”

      He gave me a curt nod.

      “I mean, I tried to kill every one of the little fuckers that went after me and mine, but—“

      ‘Then not kill all.”

      “Fine. I’m still looking for a few that got away. Thing is, seems like you’re destined to die in there without some, um, outside help.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You want to get out—“

      “Yes.”

      “I mean, yeah, that’s pretty obvious. Thing is, your kind, ogres, and my kind, not ogres, tend to be, um—“

      “Food.”

      “I was going to go with enemies, but I suppose food enters the equation a bit. Your kind tends to eat, um, most everything, right?”

      “Meat.”

      “So you don’t need to eat humans.”

      “No. Stringy.”

      “Elves?”

      “Woodsy.”

      “Dwarfs?”

      “Tough. Hard on teeth.”

      “What about cows?”

      “No know cows.”

      “I think you’d like steak. And potatoes. You seem like a meat and potatoes guy.”

      “Meat, yes. No know potato.”

      “If this was back home, I think we’d wind up calling you No No. Do you have a name?”

      “No.”

      “No name?”

      “One ogre needs no name.”

      “You’re ogre.”

      A nod.

      “Ogre the ogre?”

      “Ogre. Want out.”

      “Right, Ogre who wants out, but I kind of want to make sure you’re not going to eat me or, you know, more important, any of the people I care about.”

      “Ogre will eat potato. Potato is meat?”

      “Goes with meat more than is meat.”

      “Is all you have? Potato?”

      “We have a lot of food, different kinds. I’m just saying you’d like potatoes. And—“

      “Meat is rotting? You give ogre bad meat?”

      “No. I mean, unless, you want it? Do you prefer—“

      “No. Maggots feel bad in mouth.”

      “I could have guessed, yeah. Probably—“

      “Wiggly. Bad tickle.”

      “Okay, enough on that mouthfeel. I want to let you out of there, just, well, there’s a minor problem—“

      “No key.”

      “I — there’s a lock?”

      The ogre pointed down low, around what would be mid-calf for me, and barely ankle for him. Sure enough, there was a small keyhole.

      “I’m pretty sure I can find the key, so that’s not a problem. It’s more making sure you are, um, I guess I have to ask what you’d plan to do after this? Like, after you get out of here?”

      “Eat.”

      “Longer term. Where are you going to live and stuff?”

      He shrugged.

      “I mean, if you don’t know where you came from, can’t exactly go back there, can you?”

      “No.”

      “So you need a new home.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You want a new home?”

      He crossed his huge arms over his huge chest and stared at me. Then he looked over at Yuri and stared for a moment. And finally, over at Amber. His face softened ever so much, and then he looked sharply away. I couldn’t help but wonder if he had been surprised by her beauty or entranced by her looking scrumptious. Did he want to love her or eat her? Or maybe he just saw a cute face and it surprised him. Or the tails. I saw the tails all the time and they still surprised me.

      “How have home? Only Ogre.”

      “I’m no expert in ogre culture, but have you considered having a home with, I don’t know, just spit-balling here, but maybe having a home with some, like, not-ogres?”

      “Who?”

      “Fuck, man, I’m trying to see if you want to live with me. And my friends. My family.”

      “Be pet?”

      “What? No. Be family with us.”

      “Ogre be family with no ogre.”

      “Exactly what I’m trying to say. Yes.”

      “Is strange.”

      “Sure, but sometimes strange is what works in these weird times.”

      “Time weird too.”

      “Look at all our agreement. We’re basically the same.”

      “Am pretty one,” the ogre said. And then he managed to crack a small smile.

      And I smiled.

      “You can be the pretty one,” I said. “But if, if, you want to be part of our family, you can’t eat any members of the fam—“

      “Ogre no eat family,” he snapped, disgust all over his face. “Family no food.”

      “So we’re on the same page. But you need to agree to join the family.”

      “Family of you.”

      “Sort of. My family. But it’s, I mean, it’s for life. Once you are in, you are in for life.”

      “Family. For life.”

      “Yes.”

      “All life.”

      “Exactly. You join, you’re in. Forever.”

      The ogre backed up a few steps and then looked around his, for lack of a better word, cage. It was a big space to be held within, and there certainly seemed to be fresh water. He didn’t look overly starved. Maybe he could survive on his own.

      “If you don’t want to,” I said, “we could certainly, I mean, escort—“

      “Ogre join family of you. Forever.”

      I took a deep breath, really hoping this was the right course of action.

      “Did you understand any of that?” I asked, switching to Common.

      “No,” Yuri said.

      Amber just shook her head. “But you two seem to be, I mean, talking?”

      “He’s willing to join us,” I said, “become part of the family. And he’s made it clear that family is not food. I didn’t even have to say that.”

      A glance over to Amber showed that this made her happy. Her smile was infectious. At least to me. Yuri seemed immune to her charms.

      “Did you explain the whole hirð concept?” Yuri asked.

      “Uh, I mean, let’s—“

      “I will take that as a no. I find the process as a whole rather distasteful, but I would recommend being fully transparent with the entire procedure.”

      “Good point,” I said.

      I turned back to face the ogre and saw that he’d come right up to the bars and was staring at me.

      “Sorry about that,” I said in ogre.

      “Ogre wait,” the ogre said.

      I was about to launch into the spiel about the hirð, go into the whole family thing. But then I paused, maybe because it was hirð-related and that made me think about Nikolai, and Nikolai made me think about the Master.

      “Never again,” I said very quietly to myself.

      I flipped into truesight, just a little thirty-second banger, and I gazed upon Ogre.

      At least I tried.

      Because when I started to look at Ogre, he wasn’t where I thought. He was lower. And not ogre shaped. Short would be the better way of describing things.

      “You devious motherfucker,” I said. “He’s a fucking night goblin.”
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      In one motion, I knelt and reached through the bars, snatching the stupid ogre-night-goblin by the front of his robes.

      An arrow shot into my arm.

      I frowned and reflexively pulled my arm back.

      Which caused the goblin to bang against the bars.

      He slumped, out cold, and the ogre vanished.

      “Gods!” Amber exclaimed. “I am so sorry, your grace, I did not—“

      I looked closer at the arrow and realized it was, in fact, from Amber.

      “You shot me,” I said.

      Yuri had his blade out and pointed it at Amber.

      “It was, I—“ Amber started. Then she shook her head. “I cannot say why I did it. It was, I thought, something in my head told me to protect the ogre. It was important. He was important.”

      “Fucker must have charmed you,” I said.

      “You are well now?” Yuri asked Amber. “In control of yourself?”

      “I think so,” she replied.

      I reached over and ripped the arrow out, wincing a little as a chunk of my arm exited with the barbed head. Then I held it out for Amber.

      “No need to lose the arrow,” I said.

      Yuri gave me a look.

      Amber seemed on the verge of tears.

      “It’s not a big deal,” I said, showing off my injured arm, which was already almost healed. Of course, the healed aspect was under all the blood from the wound, so it did wind up looking rather bad. “It’s fine. Totally fine.”

      Again, on instinct, I tried to bring my arm back through the bars.

      Again, the night goblin hit the bars, still rag-dolled.

      I did a quick check of my notifications, but I didn’t see anything about killing a goblin. Good.

      “We need to open this door,” I said.

      “You want to get the goblin out?” Yuri asked.

      “Yeah. This little asshole has to know more about night goblins than any of us.”

      “You think he’s going to talk to us?”

      “I think he’s in there for a reason,” Amber said.

      “Get him out here and tie him up,” I snapped. “If he wants to stay quiet, we chuck him in a slime pit.”

      I looked from Yuri to Amber and back. Once again, Yuri was unconvinced and looking grim, frowning. Amber was nodding.

      “As you wish it to be, your grace,” Yuri said.

      “Okay, fuckwad,” I said to Yuri, “if you don’t agree with me, that’s fine. You might be right. I might be wrong. But we’re out here working together. Falling back on that you’re-the-duke stuff is bullshit.”

      “I think it is unwise to free a goblin who clearly has magical capabilities, especially when we do not know the extent of those capabilities.”

      “I can see that. But leaving him in there means he can just run and hide behind the rocks and then we have to go in and find him if we want to talk to him. And having to go in there means we’re on his turf, where he could have prepared traps.”

      Yuri took a second, furrowed his brow, and then gave me a nod.

      “You have a solid point,” he said. “I will agree with you on this.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Amber, do you mind holding this asshole while Yuri and I try to open the gate?”

      She grabbed the goblin from me, maybe also banging the unconscious form against the bars again for good measure.

      I stood up and looked over the bars.

      “Don’t suppose you’ve got lock-picking skills?” I asked.

      “No,” Yuri said.

      Amber sighed, but nodded.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “It has been important a time or two,” she said, holding the goblin, through the bars still, out to me.

      I grabbed the damn goblin while Amber pulled something out of her voluminous ponytail.

      She laid down on the ground to get her eye at the lock’s level, and went to work.

      The goblin started to move a little, and made moaning noises.

      Then there was a click. Amber flashed a huge smile.

      “Done,”  she said.

      I pushed the bars.

      Nothing.

      I pulled the bars.

      Nothing.

      “There’s another lock,” I said.

      “I only see the one,” Amber replied, frowning.

      I grabbed the bars and pushed hard. Really hard.

      The bar started to bend.

      “Fuck it,” I said, “Yuri, take the goblin.”

      The lion man did, and now that I had use of both my hands, I grabbed two bars and just pulled them apart. There was a momentary pause as the bars resisted, but then they bowed outward enough that Amber could probably have fit through. Plenty of space for a goblin.

      It took a little maneuvering, but Yuri yanked the goblin out. Amber knelt down and tied an impressive series of knots around the little robed figure until he was basically just a head, rope, and feet sticking out the other end. It made me want a burrito.

      I pulled my hand back and gave the goblin a gentle smack on the face.

      “Might want to let someone else do that,” Yuri said. “Liable to slap his jaw off.”

      “That only happened one time,” I said.

      “That happened?” Yuri asked.

      “Once,” Amber said, then she hauled off and slapped the goblin.

      The goblin’s eyes opened wide, and he started squirming.

      “The good news is,” I said in night goblin, “you’re out of the cage. But bad news: you’re mine.”

      “Bloodletter,” he hissed.

      “That’s me,” I said with a jaunty smile.

      The goblin somehow managed to go even whiter than it already was, losing the slight bit of blood it had in his face.

      “You want to explain a few things to us?” I asked.

      “No,” he said, his voice a hoarse whisper.

      “How about, if you don’t, I toss you in the slime pits?”

      “I might be able to tell you a few things.”

      “Why were you in there?” Yuri asked.

      “You speak night goblin?” I asked.

      “I speak many languages.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Why didn’t you ask?”

      “I’m vaguely narcissistic?”

      “Speak, night goblin,” Yuri said.

      “I did not agree with the high priest,” the night goblin said.

      “About?”

      “The high priest was killed,” the goblin replied. “I was not chosen to be the new high priest, but the new high priest saw me as competition, so—“

      “Ah, the old you-wanted-to-be-high-priest-and-was-passed-over situation,” I said. “Tale as old as time. Why didn’t he just kill you?”

      “A priest is not permitted to kill another priest.”

      “So you got tossed in there?”

      He nodded.

      “I was left to die,” he said. “It was expected the ogres would feast upon me, but I am skilled with illusion. But now maybe you will let me live?”

      “Depends on how helpful you are,” I replied, picking the goblin up. “Let’s keep moving while you explain a few things to us.”
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      I carried him, a bit like a briefcase, the short distance down the tunnel back to the training field.

      “The fuck is all this?” I asked.

      He just shook his head, confused.

      “I know nothing about this,” he said. “This was some farm area. Storage. It is a field now?”

      “And the smithy?” I asked. “Who set that up?”

      “Chetats. He was the first smith here.”

      “So the smithy’s been here.”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s in that tunnel?” I asked, pointing to the only tunnel left we had yet to explore.

      “The bat caves.”

      “The bats that you ride?”

      “I ride no bats,” he said, somehow looking haughty despite being tied all the fuck up. “I am a priest of—“ but he paused and rethought his sentence. “I am a priest.”

      “Of who?”

      “I dare not say the name.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “We’ll get to that. Either of you want to see the bats?”

      Amber shook her head.

      Yuri seemed curious. His gaze lingered in that direction, but then he shook his head as well.

      “Okay, back to the other field,” I said, and stomped off.

      The little goblin squirmed in all sorts of ways, but the knots Amber tied were solid. I didn’t stop in the next field, but I could hear the goblin talking to himself, small mutterings that seemed a mix of confusion and excitement. I went to the slime room instead.

      “This is for slime breeding,” I said, holding the night goblin up to my face. “Right?”

      “Yes, Bloodletter.”

      “What’s through that room? The pit in there.”

      “The pit?”

      “Full of meat.”

      “Oh, yes. That is the flesh pit.”

      “Flesh pit.”

      “Where the butchers put things they cannot use.”

      “There are butchers?”

      “I find I must ask you this — where are the other goblins?”

      “Which other goblins?”

      “Any of them.”

      “Mostly dead,” I said. “Hopefully all of them are dead.”

      “You killed them all, Bloodletter?”

      “I mean—“

      “The temple must be full. I must see the temple. Bloodletter! Take me to the temple!”

      “You don’t make the rules about who goes where when—“

      “You do not understand, Bloodletter. I must see the temple!”

      “I don’t even know where the temple is, you little shit.”

      “I will guide you.”

      “Well fuck,” I said. “Let’s see this fucking temple, I guess.”

      It felt weird to follow the directions of a goblin. Any interacting with a goblin felt off. They’d been mostly nameless enemies since my first day in Vuldranni, and certainly for the entire time we’d been fighting over the valley. I have to admit — to an extent, I didn’t really expect these creatures to have personality. Or to be individuals. I wondered if it was going to make it harder to kill them. Looking back down at the stupid goblin squirming around, I remembered the goblins who’d taken the little girl so they could cook her alive over the campfire.

      Nope. Still wanted to kill goblins.

      We went back through to the huts. The goblin had us skip the next tunnel (which he said led to the butchery) and take the following one, which was near enough to the breeder that I almost wanted to pause and bring the goblin over to Arno for interrogation. But the little goblin priest had his sights set on the temple, and any deviation sent him into fits.

      The tunnel was the longest we’d gone through yet, and also the nicest. It looked less like it was just left raw after carving it from the stone, and more like it had been worked. There were reliefs carved into the walls, nasty things like massacres and sacrifices. A history of creatures devoted to violence and blood. And all throughout the damn tunnel, the goblin under my arm squirmed more and more, his excitement growing into something bordering mania.

      When we emerged at the end of the tunnel, we entered a chamber dominated by a pyramid. Six levels of hewn black stone cut in large blocks. It looked both crude and impressive at the same time.

      The energy in the pyramid was palpable, like being too close to high-tension power lines. A thrum reverberated about the room, leaving no doubt this was a special place.

      “It still stands!” the goblin priest said from under my arm. “The power, the beauty—“

      “Shut up,” I said, giving the goblin a shake. “What is this?”

      “The temple!” He said. “The devil said it would work, but I doubted him. You were the architect of your own destruction!”

      “You realize you lost, right?”

      “There is no way the great god can lose when we unleash him across—“

      “Dude, your priests already tried that.”

      “You speak lies.”

      “Do I? Pretty sure your priest buddies summoned a big fuck-off goblin-looking thing that tried to destroy Coggeshall. And then me and my buddies beat the shit out of the big fuck-off goblin. And now we are here.”

      “It is not possible. The god cannot—“

      “Don’t know what to tell you. The god did — and hold your fucking horses a minute. What the fuck did the devil do for you asshats?”

      “I will not tell you.”

      “You really want to visit with the slimes, huh?”

      “No.”

      “Then talk.”

      “The high priest made a deal on fiends’ night—“

      “The new one or the old one?”

      ‘The old one, I suppose.”

      “And the deal?”

      “The deal made you the bloodletter. That you would serve as an executioner, as a sacrificer. That all your sacrifices would be gathered here, in this temple. And it has worked, for look! The blood temple is full to bursting, waiting to be tapped. I could destroy everything you have created with but a touch.”

      “I could destroy you with a touch.”

      Yuri’s hand was on my shoulder. “Tread lightly,” he said, “the power available is immense, should he manage to tap it.”

      In a bad sign, the priest had gone quiet. Then he started to hum, almost as if he’d been listening to Yuri and now realized he could try to snag all the power for himself.

      “Fuck,” I said, and I slammed the goblin head first into the nearest wall.

      There was a brief thud, followed by a crack and a gooshy noise. Then the remains of his brains slid out of his broken skull and formed a gross pile at my feet.
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      GG! You’ve killed a Night Goblin (lvl 41 Death Priest).

      You’ve earned 500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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      Horribly, the blood lifted from the stone floor on its own. It swirled around in a reddish mist and then got sucked into the temple with an alarming alacrity.

      And then it was gone. The room went back to normal.

      “Intriguing,” Yuri said, peering at the temple. “A blood sacrifice storage facility. I have heard of such things.”

      He took a few tentative steps towards the temple, but stopped short.

      “Likely bad to get near it,” Yuri noted, mostly to himself.

      “I’m thinking we should probably just leave this room,” I said. “I don’t think we’re equipped to deal with it.”

      Yuri frowned. “I worry about leaving such a reservoir of power unprotected.”

      “You want to sit guard?”

      “I would likely be of little use guarding this against anyone who could actually withdraw that energy.”

      “Good point,” I said with a nod.

      “Supposing we leave it a secret,” Amber started, “might the temple not need a guard?”

      Yuri shrugged.

      “For the moment, I feel we likely have little choice in the matter,” Yuri said. “This may be a little late, but I think it probably would have been better to just remove the goblin from the temple space.”

      “Instead of braining him against the wall?” I asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “Yeah, bit late for that. Useful advice for, say, five minutes ago.”

      “Right. Apologies for that.”

      I sighed.

      “I’d like to get out of here,” I said, glancing around the room. There were two other exits — one behind the pyramid, and one in the opposite wall.

      Really just a guess, but I felt like the tunnel on the opposite wall was in the vague direction the butchery. It had a utilitarian air about it that the rest of the temple lacked. The sort of crude carved-out-of-the-native-rock look, as opposed to the finely crafted (relatively speaking), almost machined look to the temple and pyramid. The tunnel behind the pyramid continued the niceties, and while I was very curious to see the butchery and to check out the flesh pit from the top, what could that actually tell us about the night goblins and whomever was behind them?

      Likely nothing.

      But, on the other hand, we might find something hidden behind the temple.

      “That way,” I said. “Unless either of you have strong feelings on the topic.”

      Amber shook her head, and Yuri shrugged.

      I gave a nod, and we went around the temple room, giving the pyramid in the middle a wide berth by keeping our backs to the wall. It was interesting, because as we got nearer the pyramid, the feeling of power was more palpable. I had this strong internal desire to touch it despite knowing it was a bad idea. Nothing so easily avoidable as like, a voice in your head telling you to reach out and stroke the silky smooth black stone. That would have been too obvious. It was a more subtle thing, a pull, a calling.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw that my two compatriots shared none of the same compunction. They looked almost repulsed by the temple. Was that, I mean, maybe that had some sort of connection to me being the bloodletter. To me, having that rather horrible position as sacrificial executioner for the night goblins. I felt like that sort of a position should have included some sort of opt-in clause. Seemed a bit bullshit they could just lay that on me without me even fucking knowing about it. But it did make things a little clearer in terms of combat with the little assholes. They were happy to die by my sword, because that meant they were being sacrificed to the good of the tribe as a whole.

      Assholes all the same.

      I swallowed my desire to touch the pyramid and walked faster through the room to the tunnel.

      This tunnel was still nice, but lacked some of the decoration of the tunnel leading from the main temple tunnel. More than anything, though, it was clean. And it was its cleanliness that made the tunnel stand out from the rest of the cavern.

      At the end, we came to something that I think was the goblin equivalent to a library. It was a round room, large enough to fit, say four big wagons, and had a gently sloping dome ceiling with, strangely for the goblins, glow stones embedded at regular intervals. The stones didn’t have much charge to them, or they weren’t made to put out much light. Either way, it was dim in the room. But pleasantly so.

      There were some bits of furniture around, all goblin sized, and all of it seemed to have been an attempt at quality, though without the expertise to actually make the quality happen. Nothing was level, and even I could see that nothing with four legs had them all on the ground at the same time.

      There were eight doors coming from the room, as well as one more tunnel.

      “Doors,” I said. “The doors have to mean something.”

      I opened the first door.

      There was a small tunnel (of course) of about six or so feet before the room opened up. It was very obviously a bedroom. A nice bedroom, with a rug on the floor and hangings covering the walls. Vibrant sheets covered the bed in layers, and a tiny armchair sat next to a small fireplace.

      At the foot of the bed lay a chest.

      Because I’m a bit of a whore for loot, I immediately went to the chest and ripped it open.

      A small ball of fire exploded in my face.

      I blinked a few times, then coughed out a mouthful of smoke I didn’t know I’d taken.

      “Might want to check that for traps,” Yuri said.

      “Yeah, thanks for that,” I said.

      The goods inside seemed to have been unhurt by the fire trap. I guess because it was virtually all golden coins.

      A sizeable chunk of them was Imperial, but there were also plenty from places I’d never heard of. Which, to be fair, is not exactly saying much. My concept of Vuldranni geography was worse than my concept of American geography, and I thought Rhode Island was one of the Hawaiian ones.

      All the coins went into my bag.

      We ransacked the rest of the room, but there was nothing else worth finding. A stack of goblin robes, a book that had been partially used as firestarter. I left all of that, and we went on to the next door.

      Same as the first.

      A room, round, nice enough. Crappy small furniture in a pale mimicry of luxury. No chest in this room, but we did find a small leather pouch full of rings.

      In fact, of the eight doors, six led to nearly identical bedrooms.

      Two led to more ostentatious bedrooms, where we found larger accumulations of pilfered treasures. All of which went into the bag.

      But there were no journals, no letters, nothing to indicate anything in terms of what had happened here. We had a little gold, but no information.

      So we went back into the library, and walked down yet another tunnel.
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      We came out on the other side of the river.

      Off to the right, I could see the light orb hanging above the breeder. In between us and the breeder was the empty riverbed.

      It was immediately clear we were in a different echelon of the cave. This side was orderly. Well, about as orderly as goblin caves could get, I suppose. The three buildings over here were still made of grey clay-stone stuff, but they had upright walls, wooden roofs, doors, windows — all those little details. They even had chimneys. It reminded me of longhouses, big, simple rectangles. Despite how nice they were, what made the buildings feel so remarkably different was just that they weren’t round.

      I could hear gurgling. When I examined the empty riverbed, I noticed a structure that looked an awful lot like a dam, redirecting the flow of what appeared to be a very strong river.

      “Found our flood,” Yuri said.

      “I was just about to say that exact thing,” I replied. “Great minds.”

      “What about great minds?”

      “They think alike.”

      “Do they? I would imagine we attribute greatness to those who are able to—“

      “It’s just a saying.”

      “Ah. Then I will leave my discussion—“

      “Found our flood,” Amber said, a big smile on her face, clearly enjoying the chance to cut Yuri off.

      Yuri frowned at her.

      “Probably best to leave this for the experts,” I said. “Remind me to get Mercy and Essie here.”

      “You need someone to remind you of that?” Yuri asked.

      “I’ve got a lot going on.”

      “We are in a lot of trouble...”

      “Hey,” I said, ready to defend myself, but the big lion man had already headed off to the buildings.

      The largest of the longhouses was clearly a special place. The outside had been studded with something, creating an interesting texture all over it. It wasn’t until I was right next to it that I realized the texture was teeth. Teeth of all types, some of which I recognized because I’d knocked out enough human teeth to identify them with ease.

      There were a lot of human teeth across the front.

      The door was open, which really sent the hair on the back of my neck on end. At least what little of it remained, following my face full of fireball.

      I reached out with tremorsense to check the house.

      Nothing significant moved inside. Which didn’t necessarily tell me that it was safe, since something could be waiting to ambush us.

      I pulled my sword out in a heartbeat, and I used the tip to push the crude wooden door further open. The hinges creaked in protest.

      Nothing moved inside. No bug, no rodents, nothing.

      It was mostly just a singular room. The floors were stone, as was the fireplace at the far end, which still had some unburnt bits of wood in it. Evidence someone used it on the regular. The walls were liberally covered in mounted heads of various species and quality, including a number of humans, kobolds, and dwarves. I felt a mild sense of luck in that I didn’t recognize any of the heads.

      In the middle of the space sat a throne made from woven bones. It was just epic enough to be awesome instead of disgusting. I mean, I didn’t want to sit in it or test the damn thing out, but I could admire the awful aesthetic going on. There were a few tall candlesticks with candles that looked kind of gross, like they weren’t made of normal wax. By the look of the burnt wicks and the wax on the floor, they had been used often. I saw soot spots on the ceiling.

      One end of the longhouse was taken up by a large tapestry, something I assumed had been stolen from somewhere, given that it had absolutely nothing to do with goblins. It was quite pretty, if a bit tarnished by smoke and being hung in a goblin home. It had a dark blue background and looked a bit like a stylized map.

      At the other end of the longhouse, we saw a single door in the middle of the wall.

      I couldn’t help myself — the curiosity was nearly overwhelming. I went to the door.

      A bedroom. A rather shitty, dark bedroom without a lot of room and a large cage in the corner with a corpse laying on the bottom. You know, just like you’d find at Ikea, where you’d have to put the corpse together yourself. Or just build the cage around yourself and die in the corner over frustration at how to pronounce KRYDDNEJLIKA or SMÖRBOLL.

      Tanned hides of various qualities were piled on the bed, some a little overly long so they hung over the chest at the foot, almost like it was supposed to hide it. Or, rather, like the bed owner was trying to hide their chest.

      I pulled the nearer handle on the side of the chest.

      There was a kap-thwing as a small bolt shot out from under the bed and punched through my calf.

      “Fucking traps,” I sneered, and wrenched the chest up and away from the floor, carrying it out of the bedroom into the throne room. “Go through this.”

      I dropped the chest on the floor and went back to the bedroom, pausing only a moment to rip the bolt out of my leg.

      The cage still held my attention. I wanted to get closer and see what’d been in it.

      I wish I hadn’t been so curious.

      At one point, it had been a human, and, I think, a woman? But there wasn’t a whole lot left. It looked like more horrible deeds had been done to the body, the worst being what looked like multiple bites that had been allowed to heal over. It seemed like the person in the cage had been kept there as a midnight snack, and left alive so the meat didn’t spoil...

      I hated goblins.

      “I hate goblins,” I said out loud.

      “Agreed,” Yuri said, frowning as he looked around the room. “Do you think this is where the leader of the goblins lived?”

      “Seems like it.”

      “Then as vile as it might be, we should search this room thoroughly.”

      “I mean, maybe?” I said, giving the room another look. “What do you think we’ll find in this literal shithole? A journal? You think this guy had the means to write? Or knew how to read? I don’t think there’s anything to find here, man.”

      “But if there is—“

      I sighed. “Maybe. How about you stay here and look? Amber and I can go check out the other two houses.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and backed out of the room, bumping into Amber. “You don’t want to go in there.”

      “Oh?” she asked, and her mouth twisted a little, as if she was thinking. I could see the calculations, that her curiosity was piqued and she wanted to peek. And yet, she ultimately just shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      The other two houses lacked the external ornamentation of the first, but there seemed to be more attention paid to the construction. The first was more like the priests’ quarters. Almost like a place I could imagine living, with chairs and tables, some cabinets, a bed. There was a small fireplace off to one side that had evidence of relatively constant fires. Someone had taken the time to sweep the ashes.

      A bookshelf was off to one side, with a goblin-sized armchair next to that. A small side table held a silver goblet, with the vague remnants of wine still in it. A quick poke through the cabinets revealed several bottles of wine, but I couldn’t read any of the labels — it was in some hidden language. Or, you know, one of the thousands of languages in this insane world I’d yet to learn.

      On one end of the longhouse was the bed, which was made. There was a tiny chamberpot beneath it, which was clean. I mean, I didn’t, say, taste test the thing, but it lacked the usual goblin layer of actual feces. So, for the purposes of the goblin fucking cavern, it was clean.

      The whole thing just raised questions in my head. Who lived here? Why had they lived here? Were there goblins who acted like—

      “Nothing in the chief’s room,” Yuri said, wiping his hands off on his trousers. “The remains, though, were human.”

      “Remains?” Amber asked.

      “Dead body in the chief’s bedroom,” I said. “Bit, uh--“

      “Gruesome?” Amber asked.

      “Eaten,” Yuri answered.

      “Eesh.”

      “Given what I could gauge as their belongings, I would not suspect they were from Coggeshall. Or anywhere Imperial.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      “This,” he said, and he pulled out a squarish piece of skin that held most of an intricate design.

      “Is that an indicium?” I asked.

      “I believe it is.”

      “Why, I mean do they flare on death?”

      “Perhaps?” Yuri said. “I fear I am no expert on them.”

      “Many do,” Amber said, eyes down. A motion I’d learned indicated that she was referencing what she’d learned in her previous career as a brothel worker. “It would depend largely on the indicium, but many times, they do, sometimes providing hidden information about the person. Or a bounty for delivering the body. Sometimes it served as proof of death or an amount owed.”

      “You could have an I.O.U. written into your skin?” I asked.

      Amber shook her head. “More like a password to retrieve belongings from someone. Used by, um, those who preferred to stay out of banks.”

      “Black market stuff.”

      “Right. Also, slave marks would remain past death. At least, that is what I have heard.”

      “Do you recognize that?” I asked.

      She paled a little, but she took the skin from Yuri and spread it out on a table. She took her time, lightly tracing her finger above the blue-black lines.

      But ultimately she shook her head. “It looks like something, or, rather, I feel like I know it, but I cannot place it.”

      I peered closer at it.

      There were intricate lines looping over and around each other. No straight lines, no hard angles. It was all circles, swoops, and ellipsis. Beautiful and weird, with a strange sense of foreboding about the whole thing. My feelings echoed Yuri’s: this was so different, I couldn’t imagine it coming from anywhere near Glaton.

      “We’re pretty fucking remote out here,” I said. “I think we can all agree on that.”

      Nods.

      “Where the fuck would she have come from then?” I asked.

      Everywhere we looked in this god damn goblin hell hole, we found more questions. A lot more questions.

      Which was just fucking annoying.

      I mean, come the fuck on.

      The frustration soared in me. I walked over to the bed, picked it up, and slammed it on the floor.

      Wood splintered out in every direction as the bed split apart in a glorious display of immature rage.

      “Feel better?” Yuri asked.

      “Only the slightest bit,” I said with a sigh.

      But looking down at the wreckage, I noticed the ground was no longer level. A chunk of the floor tilted up. Not quite like a trapdoor, but like a literal piece of the floor that was tilted up.

      I knelt down, slipped my finger under the piece, and flipped it up.

      Inside was something rectangular and wrapped in oilcloth.

      Even just putting my hand near whatever it was, I could sense power emanating from it. I almost didn’t want to touch it.

      “What is it?” Yuri asked.

      “Something valuable enough to have its own custom hiding place,” I replied, swallowing my concerns and snatching the rectangle.

      It almost felt pringly to the touch, like I was holding something electric, like my entire hand was a tongue tied to a nine-volt battery. I carried it to a nearby table, and then carefully unfolded the oilskin wrapping to reveal a book.

      It had a carved leather cover and burnished bronze fittings. The paper inside seemed overly thick, but there was a lock keeping the book shut, so I couldn’t open it to find out why the paper was thick. Or what might be contained within.

      “Want to try picking this lock?” I asked Amber.

      “No,” she replied. “Magic books are kept locked for a reason, your grace.”

      “Especially a magic book for goblins,” Yuri added. “Best would be to take it over to Arno. See if he can tell us anything about it.”

      “We still have one more building to check,” I said. “You think this will be okay in my bag?”

      “I do,” Yuri said. “But I appreciate you considering these possibilities.”

      “Whee, growth.”

      “Yes, well, we will take what we can get.”

      I basically threw the book into my bag, and then I stomped out of the house, marching across the open courtyard to the last building. I didn’t even bother to check the house. I just kicked the door in and stood there, really fucking confused at what I saw.

      Human sized furniture.
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      There was no way I could have expected what I was looking at, which was furniture fit for myself. Not a duke, mind you, or someone with any sense of style. But the furniture was sized correctly, if built crudely.

      It was clearly meant for a human, or a human-sized someone to live there. And, based on what I was looking at, there had been, at one point, a human sized thing actually living there. The bed in the corner had been slept in, and had been left unmade when whomever left had left. And whomever had left had done so in a hurry. The fire had been left to burn out, dishes of food remained half-eaten on the table next to a book with its bookmark still in place. A pair of shoes sat right under the bed.

      When I swallowed my shock and looked around, I realized it was functionally an apartment. There was a cooking fire off to one side, a small shelf of books next to a little chair with a picture hung on the wall to approximate a window. A couch, or something that looked like a couch, sat against the wall. The goblins clearly needed to work on their upholstery skills, as the fabric chosen for the couch had been a hide of some animal that was only marginally well tanned. It was pretty easy to see where the eyes had been. Creepy.

      There weren’t many personal touches to the place — it had that business efficiency sort of flavor to it.

      I went to check the books. They were of all different languages, only one of which I knew, and that was a book on soils of western Mahrduhm. Not exactly the most enthralling topic to dive into. Either the person staying in this room was a real bibliophile who spoke an inordinate number of languages, or these books had been gathered by the goblins and thrown in here to give the home the appearance of a human dwelling. Or, because there were so many human-like species in Vuldranni, the appearance of a non-goblin human-like dwelling. I went over to the book by the bed, but it was in a language I couldn’t read. However, given the preponderance of illustrations within of various apparent males with kitsune girls in compromising positions, I was willing to guess the room’s resident was not at all into reading the articles so much as leering at lewd ladies.

      “This is...” Yuri started, “unexpected.”

      “Can you read any of these books?” I asked.

      “I can read, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “These are all in different languages, I’m just trying—”

      “Ah, I can give a look.”

      He walked over to the bookshelf and gave it a cursory glance.

      “There is one here in Mahrduhmese, something about soil,” Yuri said. “There’s a catalog of ruins from Larcofrankia. But nothing else I can read.”

      “You think it’s just a random accumulation?” I asked.

      “I do.”

      Amber knelt down in front of the bookshelf and poked at the books.

      “There’s one here from Scoe Bloes,” Amber said. “And two from Vosmurg. All different topics.”

      “Okay, so more of a design choice,” I said. “The goblins built this for someone like us. But the big question is why.”

      I looked at my comrades as if they’d have an answer.

      They did not.

      Yuri knelt at the fireplace and ran his fingers through the burnt bits.

      “Still warm?” I asked.

      “Not at all,” Yuri said. “But there is something intriguing here.”

      He sifted through the ashes and pulled out small fragments of paper. It looked as if someone had thrown either a bunch of paper in the fire, or had thrown in a book, and the fire had burned most, but not all of it.

      Amber and I knelt next to Yuri, and the three of us worked together to piece the charred edges together as best we could, peering at the barely visible ink marks in an attempt to make sense of it all.

      But I didn’t see any words written down. It was all shapes and lines. Arrows. Almost like... football plays? Sports—

      “Military formations,” Amber said.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I said.

      “Look here,” she replied, pointing to a rectangle with an x through it. “I might be off, but I believe this is an infantry symbol. And the line with a triangle—“

      “Is an arrow, that I got,” I said.

      “And if this edge lines up with this edge, you can see that they have drawn one group,” she pointed to a different rectangle, this one with a single line, “perhaps cavalry, retreating, while the infantry group attacks from the flank.”

      Yuri nodded, and pushed another set of scraps towards me.

      “You can see similar symbols here,” he pointed at a scrap, “and here.”

      The two of them continued to piece together more tiny bits of paper, until a larger picture started to really emerge. Someone had been here teaching the goblins how to fight.

      I stood up and walked over to the door, looking out across the river at the sea of huts beyond. Who would have come to a goblin city, for lack of a better word, and tried to teach them? Who would have been willing to live among these horrible creatures? And when had they left? Where had they gone? More important, why had they come?

      “This is bad,” I said.

      “These are well drawn,” Amber said, still looking at the various bits of paper and moving them around. “Whomever did these knew what they were doing.”

      “Have you studied military history?”

      “My previous career had, um, lots of downtime. And I had limited access to books. But one of my, erm, visitors brought me a collection of books on military tactics. He was a nice older man who seemed more interested in companionship than, well, other things, and he liked to talk about his time in the Legion. And he wanted me to be able to converse back with him.

      “Have you thought about becoming—“

      “I am happy as a ranger, your grace,” she said with her eyes downcast, “but if you—“

      “Hey, I want my people to be happy. Be a ranger.”

      “Thank you, your grace.”

      “We should go talk to Arno,” I said, “and see if Skeld wrote back.”

      Yuri started to say something, and I know I should have listened, but my mind was running a thousand miles an hour. So I just walked out of the door and down the little set of stairs, and then headed back toward the river.

      “Your grace,” Yuri called out.

      “What?” I asked, a little harsher than I’d intended, but he startled me from my thoughts.

      “There is one more tunnel here,” he said, pointing over his shoulder at an ornate archway surrounding an open maw of a tunnel. “Should we investigate?”

      I glanced over at the bright orb hovering above the breeder, and at the slight sheen of the shield around the breeder. It seemed like both were holding strong, and no one had shouted or made any attempt to talk to me.

      “We should,” I said. “Lead on.”
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      It was cool in the cavern, but without being cold. Just enough warmth came from, well, I don’t know. Perhaps being under millions of tons of rock. Maybe from the wetness.

      It was more than humid — it just felt like there was water everywhere, on every surface. And, to an extent that was true. A layer of moisture shrouded everything. The slightest bit of dust turned to mud. Touch a wall, and your hand gets wet. My hair, what little of it there was (thanks, fireball), was damp, and never felt like it was drying.

      Yet as we passed through an archway, the air felt instantly drier. Colder. Fresher somehow.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Yuri said.

      “You had to say that,” I said.

      “It was just a feeling.”

      I frowned at him.

      It was a short tunnel, leading to what seemed like a very square stairwell with stairs running along the outside walls with a hole in the middle.

      Yuri grabbed hold of me and then leaned way out over the edge, peering straight down.

      “I fear this is a stairwell down to a Gloom portal,” he said, pulling himself back up.

      “You can see it?” I asked, leaning just a little over the edge to peek down.

      “I can smell it,” he replied.

      Amber didn’t come any farther into the room. She stayed right at the entrance.

      I looked along the stairs, and there was plenty of evidence that the goblins had come this way in a hurry. All sorts of crap was everywhere. Things that had been dropped as goblins ran. Rags, blankets, food. There was also quite a lot of blood, as if many wounded creatures had tried to make their way down the stairs.

      Yuri looked at me.

      “Do we continue?” he asked.

      “Do you think the Gloom portal is the only thing down there?” I asked in reply.

      “I would be amazed if there was anything else. Gloom portals are often seen as wondrous and dangerous. It would be highly unlikely anything would be next to it, just on the off chance something from the Gloom thought to come through when the portal was opened.”

      “So if we’re going down, we’re planning on going into the Gloom, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you ready for that sort of a trek?”

      “Of course.”

      “Amber?”

      “Not exactly, but if that is what your grace wishes...”

      I bit my lip and looked over the edge again, doing a quick count of stairs. I came up with a lot. There were a lot of stairs. I didn’t exactly want to have to go all the way down and then back up if I forgot something, and I had the distinct feeling I had forgotten something.

      “We would be remiss in not letting the others know we are going into the Gloom,” Amber said quietly.

      I nodded, and pointed at her.

      “She’s got a good point,” I said. “Let’s go back to Arno and Ragnar. See when Skeld is coming.”
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      We found the superweasels still actively hunting the remaining snoglins, and having a fantastic time of it. It almost seemed like they were making a competition of it, with each superweasel taking their kills to individual piles.

      “Solve your mysteries?” Ragnar asked, still sitting on top of a hut, ostensibly on watch, but looking more like he was having a picnic.

      “Not a one,” I said. “Did Skeld write back?”

      Ragnar popped a bite of cheese into his mouth, and then pulled out the journal.

      “Huh,” Ragnar said. “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “You sure you grabbed the right journal?” I asked.

      “Of course I did,” Ragnar snapped back.

      I rolled my eyes and knelt down next to Arno, who looked, well, not great. He was sweating profusely and breathing rather hard.

      “How’s my favorite Legion mancer doing?” I asked.

      “Remind me to say no to future escapades with you,” Arno replied.

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Get another mancer here.”

      “I’m writing another damn note,” Ragnar chimed in, sliding down the hut wall to stand next to me and show me the profanity laden note he’d written.

      Arno reached up and touched the book. Then he smiled the sort of smile where you can’t quite believe what has happened.

      “There’s no magic in that book, young lutra,” Arno said, holding back a laugh.

      “That’s ridiculous,” Ragnar said, turning the leather journal every which way, inspecting it closely, as if that was going to offer some hidden insight. “It’s — oh. Shit. This isn’t the right journal.”

      He dumped his bag out, revealing a vast assortment of items, but definitely no additional books or journals.

      “Okay, well,” I said, “I guess it’s time we have a little planning session. You’re unwilling to let me just destroy the breeder?”

      “It would be a disservice to the Empire,” Arno said. “I cannot. We must study it. It might prove invaluable to our continued issues with goblins. The lives we could save—“

      “I get it,” I interrupted. “I get it. We have to keep this fucking thing alive, which means keeping it shielded, which means you need to stay here until someone can come help you move a giant flesh pot that absorbs anything it touches.”

      “I might not have phrased it exactly as such, but yes. I must stay with this entity.”

      “Might I also interject,” Yuri said.

      “It’s a free-form discussion,” I replied. “Interject away.”

      “I fear how far behind we might be.”

      “From?”

      “The goblins who ran from here. And whomever was here helping them. If we must wait until we can return to Coggeshall and bring another magic user here, we will have lost whatever trail might be left within the Gloom.”

      “Why are you bringing up the Gloom?” Arno asked.

      “We found a staircase to the Gloom over there,” I said, pointing to the other side of the river. “Also a damn that diverts the river that used to run here down into Coggeshall. Most likely.”

      “And you feel the need to venture into the Gloom?”

      “It’s not a desire,” I said. “My quest is to find out who was behind the night goblins. I haven’t yet. They ran, and I want to find them. I need to find them, and make sure they aren’t just going to come back and wreck us again.”

      “That is something of an issue you face.”

      “We face,” I said. “Unless you want us to just leave you here solo.”

      “I would prefer otherwise.”

      “Okay,” I said, and I took a second to pace back and forth.

      We needed to get Air Fritz out here with some spell slingers. Then we needed — no. If Arno wanted to move the breeder, that was on him. More important for me to figure out how to keep him safe and give him the chance to study the breeder. But that meant somehow getting word back to Air Fritz. Which meant someone had to go back and chat with Fritz. Well, chat with anyone at Coggeshall. Getting to Fritz would be simple once we got to Coggeshall.

      “Okay,” I said again, “here we go. Someone needs to go back to Coggeshall and give the message Ragnar wrote down. Someone has to stay here with Arno. I have to go into the Gloom. I’d prefer not to go alone—“

      “I can go with you,” Bear piped up. “It would take me the longest to go back.”

      “I should go back,” Amber said. “I would be fastest through the valley.”

      “I want to see the Gloom,” Ragnar said.

      “I have traversed the Gloom before,” Yuri said. “It would be foolish for anyone to go with his grace if not me.”

      “See,” I said, pointing to Yuri, “that’s a good point. Ragnar, I know you’re going to be pissed—“

      “I have to stay here with the weasels, huh?” Ragnar asked, already pout.

      “First of all, they are superweasels,” I said. “And second of all, you’re staying here with Arno, and the superweasels are staying here with the both of you.”

      “That’s a whole lot of words just to say, ‘you’re right Ragnar, I’m leaving you behind.’”

      “Um, protecting Arno is a vital job for the Empire. You might even get a medal out of this.”

      “What the fuck am I going to do with a medal? I want to see the Gloom.”

      “I’m sure there will be plenty of opportunities for us to visit the Gloom.”

      “Gods, I hope not,” Yuri muttered.

      “Ignore him,” I said, still talking to Ragnar. “I will make sure you visit the Gloom.”

      “I’m holding you to that promise,” Ragnar said, and then plopped down next to Arno.

      “If it makes you feel better,” Bear said with a cheeky smile, “you can think about how if you’d brought the right journal, you could have gone with us.”

      Ragnar threw a piece of cheese at Bear, who tried to dodge it, but Ragnar guessed where she’d dodge, and the chunk o’ cheese went straight into her face.

      “Your grace,” Yuri said, “now that we know our path, every minute we spend here is a minute further behind we are, and the slim chance we have at catching them disappears.”

      “I know. I know. Amber is going to go to Coggeshall. Arno will keep the shield running. Ragnar and the superweasels will keep Arno safe. Yuri and Bear and I are going into the Gloom to figure out who was behind the Night Goblins. And probably kill some goblins. Got it?”

      There was a sort of group nod. I had the feeling that if we had been on Earth, we’d have done one of those put-your-hand-in-the-middle cheers.

      But we weren’t on Earth, so we stood there awkwardly for a moment before I smiled, and said, “All right, let’s get the fuck out of here and see some awesome shit in the Gloom. Sorry, Ragnar.”
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      Stairs are never fun.

      I’m just going to say that it doesn’t matter how strong you are, or how fit you are, or how much you like climbing things. Stairs just suck. Especially stairs that are designed more for goblins than, say, people with normal feet.

      My toes hung off the treads of the stairs, and my heels kept bumping the rises. It was not pleasant. And I maybe fell more than once going down the fucking seemingly fucking endless series of fucking stairs that just went on and on and on. Holy fuck, there were stairs.

      I actually considered just jumping down through the open area in the center of the shaft, but even though I knew I’d probably live, and even though I knew I’d definitely heal, there was still the prospect of the intense pain from that sudden stop at the end.

      Instead, I just walked down the stairs and groused about it.

      Bear, meanwhile, rode my shoulder.

      Somehow Yuri seemed to have no issue with the size of the stairs, despite the fact that he was nearly as big as I was. He even laughed when I fell, though to his credit, he at least asked if I was okay before giggling.

      Finally, after we’d been walking for a long fucking time and I could no longer see the ceiling of the stairwell, we got to the bottom. It was a bit unceremonious. The stairs just, well ended. And in true goblin fashion, they ended midway down a flight.

      We went through a short hallway. It was wide for goblins, and a little taller than their usual tunnel, but also more square. It took us to a stone archway that seemed to have been carved out of the living rock. Runes and symbols were hacked into the rock, lacking in any sort of style or beauty, but still with some precision to the work. Something that spoke to the exactness required for whatever magic made the doorway to the Gloom work.

      “How do we open it?” I asked.

      “Depends on the door,” Yuri said as he walked closer. He inched up to the door carefully, as if it might be trapped.

      Which, to be fair, was probably the right way to go about things.

      He stopped suddenly and knelt down, pulling a small dagger from his belt in one smooth motion. He poked at the floor with the point of the dagger for a second before finding some sort of edge. He did something with his hands, very carefully, then swore softly: “Fucking tiny hands.”

      “Tiny hands here,” Bear exclaimed. She hopped off my shoulder, landing strangely lightly on the ground before she approached Yuri.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Lift here and there.”

      She did so while I took a tentative step closer to see what I could see.

      Nothing.

      Then, with a little flick of his wrist, Yuri pulled a small contraption from the floor.

      “Fire trap,” he said, presenting it to me as if I would know what the fuck to do with one.

      “Great,” I said.

      He held it out a moment longer, and then frowned.

      “Put it in your damn bag,” he hissed.

      “Ah, right,” I said, and put the trap in my bag. “Sorry.”

      He rolled his leonine eyes, and then continued down the hall, moving carefully.

      “How do you think they came through here so quickly without hitting this trap?” I asked, leaning against the wall.

      “Either they know where the traps are and choose their steps carefully, or these traps are set to go off if something heavier than a goblin steps on them.”

      “I saw some pretty big goblins when we were fighting—“

      “I am trying to concentrate, your grace,” he said.

      Bear just shot me a look.

      Somewhere in the neighborhood of thirty minutes later, we had four more traps and a slim path to travel that Yuri felt was safe. I calmly walked down the thin line and stood right up next to the carved portion on the rock.

      It was strange to be that close and feel nothing.

      I pushed against the rock.

      Nothing.

      I used detect metals and minerals and as far as I could tell, it was just normal rock, just like everywhere else around us at the moment. Except one little spot, over to the northwest, where there seemed to be a vein of something running in an upward diagonal. No idea what that might have been though.

      “I’m assuming there’s some magic involved,” I said.

      “Of course, your grace,” Yuri said.

      “Can we stop with the ‘your grace’ shit when it’s just you and me.”

      “Bear Snowgust is here as well,” Yuri said with a slight head nod to the diminutive brownie back on her perch. That is, my shoulder.

      “Yeah,” Bear said.

      “Sorry Bear,” I said. “When it’s just us. No need for the duke stuff.”

      “As you wish, your grace,” Yuri said.

      “Yuri.”

      “Montana.”

      “Better. Thank you.”

      He winked, and then returned his attention to the door.

      “There is often a unique element that makes the portal open,” he said, running his fingers along the runes as if they were braille.

      His lips moved as he worked his fingers around the grooves of the runes and carvings. He went all the way around once, then touched over certain places before nodding a few times to himself. Yuri pulled out a small pouch and untied a string that let it unfold into a large piece of leather. Inside the pouch had been a number of small vials, as well as seven or eight small objects wrapped in felt. He sorted through the vials and picked the one he wanted. Then he pulled out one of the felt-wrapped objects, undid the felt, and held up a crystal.

      He set the crystal in the archway’s top, in a spot I hadn’t even noticed. Then he uncorked the vial and poured the liquid inside over the crystal.

      For a moment, I thought nothing had happened.

      But then a rush of energy whipped out of the crystal and went through the various runes. A vibrant blue light wound its way down from the crystal in either direction until it reached the floor. With all the runes alight, but none of the other carvings, the stone in the archway seemed to ripple for a moment.

      Yuri reached up, pulled the crystal out of its place, and then threw it through the archway. It hit the rippling stone, and it almost seemed like it tore the stone away, taking the stone to some other place. A different dimension, I guess, because one instant there was dark grey stone, and the next, we were looking at a pathway at the bottom of a darkened crevasse.

      “The Gloom beckons,” Yuri said, gesturing for me to go first.

      “Anything I should watch out for in there?” I asked, peering around without stepping through.

      “Everything.”
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      The Gloom had a very different sense to it. From the very beginning, it just felt like a reality at odds with everything I’d experienced on Vuldranni so far. There was no sky, for one. But the sense of scale also seemed off.

      I stepping through into what appeared to be a crevasse, and when I looked up I couldn’t see the top. But it wasn’t because the light ran out, it actually wasn’t quite as dark as where we’d been in the goblin cavern. The crevasse was lit at several points above us, little glowing plants let off a faint greenish glow, just enough to see that the glowing continued sporadically for what had to be more than a thousand feet before a vague fog blocked anything else.

      Yuri followed quickly behind. He did a little gesture with his hand, and suddenly he had the gem again. He put the gem back in the felt, and then put the vial and felt back in the leather, and then wrapped the leather back into a pouch and tied it on his belt.

      The portal back to Coggeshall remained, though.

      “Is that going to stay open?” I asked.

      “For a little while longer,” Yuri said. “Ten minutes, perhaps. It is difficult to judge how long a GloomDoor stays open with any accuracy.”

      “And something could go back through?”

      “Of course. Such is the danger of a GloomDoor. It is why they are usually in out of the way places.”

      “Is it, I mean, are we directly underneath Coggeshall valley?”

      “Yes and no,” he said as he stepped around me and continued a bit on the path. “The study of the Gloom has been sporadic at best, but no one I know has a firm grasp on the physical location. If there is one. Some speculate it is an alternate dimension. In which case, you would be incorrect. However, others theorize the GloomDoor merely provides access to the deep core of the planet itself. In which case, yes, you might be right. Though given the working upon that door, I would imagine we are very, very deep right now, your grace. Or Montana. Sorry — habit.”

      “Does that mean, like, bigger creatures?”

      “Not necessarily bigger. From my experience, the deeper one goes, the more powerful creatures you encounter. And often they are such that have chosen to live far away from the light. There is a lot of evil this far down. But you must also realize any distance we travel here will be unfathomably far on the surface.”

      “How deep are we?”

      “Deeper than I have ever been before.”

      “Great,” I said.

      “Hence why we might wish to be quick about this,” he said. “It would seem our goblin friends have left us a path to follow for the moment.”

      He gestured in front, and I saw that Goblin remains dotted the area before us. Quite a few corpses in various states of decay and, well, completeness were spread along what seemed to be a reasonably well-trodden path. Most of the dead goblins had large bites missing from their bodies, though some had their bodies missing from what seemed like remaining bites. And notably, all the easy soft-tissue treats were gone.

      Yuri didn’t wait for me to say anything. He just started along the path, moving quickly, but with care. He frequently looked up and around, a nod to the fact that this was a world where danger could come from anywhere.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the open portal, and said a silent prayer to my patron gods that nothing particularly nasty would choose to slip through and pay a visit to Ragnar and Arno upstairs. Then I followed my lion-like friend.

      “Have you been here before?” I whispered to Bear.

      “No,” she whispered back.

      Yuri’s head snapped around. He held up a clawed finger to his lips.

      Then he pointed up and to the right. A large, multi-limbed creature crawled along the wall, sideways. It looked down at us, and clacked huge mandibles together.

      Yuri stayed still, so I stayed still.

      The creature clacked once more, and then I heard answering clacks sounding above and around us. This seemed to satisfy the creature, and it continued on its way.

      Yuri touched me. I jumped, but managed to remain quiet. For good measure, I even reached out and snagged my brownie rider before Bear hit the ground, being that she fell off my shoulder when Yuri startled me. Yuri put his mouth basically up to my ear.

      “We must be quiet through here,” he said, his voice the barest whisper. “Disturbing their nest will bring about our destruction.”

      I nodded, really curious about what was nesting here, but choosing to be silent for the time being.

      Yuri nodded, and continued forward.

      I set Bear back on my shoulder, and felt her tiny hand pat me as a thank you.Then I followed Yuri.

      After about an hour of walking in the best silence we could muster, we got to a fork in the path. To the right we could see about ten feet before the path disappeared through a large crack in the wall. To the left, the path went about twenty yards before veering sharply to the left, going along what seemed to be open space. And, to make matters more confusing, the goblins seemed to have decided this would be an ideal place to stop leaving shit behind for us to follow, so we had to stop and actually think.

      I probably would have just flipped a coin, but Yuri went carefully over every surface, looking for clues. I gave him a little space and walked along the left path to the edge of the canyon. It was strange to have been at the bottom of a crevasse that then became the middle of a canyon. A canyon where I couldn’t see the top or the bottom.

      What I could see, however, made me feel a little oogey inside. There were the bug-like things nearly everywhere I looked. Especially down, where there were so many that sometimes it looked like they were crawling over each other to complete whatever awful giant insect tasks they had on their to-do list. Looking up, I could see other things moving. Things that were too far away and shrouded in shadow to be identified in any real way.

      Someone tapped my shoulder. If it hadn’t been Yuri, I would have been very upset. But it was Yuri. He gestured that we needed to go to the right.

      So we did. Which meant we had to squeeze through the tight crack. Which was probably generously sized for goblins, but for a big fuck-off hunk of meat like me, it meant literal squeezing. I had to force myself through, not just physically but mentally. I have literally never found anywhere less appealing to be in a confined space than a cave. It’s horrible. And more than once, it got so tight I would have to shove Yuri, and then he would have to pull me. At one point, Bear was going to coat me in a magical lubricant so I could slip and slide my way through, but then Yuri warned her against casting any spells that might attract the attention of things that liked to eat magic, which was apparently something we had to watch out for in the Gloom. Like, who the fuck made this hell-scape? I just wanted to know who I could curse for this horrific experience.

      The worst part of the whole thing was just how long it seemed to go. The path just went on and on and on, squishing through stones.

      We came across little critters, things like rodents and insects mixed together with nightmares. They weren’t particularly keen on having their habitats disturbed, and so they’d attack us, their tiny mouths full of sharp teeth swarming over us. Lots of biting happened, and lots of smacking at tiny creatures, which crushed them and covered us with gross rodent-bug blood. That’s the point I learned these creatures were called rottugallas and that I hated them with a passion. I cursed as quietly as I could, but their bites were painful as fuck. Yuri, meanwhile, accepted the pain without comment, continuing on through the tiny crevasse as if it didn’t bother him in the slightest.

      Time seemed to lose all meaning as we pushed on through. It certainly felt like we were walking for hours, but it really could have just been a single hour. I’d like to think that it was hours so I didn’t come off looking so much like a weenie, but, well, I couldn’t say. Maybe I can pretend it was days of torture that I took without complaint. Yeah, let’s say it was days.

      Anyway, after days of walking, which was probably two or three hours, we popped, me literally, out of the crevasse into a small round space about forty feet across. It seemed to have been purposefully carved out of the rock. It was all smooth and nice, and no more bitey bugmicethings. On the opposite wall, the crack continued on past the round room, growing both up and down precipitously fast. Meaning, to me at least, that we’d arrived at where the goblins had gotten. Even goblins would have trouble moving through the crack.

      Plus, there was another archway here, full of runes and symbols.

      Blood had been spilled on the floor recently, turning the copious dust into a gruesome maroon mud. We hadn’t stepped on any corpses in our trip through the crack — that’s something I certainly would have noticed. But considering the rather predatory nature of the bugratrodentassholethingsihatedwiththeveryfiberofmybeing, I’m pretty sure anything remotely meat-like had been consumed prior to our passage.

      Yuri paused just long enough to work out some of the cricks in his neck, which oddly made more noise than he had the entire day.

      He pointed to the archway, and then to us, and mimed going to the arch.

      Which I felt was a little patronizing. It was pretty obvious where we were going at that moment. And yet, what could I do? It’s not like I could make some sort of pithy comment, and considering I’d burned off all the hair on my head, I couldn’t even make a pithy facial expression.

      Bear, on the other hand, had no such compunctions. She made such a face that I could feel it.

      Yuri frowned, shrugged, and then trod carefully through the slight bit of dust and blood-mud until he stood directly in front of the archway.

      We got a repeat performance of Yuri taking the time to feel the runes and the symbols. But whereas he’d seemed confident on the first archway coming into the Gloom, here he seemed more confused. Doubtful. He went over the runes time and time again, carefully, from one direction then the other and back again, until finally he was satisfied enough to lay out the leather with the vials and the crystals and gems. He picked up one vial, then put it back and chose another. Then he switched back to the first. But he put that vial back and went to the crystals. He unwrapped four of them, revealing beautifully faceted gems of varied colors and shapes. For a minute longer, he debated between the gems, holding them up one at a time to the top of the doorway, then changing his mind.

      It was an excruciating process to watch, because the whole thing seemed so fucking arbitrary. I wanted to just yell at him to stop faffing the fuck about and get the fuck on with it— especially because I could hear something scratching along through the crack behind us.

      I took Bear off my shoulder and set her down on the floor. Then I turned around and tried to get a look back down the crack.

      Remember when I said how much I didn’t like those rodentbugthings? It seemed that, perhaps, they had heard me. Because a big version of those rottugalla fuckers was currently heading straight for us, slavering in anticipation of its coming meal.

      “Company,” I said softly. “Think you could get the door open?”

      “Working on it,” Yuri said.

      “Yuri,” Bear said sharply, “go a little faster.”

      “I think I can handle this asshole,” I said, pulling my sword from the sheath.”

      “Maybe,” Bear said, and then she pointed towards the crack on the other side of the room. “But what about them?”
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      “What about who?” I asked while walking over to the edge of the burgeoning crevasse. “Oh.”

      What I had initially taken to be just a small crevasse was actually a little opening into a much wider canyon, one wide enough that it just seemed to disappear into the darkness in every direction. That said, coming into the crevasse, from above no less, and heading our way was a something I can really only describe as a living root with more eyeballs than seemed to make sense in a place as dark as the Gloom.

      Then the bottom portion of the root-shaped thing opened into three pieces, all now mouths full of teeth. And then a larger chunk of the root-shaped thing opened up to reveal more mouth and more teeth. It was amazing, and also horrible. In a move that was only making things worse, as it got closer, the sheer size of the creature became apparent. It was huge. Its teeth were as big as Bear the brownie. The only potential saving grace was the disparity between the size of the root thing and the space it had to get through to us.

      “Bear,” I said, still trying to come to grips with dealing with this monstrous toothy root monster, “why did you say them?”

      “Look down,” Bear said.

      I did.

      And sure enough, more of the root monsters climbing upward, ready to join in the party.

      “Oh,” I said. “Yuri, maybe a little faster.”

      “I am going as quickly as I can, your grace,” he snapped.

      A quick glance revealed that Yuri was still debating his gem choices.

      My sword seemed awfully small for these creatures.

      “Boss,” Bear said, “the other side could use your attention.”

      “I’m not sure now is the best time for—“ I started, but the scratching noise from behind me got loud enough that the impending disaster of the root monsters was overridden.

      I turned and saw what I had thought was an extra large bug-rodent reaching its long multi-jointed legs out of the crack, getting ready to pull itself out to attack. I lunged and chopped with the sword, taking a mighty swing at the legs.

      The greenskinsbane blade deftly cut through the first of the four arms, but only made it halfway through the second.

      The creature was less than amused. It launched its beak-like jaw toward me on some sort of pseudopod-like structure before it even opened up. Then the beak, something along the lines of an octopus beak, opened and slammed shut with an ear-splitting clack, missing me by maybe an inch.

      Acting almost on instinct, I brought my left hand around and punched the thing in the side of the face.

      Or, you know, near the eye. With the beak extended, it was actually pretty difficult to determine where its face began and ended.

      The creature’s head slammed against the edge of the crack, and it looked confused for a second.

      I took the opportunity to jam my sword down through the top of the creature’s head until the blade popped out below. Then I grabbed the blade with my hand and pulled it through, bisecting the head.

      The creature made an awful noise, and tried to get away.

      I let it, turning just in time to see one of the tendrils attached to the giant root monster reach into our little open space, as if it were questing.

      Bear dodged out of the way pretty easily. But then the tendril angled toward Yuri, who was still deep in the whole game he was playing with the GloomDoor.

      I lunged forward in a classic fencer’s pose, and while I didn’t have a classic fencer’s sword, I used the greenskins’ bane as such and handily sliced through the questing tendril, lopping it off with one fell swoop.

      The tendril dropped to the floor with a ‘plop,’ and then the tendril started pouring out black ichor. Thick, nasty stuff that smelled like death and forgotten microwaved fish.

      “Gods,” Yuri said. “What have you done?”

      “Saved you from that thing,” I yelled back.

      “If any of the ichor gets on the door, we are truly fucked!”

      “Then get it open!” I screamed as I grabbed the ichor firehose and angling it away.

      The root monster thing made a horrific noise out of its multiple mouths, a noise that was answered by one, two, three, four other root-monsters all converging on us.

      “Let go,” Bear snapped.

      I did, and just as the tendril was about to sling back around and wrap up my face, Bear unleashed two bits of magic in quick succession: the first a brilliant flare of light that sped out into the space between the root monsters, and the second an orb-like shield that shimmered into place, its translucent nature quickly opaqued by the continued ichor flood.

      “How long is that going to last?” I asked, as the ichor came down in waves.

      “Maybe a minute,” she replied, “depending on what they throw at it.”

      “You hear that Yuri?”

      “I heard it,” Yuri said, strangely sounding stressed for the first time since I’d known him.

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Give me a moment’s peace.”

      “Might be mostly impossible, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      I stood there quietly, and looked at the cascading sheets of ichor, belatedly realizing how much worse the smell was going to be in the confined space of the shield.

      It was bad.

      Bear started gagging.

      My eyes watered.

      Yuri’s face reached all new expressions I’d never known to be possible in his attempt to keep his stomach in check.

      Finally, though, a mouth closed on the shield dome, and a horrific host of tongues descended from the dark recesses of the root-like monster, slithering through the ichor like exceedingly long-tentacled anemones. Or maybe as if a whole nest of tiny worms had been let loose, except all the worms were being held at one end—

      “I’m losing it,” Bear said.

      “One more second,” Yuri replied.

      “I don’t know that—”

      “It’s open,” Yuri said as the stone within the archway rippled and Yuri quickly threw the gem through to fully open our exit from the Gloom.

      Yuri grabbed his collection of items from the ground and darted through.

      I grabbed Bear and sprinted through the opening as the shield collapsed around us, showering the ground in the horrible ichor and allowing the tongue and teeth room to almost slither shut.
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      We didn’t stop running on the other side. We sprinted through a small cavern, barely big enough for me to run in without bumping my head across the roof.

      It was immediately apparent, however, that we were no longer in the Gloom. The air was cleaner, the cave smelled normal, and there weren’t creatures around every shadow trying to eat us. Granted, there was definitely a creature trying to figure out how to pull its bulk through the portal behind us, but that wasn’t the same thing. Not really.

      With Yuri leading, we wove a serpentine trail through the caverns along what seemed to be a well-trod path with several nicely-placed glowing mushrooms. We still didn’t find any goblin dead, though there were several discarded items, mostly broken earthenware containers that had probably once held food or drink. It had less a sense of goblins hurrying through the caves, and more a sort of commonplace littering. Being done with the thing and tossing it aside, not dropping it to run or move faster. I’d bet the goblins felt safer here. That I wasn’t going to be following them any longer.

      Oops. They were wrong.

      I looked forward to seeing their stupid goblin faces when I showed up and ruined their day.

      Somewhere around the thirty-minute mark of going through the cave, Bear cleared her throat.

      “I don’t think I need to be carried like a football any longer,” she said.

      “What is a football?” Yuri asked.

      “Toy from home,” I said, setting the little brownie down.

      She dusted herself off, and before I could stand up straight again, had pulled herself onto my shoulder.

      “Ah, no carrying,” I said, “but riding.”

      “It’s more comfortable,” she said.

      “And dignified,” Yuri added.

      “Exactly what I was going for,” I said.

      “Onward, noble steed,” she said.

      I neighed and ran in a faux gallop.

      Bear giggled.

      It was a strange interaction, I’ll admit. But I think there was this sort of elation that we’d made it through the Gloom by the skin of our teeth. I felt reasonably confident I could have found a way to fight off the root monsters. Probably. But I wasn’t so sure I’d have been able to do it while keeping Yuri and Bear alive.

      But now, we were in this distant cavern, still on the tail of our enemy who seemed to have forgotten we might follow. So yes, we were a little weird. A little loco. A little foolish. We were just having fun. And the fact that it was so strange that I noticed we were being silly made me wonder about most everything that’d happened in Vuldranni. Had I forgotten how to have fun?

      I ran promptly into Yuri, who whirled and gave me a look.

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      He nodded slightly.

      “Up ahead,” he said. “Light.”

      Sure enough, a slight glow came from around the next bend.

      Silly was forgotten, and we were back in business mode. We approached the corner with care, weapons at the ready.

      Right at the edge, Yuri stopped, and slowly peeked around.

      He immediately waved for me to come, and then stepped around himself.

      When I went around the corner, there was, indeed light.

      Daylight.

      Sunshine.

      An unbroken, impossibly blue sky stretched to the horizon above what seemed like a rather beautiful rocky desert.

      “Where the fuck are we?” I asked.
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      I rode to the Grand Canyon once.

      I only saw the canyon in the wee hours of the night because I got arrested for a misunderstanding. This landscape was remarkably similar to that. The Grand Canyon, not the jail. That was just a whole lot of urinated-on concrete.

      There were lots of rocky outcroppings in a wide variety of colors. Pillars of rock reached skyward, seeming to balance on the tiniest of columns. Plateaus dotted the valley in front of us, breaking apart the horizon. And yet, farther in the distance were snow-capped peaks.

      The mouth of our cavern emptied onto a small pathway along an otherwise vertical cliff, and the goblins had continued to leave the evidence of their passage along the jutting bit of rock.

      “Any clues as to where we might be?” I asked.

      “None,” Bear said.

      “I have no knowledge of any landscape that would match this,” Yuri said softly, his golden eyes wide as he took things in.

      It was beautiful, that’s for sure. Especially after the claustrophobia of being underground and in the dark. Coming outside to such a wide open space was startling in the best way.

      I had to rub my eyes a few times to get them to work. I couldn’t quite believe what I was seeing, because everywhere I looked — it really seemed like I’d stumbled into a Sergio Leone film.

      “We need to keep moving,” I said.

      “Of course,” Yuri replied, and he took the barest second to glance around at the actual trail before going the one direction we could go. “This way.”

      Obviously.

      The trail hugged the cliff for maybe half a mile before coming out to a large open area that seemed like a step down from the plateau. There was a little vegetation here and there, mildly green shrubbery with thorny bits on them. The reddish dust on the ground had been disturbed by the passage of many, many small feet, and it appeared that no attempt had been made to hide said passage.

      Bear tugged on my ear.

      “You should think about ordering a rest,” she whispered.

      “Why?” I whispered back.

      “When did you last sleep?”

      “Before we left.”

      “And how long have we been going?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you tired?”

      “Not really,” I said with a glance skyward to see that the sun was pretty high, meaning it was likely somewhere close to midday.

      “Don’t you think he might be tired?” she asked, pointing ahead to where Yuri was kneeling down to look at tracks that were actually quite clear.

      “Oh.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you tired?”

      “Not as much as Yuri. But he’s not going to ask you to give him a reprieve, whereas I will.”

      “Ah, yeah. Hey, Yuri,” I called out to the lion man, “I think we, or, I, I need a bit of a rest. Maybe we can find a slice of shade to eat and drink in, maybe take a bit of a nap. We can keep tracking once it’s a little cooler out.”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea, your, uh,” Yuri stopped and regathered himself, “Montana.”

      He got to his feet with a slight grunt, and we continued on the trail, moving a little faster as we looked for a shady spot for a little rest.
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      Down a little slope, we came to a copse of short gnarled trees with enough leaves to provide at least a modicum of shade.

      I was ready to just throw myself down and lean against a tree, but Yuri took a moment and walked around the area, prodded the trees, dug a little in the dirt, just checking everything, and then he sat down. I realized it was possible these trees might have been carnivorous. Put a little shade out, wait for something to take a nap, and then munch-time. Just part of the joys of Vuldranni living.

      Bear hopped off my shoulder and floated gently through the air until she landed softly, without even disturbing the dirt.

      I grabbed my flask of root beer and took a deep swig, which felt amazing. We hadn’t been there long, but the temperature was intense. Any metal on me was literally burning skin. I passed the flask to Yuri, and he took it with a smile. I pulled off my armor and put it in my bag. I hadn’t come dressed for war, so it wasn’t like I was layered up in plate and chain. But I had a breastplate on, plus pauldrons, and a basic hauberk. I had all the other armor in my bag if I needed it, and that’s where I put the armor I took off.

      Instantaneous relief. I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face as I felt the slightest breeze blow my sweaty torso cool. Well, cool-ish. It was still fucking hot as fuck, especially if I stepped out from under the tree. Hot enough that I didn’t even want to eat the hot pizza from the bag. I mean, I still did, because, you know, pizza is pizza and I was hungry. I passed the bag around, and even Bear took a slice out. It was weird sitting there, eating pizza from Detroit and drinking root beer also from Detroit. But it was also kind of awesome.

      Yuri seemed to slip into sleep accidentally, his square of pizza still in his hand, only half-eaten.

      Bear climbed up one of the trees and found a good spot between branches to perch, leaning back against the bark and letting her eyes close.

      I frowned, still standing, and looked around. We were in a slight depression. Our trees stood in the middle of the tiny valley. All told, it was the area of maybe half a football field. The goblin path went down one side, past the trees, and then up the other side. There was little vegetation other than the trees, just shrubs and the like. Nothing too impressive, and definitely nothing that wasn’t desert-like.

      I stepped out into the sun and squinted against the bright light to look at the sky again. The intense blue was just magnificent. I walked a short distance away and ran my hands through the shrubs. They felt prickly, but they had a nice smell to them, a bit like sage.

      I knelt down and felt the dirt. It was incredibly fine stuff, more like dust than sand or dirt. And it had a red tinge, to match the mostly red rock around us. I felt more and more sure I was about to see horses riding over the ridge, and that some townie was going to challenge me to duel at high noon.

      Before I realized it, I’d gone up the other path and stood there a moment, just taking in the environment. The other side sloped down steeply, about two hundred feet down to a flat spot where something was happening.

      The goblins were swarming a wagon being pulled by, well, creatures I couldn’t really identify. It appeared that whomever was supposed to be protecting said wagon was high-tailing it out of there.

      I paused, sword halfway out of my scabbard. I couldn’t just leave my two friends sleeping, but I also couldn’t let the goblins attack someone. Or get away in a wagon.

      “Well shit,” I said.

      I sprinted back down to the tree and tapped Bear. Then I grabbed her because I’d tapped her too hard and maybe made her fall from the tree.

      “What the fuck, Montana?” she asked.

      “Wasashaping?” Yuri mumbled, trying to wake up.

      “Nothing. Go back to sleep,” I said quickly to Yuri, then turned to Bear. “I gotta go pick a fight. You stay here with Yuri.”

      “Wait,” Bear said, but I couldn’t. I was already sprinting back up the hill. “Where are you—“

      “This way!” I said, already feeling my heart thundering in the excitement and bloodlust, leading the solo charge with my sword held aloft, glinting green in the brilliant sunlight.

      I crested the ridge and flew into the air, clearly trusting my Art of Movement ability a little too much. Because I just missed that first steep step.
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      I soared through the air, my arms and legs pinwheeling in a vain attempt at balance.

      My foot hit the dusty sand hard enough that my body and head rotated around. I took a phenomenal face plant right in the slope, then slid, face-first, right on down like I was body-surfing. Which was a fantastic exfoliation process.

      Thankfully, it was also a fuckton of friction, which meant I slowed down enough to get to my feet after I’d only shed the first few layers of my epidermis. I was only bleeding profusely for a heartbeat before healing kicked in and I could run again.

      I took huge leaping steps through the deep dust-sand, watching as the goblins pulled the wagon to a stop, chattering in excitement at what they might find.

      I landed on the hard-packed sandstone road, and I stood there, sword out to the side, blood down my face, feeling good about the world. It was goblin-killing time.

      One of my favorite activities.

      The nearest goblins stopped in their tracks and slowly turned around.

      “I’m back!” I shouted, and then charged with a mighty and barbaric yawp.

      Goblins screeched in terror and sprinted away.

      One put its measly sword up and tried to hide behind the crude blade.

      I sliced through sword and goblin in one stroke, bringing my greenskins bane back across my body to cut down three more running goblins.

      I moved along the side of the wagon, ignoring the retreating enemies to get to the driver of the wagon. Goblins covered the poor driver, biting and scratching and trying to stab him. They did whatever they could to take control of the wagon.

      I resorted to grabbing goblins and throwing them, since I didn’t want to cut the driver. It was fun in its own right.

      Grab a goblin, chuck it over my shoulder, wait for the telltale thud against the stoney ground. And as soon as the driver was clear, I leapt from the wagon back into the fray.

      The beasts pulling the wagon had big feet and wore armor, making them mostly unbothered by the goblins. Occasionally they’d stomp or kick the little greenskins, as if batting away flies.

      I saw three of the little bastards in priest robes, so I hauled off and threw my sword at one. Then I snatched goblin blades from the dead and threw those as well. My first throw split a goblin priest in two, interrupting a spell attempt and causing a blowback that startled the next priest, who lost his spell. It exploded above him just in time for a spinning goblin sword to come through the arcane fire and stab him through his dumb green face.

      The third one managed to get his spell off, and a lightning bolt crashed through the air right into me.

      At one point in my rowdy past, I’d been tased by multiple cops at once. This felt like that, but more. My body went rigid, and pain exploded everywhere.

      The goblin priest smiled.

      Right up until I smiled back and took a step toward him, despite the continued flow of electricity.

      Then his little yellow eyes went wide, but he pulled even more energy in and sent it into the lightning.

      More pain. More difficulty moving.

      And then it all stopped as an arrow seemed to have sprouted through the goblin’s head, the point just dripping a few bits of blood out his mouth.

      The goblin priest fell over.

      I took a breath and tried to look through the smoke coming off my body to see who’d shot the arrow.

      On the ridge above, I saw Yuri give a wave.

      The goblins were still following someone, a larger goblin who was charging up the opposing slope. But goblins have stubby legs, and stubby legs weren’t great at deep dust landscapes, so they were having some trouble.

      I reached into my knapsack and grabbed a spear, and started up the slope at a sprint, ignoring the nearer goblins so I could get in range faster.

      As soon as I thought it would reach, I reared back and threw the spear as hard as I could at the lead goblin. The spear thwocked home just as the goblin leader reached the crest of the hill. The goblin stared down at the spear coming out of him for just a second before pitching over backward.

      He made one rotation before the spear stuck into the sand, and the goblin just hung there, a steady stream of blood pouring out.

      Gross, but pretty cool.

      The rest of goblins, maybe about thirty or so, tried to find someone else to be in charge.

      No one stepped up, so the goblins just scattered, running and screaming.

      Arrows rained from on high, making short work of the goblins. Soon the remaining living ones headed off into the desert, and I just didn’t see the point in going after them.

      I smiled, nodded, and checked my notifications, hoping this would cause the quest to complete.

      It did not.

      Plus I was still only got two XP per goblin kill. Which was annoying. I mean, I’d squished bugs and gotten more. Granted, by this point my goblin kill count was probably in the five figures, which, when I said that to myself, I realized was pretty fucking disgusting. I was well on my way to becoming a mass-murdering fuckhead, but that’s life in Vuldranni for you.

      “Shit,” I said to myself.

      I looked up at the goblin hanging off the spear, and thought about going up to get the weapon. And yet, it might remind any other goblins of me and why it might be better for them to go somewhere besides Coggeshall.

      “Fuck,” I said to myself after I took another look at the notifications. Still nothing. I mean, I knew there was someone behind the goblins, and that was who the quest was really focused on, but I’d really hoped just killing all the leader-type goblins would take care of the issue. Maybe do enough for me to return to Coggeshall.

      It was hot here.

      The wagon sat still, and now that I wasn’t in the middle of combat I got a better look at things. It was a big wagon, bigger than the wagons we’d used on the caravan. At least in terms of length and height. Width-wise, it looked about the same.

      The beasts in the front were, well, they were confusing. They kind of looked like tortoises, but bigger. And more animated. Although at present they were just sort of standing in their harnesses, looking a bit bored. Their huge heads turned a little my way so their massive eyes could watch me. It gave me a better look, and their heads weren’t exactly turtle shaped. It didn’t seem like they could retract back into their shells because they had three horns on their faces and wide beak-shaped mouths. Their skin was pebbled and tough looking, and a dull mottled umber. These guys could probably disappear into the desert if given half a second.

      A groan came from the driver’s bench.

      I grabbed a healing potion from my bag and hauled myself up the to the high perch.

      The driver was a mess. Bites, stabs, scratches, a host of injuries covering up what looked like an older man with a curly beard that was probably white when it wasn’t blood soaked.

      “Hey boss,” I said gently, “I’m giving you a healing potion.”

      He was out of it, barely conscious. Hell, it looked like the man barely clung to life.

      I figured the healing potion was probably the only way he was going to make it, and I prayed he didn’t have any hidden illness. I got his mouth open and poured the potion on down.

      And, for good measure, I got a second potion out of the bag, and started pouring it on the driver’s worst wounds. It was still amazing to watch healing magic work. To see a body knit itself back together. Massive lacerations where you can see through the muscle and sometimes past the bones just disappear, as if it had never happened.

      The man took in a big breath, and then coughed deeply, hocking out something foul and black. A big clump of congealed blood flew in a grotesque arc to smack into the ground.

      I gave him a hearty pat on the back.

      He opened his dark brown eyes, and he saw me. Really saw me.

      His eyes went wide, and he leaned about as far away as he could, then looked me up and down. He blinked a few times, then reached out and touched my face. Pushed it one way, then the other, and finally nodded.

      A few strange words came out of the man’s mouth before I got the notification:
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      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Ethusian.
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      “... real,” he said. “Too ugly to be anything from the heavens.”

      “I’m very real,” I replied.

      “Bit, uh, surprised to see someone out here,” he said as a tentative smile spread across his face. “Figured I was about to be dinner. Or lunch.”

      “Not yet, friend. Afraid you got some more life left.”

      “Seems I might be owin’ you for savin’ me.”

      “I do have a few questions that could use answering.”

      “Odd you should say that, as I find a few questions’re popping up in the ol’ noggin here.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Before’n we get to that, how’s about you make an old man feel better about that furry thing standing up there on the ridge and say he’s a friend o’ yours? Or, either way, maybe go and take care of him so’s he doesn’t get a bit touchy and wind up stickin’ my one good eye with an arrow — hells, I got two good eyes now! What in tarnation did you do?”

      “Healing potions, mainly. Anything else is just a part of my dashing good looks. Although I seem to remember you just called me ugly.”

      “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and she beholding her eyes well away from your face.” He held a straight face for a moment, and then started laughing. “Praps it’s ‘cause I’m still not used to using two eyes.”

      I gave the man a smile. It was a decent joke — I just wish it had been at, say, Ragnar’s expense.

      “That’s Yuri up there,” I said, then stood up on the driver’s box and waved at Yuri. “Come on down.”

      Yuri nodded, his mane positively radiant in the brilliant sunlight.

      “Where might you be comin’ from in that direction?” The old man asked, one of his white eyebrows arching up.

      “Well, you see, or, uh, being that you can see now,” I started, really hoping my brain would come up with something clever as I talked, “uh, have you heard of Glaton?”

      That’s what I get for trusting my brain to do something.

      The old man screwed up his face. It seemed like it almost hurt him to go as deep in his memory as he went.

      “Never heard of it,” he finally said with a sort of firm affirmation, like he had checked the repositories of the world’s knowledge and came up with the Truth.

      “It’s a bit distant,” I replied.

      “You have a reason to visit Ethus? Or just here to save an ol’ man from a vile death?”

      “Well, we thought we’d come and see the sights, meet some people, do the touristy thing.”

      “What is a tourist?”

      “You know, I never caught your name.”

      “Might be because I never gave it.”

      “Care to share? I’m Montana Coggeshall.”

      “Nunu Apatu.”

      “Nice to meet you, Nunu Apatu.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Hey, what are those pulling your wagon?”

      He glanced toward the beasts in the harness, a little confused. “You never seen a zaratan?”

      “No,” I said. “Are there more of them around?”

      “Zaratans? What kind of place is this Glaton?”

      “Wet and cold,” Yuri said, walking up to the wagon.

      I did a straight up double take. How the fuck did Yuri speak this language?

      “Hello there, lion man,” Nunu said. “Do I need to ask your family, or are you from this Glaton as well?”

      “I’m from thereabouts, so safe to say my family is not one you know.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “Yuri.”

      “Nunu Apatu.”

      “Apparently we are in Ethus,” I said. “Sound familiar to you?”

      “Not in the least,” Yuri replied, looking around at the desert terrain.

      “Fantastic,” I said.

      “You boys managed to get well and truly lost.”

      “We do seem to have a knack for that,” I said.

      “We?” Yuri asked. “You. This is the first time I’ve been well and truly lost, and I can’t say I enjoy it.”

      “You get used to it.”

      “I hope not.”

      “Is there a town around here?” I asked.

      “That there is,” Nunu said with a nod. “Might be down the road and around the bend that away. Past them bandits up there.”

      “Bandits?” I followed Nunu’s gaze.

      “Well, being that the goblins’re gone, figured the bandits’d be coming back.”

      “I thought they were your guards.”

      “Guards, bandits. Kind of depends on the day, really.”

      “What day is today?”

      “Seemin’ to be bandit-day if’n I’m remembering.”

      “Not sure what the policy here in Ethus is, but in Glaton we tend to frown on bandits.”

      “Sounds like a soft place if you only frown on folk like that.”

      “What do they do here?”

      “To bandits? Ideally kill ‘em nasty enough to keep ‘their friends from comin’ back.”

      “Now that’s the special skill Montana there has,” Yuri said, pulling out an arrow and nocking it to his bow.

      “Boys,” Nunu said with resignation, “I admire your confidence, but those are not goblins. Those’ll be some of the Thaler boys hoping to take what they can afore we get in sight of Halstad. Best just—”

      “Nunu,” I said, rolling my shoulders a little and limbering up, “I think we got this.”

      “Just hate to see a man who saved me get cut down so quick.”

      I winked at him.

      “I’ll be fine.”
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      The bravado was mainly a show for Nunu. Though he clearly believed none of it, quite confident we were about to die.

      I counted ten bodies heading towards us, and as I squinted toward them, I realized they didn’t have lances.

      They moved fast. Really fast. A cloud of dust rose behind them.

      “Get up on the slope,” I said to Yuri. “Ideal would to get out of sight, but—”

      “Bird’s flown,” he replied.

      “Bear?” I asked.

      “Here,” came a voice from within Yuri’s mane.

      “You got any tricks up your sleeves?”

      “A few. You going in with violence?”

      “I’ll try talking, but—”

      “We’ll get ready for a fight,” Bear sighed.

      “I might talk my way out of it.”

      Yuri rolled his eyes as he headed up the slope.

      I walked farther ahead of the wagon and stood in the street, just trying to strike a pose and be impressive.

      The riders and their mounts thundered on at full speed, charging directly at me.

      I stood there, smile on my face, trying to look nice and, um, diplomatic.

      The horses slipped around me close enough that I felt their tail hairs whipping by. Their riders hooted and yelled as they made tight turns until they surrounded me. Two of the riders kept moving, letting their horses pace back and forth.

      The riders wore almost no metal, at least nothing visible. It made sense, considering the sun above. Instead, leather covered their bodies — leather that looked to have either been dyed or bleached until it was light colored, though there were peachy orange accents to nearly everything. Rings of orange on their sleeves, orange trim on the saddles, orange cloth in their leather gauntlets. They had brimmed leather headgear that looked kind of like a combination of a Stetson hat and Brodie helmet. Lots of the trappings of the cowboy, yet still everything needed for a life of melee combat. It was very clear that was a uniform of sorts. An identifying mark.

      “What’s this then?” One of the moving riders said.

      “Speak up, stranger,” the other said.

      “Just a visitor passing through,” I replied.

      “A visitor?” The first said.

      “Makes one wonder what there might be to see around here,” the other rider said.

      “Perhaps he has a strange love for the rocks.”

      “He does look like he likes rocks.”

      “Or maybe I got lost in the desert,” I said.

      “Ah, a lost soul,” the first rider said. “And here we are, the daring rescuers.”

      “Perhaps you could use a cool drink of water,” the second rider said, pulling a beautifully tooled leather waterskin from his saddle. “It is quite parching out here under the sun.”

      He tipped the bag back and drank some water, then poured it all over himself and then his horse. Then, for good measure, he squeezed it out on the ground.

      “Brother,” the first rider said, “it would appear you are out of water.”

      “Oh,” the brother said in mock surprise, “so it seems. Apparently, visitor, you are out of luck.”

      He smiled. His brother laughed. Some of the other riders laughed lightly.

      I frowned and took a good second to look over my opponents. Taken as a group, they seemed well armed and armored. Weapons, at least as I could see, were well-taken care of, especially on the two main dicks. Also their leather was cleaner, their buckles brighter, their horses nicer. And speaking of the horses, these were considerably smaller than the ones in Glaton. These seemed more like distance type horses, hardy things to handle the heat. Whereas the Glaton horses were more for charging, fighting, and lancing.

      “Okay, chuckleheads,” I said, “I’ve been trying pretty hard to be nice, but now I’m annoyed with you fuckwits.”

      “The lost one doesn’t appreciate being rescued?” the first rider said, one hand going up to cover his mouth as if he was shocked, which was a rather obvious attempt to hide his other hand going to the hilt of his sword.

      He started to draw his sword.

      I gritted my teeth and snapped a swift punch to the side of his horse’s face.

      This weird groan, kind of like a dying alligator roar, came out of the horse as I knocked it out.

      The horse’s legs went to jelly, and the horse dropped to the ground.

      Which really ruined the rider’s plans to cut me down, and when the horse rolled over his leg, there was a good loud snap and a shrill scream of pain.

      “Lucien!” the second rider shouted in alarm.

      “Kill him!” screeched the first.

      “Is that really necessary?” I asked.

      But the rest of the riders already acted to the order, and weapons were drawn.

      I leaned out of the way of a stupidly wide swing by Lucien’s brother, and punched his horse.

      Who would have thought it’d work twice? I mean, don’t get me wrong: I’m not exactly fond of punching animals. I’m pretty much against violence of any kind toward animals, but I was also trying to avoid killing anyone.

      I heard the telltale twang of a small crossbow, and a bolt appeared in my chest.

      I frowned at it, then looked at the sneering face of the man who’d shot me.

      He fell out of his saddle just after an arrow sprouted from his neck.

      I snatched a sabre from one of the fallen brothers, getting it up just in time to deflect a pretty good cut.

      Three of the riders headed to the slope and Yuri, while the other four stayed with me.

      I feinted forward, then sliced sideways, angling a bit low toward a rider’s leg. The leather armor did fuck-all to stop the cut, and it went right through the bone and out the other side. The foot and lower leg just sat in the stirrup while the rest of the leg moved as the rider tried to balance. He pitched out of the saddle, the fount of blood from his missing leg shooting up and around, right into the faces of the downed brothers.

      Two of the riders dismounted and faced me from opposing angles.

      I looked from one to the other, sabre at the ready.

      Left man was actually a woman, with a scar across her face.

      Right man was young, like can’t grow a beard young. His sword shook slightly in his hand. I saw his eyes glance towards the woman, looking for guidance or support.

      Which meant he was ripe for an attack. I lunged at him, swinging hard and obvious.

      He panicked and got his sword sort of in the right place.

      I let my sword clang off his, then stomped on his foot and head butted the poor kid, feeling his nose break under my forehead.

      In the same move, I shoved him and turned to get my sabre in place to accept the woman’s attack.

      She was out for blood, swinging so hard that sparks flew when our blades met. She got two hands on her hilt to try and force the direction of the fight.

      I smiled at her.

      She sneered at me.

      I winked.

      She froze.

      I punched her in the face, and it was like those beautiful 80s detective shows: one punch and her legs went out from under her. She went down like a horse.

      A glance over at Yuri showed he’d been retreating up the slope as his opponents struggled with the sand, having taken two out with arrows to the knees, but had now shifted to pulling a polearm out of his magic sack. But in the midst pulling his polearm out, he slipped in the sand and dropped on his butt.

      I gave the sabre a bit of a heft, testing its balance (excellent, by the by) and then I threw it.

      The sabre flashed in the bright sunlight, then slammed into the back of attacker one, who screamed out and tipped forward, face-planting in the sand.

      Attacker two looked back at me, fearful, and then got thwocked in the side of his head by Yuri’s polearm.

      Poor guy spat out a stream of blood and teeth, then dropped to the sand and rolled down the hill.

      Yuri stood up and planted his weapon in the ground.

      “In my defense,” I shouted to him, “I tried talking.”

      He just shook his head and started down the slope.
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      A lot of moaning and groaning came from the ‘bandits.’ Mostly out of the brothers, who both had badly broken legs. Yuri dragged over the two bandits with arrows in their knees, and I helped haul the newly toothless one. There was also the woman who’d been knocked out and was most definitely nursing a mild concussion, and the kid whose nose I broke.

      I walked over to the kid, but he tried to scoot away.

      “Stop,” I said.

      He stopped.

      I knelt next to him and looked over his nose. It wasn’t the worst I’d seen — a surprisingly clean break considering how I’d done it.

      “Hold still,” I said.

      “Wait—“ he started.

      But I just ignored him while I got my hands on his face and reset his nose.

      “Better?” I asked.

      Eyes wide, he nodded carefully.

      “Thank you,” he said quietly.

      I gave him a nod, then picked up his sword and pulled his dagger out of his belt.

      Yuri had busied himself with tying up the survivors, and I started to gather up the horses. I brought them back to the wagon one at a time, ignoring the stunned look from Nunu. Once I had the horses all tied to the back of the wagon, I walked around and hopped up next to the old man.

      He shook his head.

      “Can’t say I was expectin’ that,” he said.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Are you—“ he paused and glanced at the line of bandits tied and leaning against the sandy slope, “who are you?”

      “Montana. That’s Yuri.”

      “I got that. Montana and Yuri. Easy names to remember. It’s more of a, maybe, what are you?”

      “That’s a harder question, friend. We are friends, right?”

      “After that? I’d be afraid to be anything else.”

      “Bah, man, I’m not threatening you.”

      “And yet I feel more’n a little fear right now.”

      I took in a deep breath and leaned back against the wooden wall of the driver’s box.

      “Nunu,” I said, “you’re old—“

      “You still mad about me callin’ you ugly?’”

      “Not exactly where I was going — I was actually going to pay you a compliment.”

      “Bit backhanded way to start.”

      “I was going to say you’ve clearly lived through a lot of what Vuldranni has to offer, and you probably know quite a bit about survival.”

      “Maybe.”

      “And you probably realize how strange things are around this world. Right?”

      He remained silent, just looking at me expectantly. And, yes, with a healthy dose of fear in his eyes.

      “If I wanted to hurt you,” I whispered, “I wouldn’t have used two potions to save you.”

      He frowned and looked down at the footwell where the two empty vials lay. He slowly nodded.

      I leaned a little closer. “I’m out here looking for something. Or someone. And it would be nice to have a guide out here,” I whispered.

      He frowned, and shook his head a little. “You are certainly something out of tales I have heard, but I am nothing special. I am just a lowly miner. More’n willing to run when I can. How you think I got to be this old? Things get tough, I get goin’. Used to be ashamed o’ that. Used to be, I might hide my cowardly ways. But then, you get old enough, and you gone on and stop carin’ so much as long as you can keep your skin in one piece. Hells, sometimes I... I left some people afore, and likely I’ll do it again. Won’t be because I like doin’ it. That’s just my nature, and I can’t keep fightin’ my nature.”

      “Hey, I appreciate the honesty,” I said. “But I won’t ask you to fight. I just need you to help figure out where I’m going. Maybe figure out where I am. Little things like that. Any violence, Yuri and I can handle it.”

      “Not sure you know where you’re headed.”

      “I do not.”

      “I mean to say that the only town up here is a mite strange. Different than you might know.”

      “I’ve seen some weird towns.”

      “Halstadt is, uh, well, remember when I said we were in Ethus? That was a bit of a lie. Stretchin’ of the truth in that Ethus kinda starts a ways south of here, and not much is, uh, laws are a bit optional here. And Halstadt is a bit of a, well—“

      “Pit of lawless assholes desperate to murder each other?”

      “Uh, no. That sounds more like Oitcester. A rather nasty hive of scum and villainy, there.”

      “Sounds like my kind of place.”

      “Oh? Well, head south down the road out of Halstadt, take the left at the first crossroads and go until you find the salt air, then just sniff around for the pus and pestilence. Oitcester’s got more problems than a greased-up goat on a tightrope.”

      “Okay. Probably worth taking a peek at this Halstadt first. I suspect that whomever I’m after probably didn’t go too far.”

      “I suppose I can take you there.”

      “Aren’t you headed there?”

      “Uh, yes. I was headed there, rather, but—“

      “Weren’t you planning on selling some things?”

      “Sure, yes, but that was before, uh, the bandits attacked.”

      “They didn’t get anything though.”

      “It’s not that they didn’t get anything, it’s that they attacked. And you defeated them.”

      “I feel like I’m missing something.”

      “They have friends.”

      “So do you!”

      “You keep saying that, but you don’t know me.”

      “No, but we got a wagon ride to get to know each other. How far is Hal, um, whatever?”

      “Halstadt is just, maybe thirty minutes? Up ahead you make the turn and it’s across some open space, and, I mean, it is where it is, but—“

      “Yuri,” I yelled, “we’re going to Halstadt.”

      “Fantastic,” Yuri called back. “Might want to have a chat with these two here first.”

      He pointed down to the brothers, who were currently struggling against their bonds. Well, sort of. They’d struggle, realize they were still very hurt, then try to scream through the gags in their mouths. Which then seemed to remind them that they were bound and they’d struggle some more, and the stupid cycle would go on.

      I hopped down and strolled over to the line of survivors, taking my time and making sure they could all get a good look at me. I stopped at the brothers. They didn’t look the least bit intimidated by me.

      Their faces twisted up in rage.

      I thought about smacking their broken legs, but took the high road and just knelt in front of them. Lucien tried to shout something through the rag stuffed in his mouth. I reached out and pulled the gag out.

      He stopped talking, almost as if surprised.

      “You are a fool,” he said. “You have made the biggest mistake of your worthless life.”

      “Eh,” I said, “I don’t know. I’ve made some pretty impressive mistakes.”

      “You have no idea who I am.”

      “I do not. And I don’t know who he is,” I pointed at his brother. “Except that you’re related.”

      “You will rue the day you met us.”

      “Would we call this meeting?”

      “I will—“ he started, but I shoved the gag back in his mouth.

      “You will shut up,” I said, and stood to address the whole group. “Here’s the thing — and someone take notes for the guy who’s still out — I’m new here. But I’ve heard there aren’t really any laws out here. Which kind of means that I’m well within the bounds of, uh, right to just kill you useless fucks right now. I’m kind of tempted to do that because Thing One and Thing Two here are such fuckwits. But engaging in wanton slaughter is not exactly something I enjoy. I do enjoy wonton slaughter, but that’s a different thing. I’m going to give each of you miserable bandit asshats an option, uh, hold on.”

      I walked over to Nunu, who was nervously checking his wagon and getting ready to move.

      “Do you have room in the wagon?” I asked.

      “Perhaps, why?” Nunu replied.

      “I was thinking of chucking some of them in the back so we don’t have to go slow while they stumble along.”

      “You want to put the Thaler boys in the wagon?”

      “I mean, do I want to put them in there? No. But they’ve got broken legs, so I don’t really think they’d make it far on their own.”

      “Oh. Uh. I would... maybe we can... with a bit of fabric, perhaps a litter or—“

      “Nunu,” I said, “I feel like you were underselling your rather complete lack of bravery.”

      “I... there is room in the wagon. It might, uh, there is, I need to secure things.”

      “Thank you, Nunu,” I said with a smile, giving him a pat on the back.

      While Nunu went around to the back of the covered wagon to open it up, I walked over to the group of bandits.

      “Sorry for the interruption,” I said, “but I needed to make sure we had a way to get you all to town. Halstadt, I think it’s called. If you want, you can hitch a ride in the back of the wagon, or you can walk. I’m taking your weapons and your horses—“

      The brothers went as ballistic as their broken legs would allow.

      “Settle down,” I said, “or I’ll tie you to the back of the wagon.”

      They settled down, but I could see the murder in their eyes.

      “If you want, you can buy your horses back at market rates,” I said. “I’m not out to make a lot of money, but I need to cover my friend’s bar tab.”

      Yuri, currently leaning on his polearm and watching over our prisoners, gave a little wave.

      “The good news is,” I said, “there’s no ransom. When we get there, you’re free to go about your day. If you want, I’ll even leave you here. So. Yeah. In the wagon or stay here.”

      I walked over and grabbed one brother in each hand and ignored their wailing while I carried them to the back of the wagon.

      Nunu had opened up the door on the back of the covered wagon. He had stacks of lockboxes inside, each about the size of a shoebox. He moved the boxes around in some sort of order that seemed to make sense to him, but it all looked the same to me.

      “Got some guests for you here,” I said and not so carefully shoved them onto the floor of the wagon.

      Nunu made a face, dropped the box he was working on and carefully stepped around the brothers.

      “You know who they are?” he whispered to me.

      “Only very slightly,” I said. “Mentioned they were brothers.”

      “They are the twin sons of Gerald Thaler.”

      “Ironically, I think I’m actually less clear on who they are now.”

      “Gerald Thaler is the patriarch of the Thaler family, and those boys are his heirs!”

      “Oh. So I should ransom them?”

      “He’ll have you slaughtered for darin’ to touch his children!”

      “To be fair, I touched their horses, and their horses injured them.”

      “I doubt he’ll care ‘bout that distinction.”

      “Guess we’ll have to find out,” I said, stepping out of the way so I could help the woman and the young man up into the back of the wagon.

      It took a hot minute to get everyone situated. Yuri offered to ride in the back with the prisoners, and I rode in the front next to our good buddy Nunu, who spent all his time looking around as if something was about to launch itself from the ridge lines and eat him in one bite. Eventually, I got him to get his tortoise-looking zaratans to go.

      The great beasts leaned into their harnesses, and the big wagon slowly started to move, inching forward.

      Just as I was about to complain about the speed, the zaratans seemed to drop into another gear, and we started really going. To the point where the wind was blowing through the remains of my hair. We were on our way.
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      The road continued through a sharp valley, but then the slope on the lefthand side sort of disappeared, and we headed through a slight depression into a wide open area of hard desert ground with sparse sagebrush. A few tall cacti poked around — they looked like saguaro, but bigger.

      The sky was wide and open, and the next chunk of mountains was quite a distance away. Nearby, however, was a town surrounded by reddish sandstone walls.

      “Halstadt,” Nunu said, using his head to gesture at the building and walls.

      “Looks nice,” I said.

      “The only slice of civilization for a thousand miles.”

      “You don’t live there?”

      He just shook his head. We rode in silence for a while, and then he started to rummage next to his seat until he found a bottle of something. He looked it over, then stepped on the reins and used both hands to open it up, flipping the top like a Grolsch bottle. I heard a hiss of air, and then Nunu took a deep pull from the bottle, wiped his lip with the back of his hand, and held the bottle over to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Sarsaparilla,” he replied. “Takes the edge off the heat, and the bubbles tickle the tongue.”

      I smiled, and took a drink. It wasn’t the most pleasant thing I’d ever tasted, but there was a certain joy to a good sarsaparilla. And in this case, a lesser joy for a not-that-great sarsaparilla. The herbs felt a bit too strong and the bubbles were probably the most intense I’d had in any beverage. But it was a tasty beverage, and somehow, it really did take the edge off the heat.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Nunu took the bottle back, drank a long, long pull, and then let out a monstrous belch that managed to even sicken me, someone who’s been inside more creatures than I care to count. He sealed the bottle with the flip cap, and stashed it back beneath his seat.

      “So what’s the town like?” I asked.

      “See it soon enough,” Nunu replied.

      I looked over at him. He seemed grumpy, muttering to himself.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” I said, “but you seem to be—“

      “Afore you say what it is you want to say about me, let’s take a moment and realize we don’t know each other. But you done tied us together in the eyes of everyone in my little world. I am part of you and you is part of me, and that is going to be that.”

      “Because I saved you from the bandits?”

      “Who asked you to involve yourself?”

      “They didn’t give me a choice. They were going to kill me.”

      “Maybe, but doubtful they’d’a killed me.”

      “So it’s fine for me to die?”

      “I didn’t say that, did I? I said I wasn’t goin’ to die, and that was where the onus of my concern had been placed. Were you to meet your ultimate, albeit untimely end, that would have been your business. Right up until you went and tied me and you together, and now somehow you become my business and I become yours. And frankly, I am not a fan of that particular situation.”

      “Then why do you just let me out here—“

      “You gonna go and kill all them prisoners you took?”

      “No—“

      “Exactly. You are just soft enough to get me in trouble.”

      “You’d prefer I killed them?”

      “Ain’t no one to tell no one what happened to those Thaler boys if’n they be dead and not talkin’.”

      “Except, I mean, didn’t they come out there specifically to rob you?”

      “Doubt they think that far ahead.”

      “Okay, then who was riding with you when the goblins attacked?”

      “Some of the Rogers men.”

      “So the Rogers men rode away from the goblins.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And the Thaler boys came as bandits.”

      “You’re pickin’ it up.”

      “So you don’t think the Rogers boys would tell anyone they left you there, and that the Thaler boys went to rob you? Which would mean that someone would know, if you ever showed up alive, that the goblins failed to kill you and you, therefore, had to have killed the Thaler boys?”

      Nunu frowned for a minute. I watched as his finger tapped out a version of what I’d said on his leg.

      “I suppose,” he finally said, “when put that way, there is a modicum of logic behind that particular phraseology, in which I would be found to be behind the deaths of the Thaler boys. But I would also imagine I would be able to come and go before an event of such mental gymnastics would manage to occur.”

      “Bullshit,” I said.

      “Well hell’s bells, Margaret. I can’t read the future of a past that didn’t happen. I’m focused on the here and now. And here we are, and now we are fucked.”

      “I hate to repeat myself, but I call bullshit on that as well. We are not fucked.”

      “Only a cause we are not yet within Halstadt. That’s where the fuckin’ll happen. You just watch.”

      “I’d prefer not to watch fucking, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Clearly, you’ll want to be avoidin’ the Open Rose after dusk.”

      “I will take that advice,” I said. “Is that a place in Halstadt?”

      “It is. But it’s on the Thaler side. Likely you won’t have a choice about avoidin’ it.”

      “The Thaler side? They’ve got a whole side of town?”

      “That they do.”

      “What about the Rogers?”

      “Of course they do. They have the whole damn other side.”

      “They split the town?”

      “They split their half of the town.”

      “Who has the other half?”

      “The damn guild.”

      “Ah.”

      “You want to ask what guild?”

      “I mean, not when you’re going to just yell at me.”

      “I’m not yelling,” Nunu yelled.

      “Dude, your turtles are watching you.”

      Sure enough, the zaratans were looking over their armored backs at Nunu, not really looking where they were going.

      “Get back to watchin’ the road, you dumb beasts,” Nunu snapped.

      The zaratans dutifully turned around, but I had the feeling they were secretly sassing their boss behind his back.

      “The guild—“ I started, but Nunu glared at me.

      “I’m done talkin’ until further notice,” he barked.

      “Oka—“

      “Until further notice!”

      He crossed his arms, leaned back against the wall of the driver’s box, and put a mean frown on his old wizened face.

      I just sighed and watched the desert pass by. In the distance, I saw something huge winging through the mountains. Something that would have dwarfed an airplane.

      “Nunu,” I started.

      “What part of—“ he tried to interrupt me, but I just kept talking.

      “What’s that?” I pointed at the flying thing.

      Nunu had to lean forward to look around me, then he squinted hard and shook his head.

      “Nothin’ we need worryin’ about,” he said, resuming his position. “Just the Lord of the Crags.”

      “A dragon?”

      “Of course it’s a dragon! What’s it look like? A tooth fairy?”

      “To be fair, I’ve never seen a tooth fairy.”

      “Well ain’t you just the luckiest sheep in the dip? It’s a fuckin’ dragon, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Now resumes the whole ‘further notice’ situation where we will ride in silence and I will try to forget the problems you have saddled me with.”

      “You ever been saddled?” I asked.

      He just looked at me like I had covered in him hot snot.
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      Coming up to Halstadt, it became clear that whatever pocket of Vuldranni we had landed in put real importance on the town. It was small, not much larger than the space we’d laid out for Coggeshall, but it had an impressive wall going all the way around. A wall that seemed to be made of adobe. Or mud, or something solid. There were no bricks, blocks, or seams, just a constant surface all the way up and across. Probably forty or fifty feet tall, with occasional towers that went higher, maybe eighty feet or so. I could see the tip of a large ballista bolt peeking off the top of one of the towers, and also the vague shadows of sentries looking down, which meant there were guards for the town. I could only make out three buildings over the wall, two more industrial towers and one more, well, arcane tower.

      The road came out of a large, imposing gatehouse sticking out of the middle of the front wall. We were actually going to intersect with that main road and have to make a hard left into the gatehouse. And hopefully, the city beyond. The main road seemed to have been constructed as opposed to just worn down, which was a good description for the tracks we currently followed.

      We hit the main road and made our left. The wheels of the wagon were louder across the stones, but also much smoother.

      I opened my mouth to say something to Nunu, but he just held up a warning finger and sneered in my direction.

      We stopped shy of the gate.

      “You wait here,” he said. “And keep quiet.”

      He waited for me to nod before he clambered down from the driver’s box to the ground. He walked up to his zaratans, gave them some soft pats and murmured nice things to them. They both seemed to stretch to get as close to him as possible.

      Then he walked up to the big gate, limping and moving slowly, as if every step was painful.

      Finally, he got to the great big door, which was easily thirty feet tall. A tiny door opened up, like peephole sized. Just big enough for someone to look out and talk through.

      A conversation took place between Nunu and someone on the other side, one that honestly seemed a little tense at times. At one point, Nunu gestured back to the wagon, and I saw a face peek through.

      I waved.

      Nunu scowled.

      Then the tiny door closed, and a slightly larger door opened up. A postern, I think, or at least something large enough for Nunu to step all the way through.

      And he did, disappearing into the Gatehouse.

      I leaned back, feeling a slight weight transfer from one shoulder to the next.

      “I do not like this,” Bear said quietly, whispering into my ear.

      “Whoa,did you ride the whole way like this?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Bear replied. “Which is why I can say that I do not like this. I’m not talking about the aesthetics of this place — I’m talking about all of this. Nunu, the guards, the Rogers, the Thalers, the way the town is supposedly divided. There’s something very off about Halstadt.”

      “We’re who the fuck knows where on this fucking planet! Of course it’s weird. We’re lucky we didn’t emerge from the cave into a land of giant ants ready to spread their huge colonies across the world. Or into a bog of eternal stench. At least this place seems to have a society we can interact with. What if we’d come out into a land of nothing but goblins as far as the eye can see?”

      “Then you would have started slaughtering them.”

      “Maybe. I don’t just kill things. I’ve got other methods of dealing with problems.”

      “Like hurting things really bad?”

      “So my repertoire is a bit limited. I’m a work in progress.”

      “What about this place?” she snapped.

      “I don’t know anything about this place. What I know is that my patron told me to see this quest through. So I’m seeing this quest through. If there was someone who wasn’t a goblin that was helping the fucking goblins, they’d have come to this town, because there isn’t another place to go for a thousand fucking miles.”

      “According to Nunu, who is probably selling us out in there.”

      “He might be selling me or Yuri out, but he doesn’t know about you. You’re probably safe.”

      “My fate is intertwined with yours, you big oaf,” she said, yanking my ear for good measure.

      “Ow!” I said, and tried to smack her off my shoulder. Except she was invisible, so if anyone was watching, I’m sure I just looked like an idiot. Which, you know, is kind of on-brand. “This is the next stage of the quest because this is the only source we have for a possible clue to who might have been helping the goblins.”

      “Because you killed all the goblins. Did you ever think about not killing one and, I don’t know, talking to it?”

      “That worked oh-so-well with the night goblin pretending to be an ogre. Did you see any other goblins trying to talk to us?”

      “No—“

      “Right, they were too busy fighting.”

      “They were running away.”

      “They were fighting Nunu.”

      “By his rules, he wasn’t your problem then, so you could have let the goblins have him and then asked the goblins.”

      “Okay, sure, but what if he had been the one helping the goblins, and then what—“

      “If he had, then the goblins would have killed him and the quest would have completed.”

      “Fuck, I guess that’s possible. Still, he’s not, I mean--“

      “He’s a coward and probably a betrayer. He’s going to get us killed.”

      “I highly doubt that—“

      I was about to launch into a defense of Nunu, except then the big gatehouse doors swung inward, and Nunu walked out. Still limping and playing up the being hurt thing. I hopped down and offered some assistance to him, and he frowned at me, but still nodded at me to lift him into the driver’s box.

      He got the wagon moving and we rolled into Halstadt.
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      It was like I’d landed in a different world. Again.

      Outside of Halstadt there had been no visible water, limited greenery, hot winds. A rough desert, really.

      But within the walls was an oasis. An actual literal oasis. Lush grass everywhere, except for red brick pathways and stone driveways. There were nicely constructed wooden, clapboard style buildings, some of which had beautiful copper roofs, and there were wooden porches and walkways between each building. There was a real Wild West aesthetic to the place, and it took a lot of effort to keep myself from whistling that Morricone theme from the movie whose title just escapes me. Of course, it also made me think that, maybe this could be the Western Town of Denmark the Petshop Boys sang about.

      Right upon entry sat a small two-story building with a gorgeously lettered sign proclaiming it as The Guild General Store of Halstadt — which was a sad reminder that the town wasn’t named Denmark.

      Across the cobblestone road was a very large three-story building with two small towers and a sign reading The Guild Inn of Halstadt. To the north were three businesses, The Evershield Inn, The Open Rose, and the Peacock Stage. It was only a guess, but considering Nunu told me the Open Rose was Thalers, I figured the other two businesses there were also Thaler property, making north the Thaler side of town. To the south were three more businesses that were very similar to the Thaler ones, but with just a hint more polish, as if the Thaler buildings were constructed first, so the Rogers buildings had the opportunity to outshine them. These were the Incompetent Llama, which looked like a bar, the Eager Snail, which sadly looked like a brothel, and the Accidental Rock, which seemed like an Inn.

      The gatehouse had two entrances to the town itself. We took the northernmost gate and continued along the cobblestone street. Right past the general store and the inn was a large fountain filled with the bluest, most perfect water I had ever seen. The Guild Inn had a back dining deck overlooking the fountain and a grassy field.

      As we kept driving, we encountered an arcane tower rising tall in front of us, looking exactly like the iconic wizard’s tower. Past that was the guild hall, which was a mammoth building that seemed to dwarf every other structure in town. Nunu drove to the northern side of the guild building and came to a stop in front of a smaller building that looked like a checkpoint.

      “Ride’s over,” Nunu said. “Time to get out.”

      “You mind telling me where I might sell you some horses?” I asked.

      “You need to talk to her first,” Nunu said, pointing to a young woman strolling out of the checkpoint building carrying a clipboard. She wore leathers, like she was prepared to work hard at any minute and in any capacity, but they seemed spotless. Maybe she’d just started her day. Her hair was a sunny yellow, and she had a welcome smile.

      “Nunu Apatu,” the woman said, her smile bright and welcoming. “You’re coming in as an independent today?”

      “It would—“ Nunu started to say, but a voice from the back interrupted him.

      “I hardly think so,” the voice said.

      Nunu spun his head, and then had to lean out of the driver’s box and peer around the wagon to see who’d spoken.

      A man strode forth wearing a nice-looking suit, a hat on his head, and a slim sword hanging from a gold belt on his waist. His face was tight and small, with a thin mouth and a dainty bit of facial hair that made me immediately distrust him. He had that I’m-going-to-tie-you-to-a-train-track look about him.

      “Mister Apatu here,” the mystery man said confidently, “contracted with us for protection, which means he delivers under the auspices of—“

      “Protection?” Nunu hollered. “Your protection done ran off at the first sign of danger. Left me for goblin lunch.”

      “That is ridiculous,” the mystery man said. “My riders would never have done such a—“

      “Then where are these riders of yours?” The woman asked.

      “They are, well,” the man said, looking around, “I suppose they decided to wait outside the gates.”

      “Shall I ask the guards to check on your riders, who, if I’m not mistaken, came in a few hours ago?”

      “Ah, no. We will withdraw our claim on Mr. Apatu’s goods.”

      The man shot a dark look at Nunu, and then spun on his heel and marched off.

      “Fantastic,” Nunu said under his breath, “now I’ve done pissed off both families.”

      “That was a Rogers?” I asked.

      “The elder son of the patriarch, Oliver Rogers,” Nunu said with a sigh. Then he looked over at me, and frowned. “Why are you still up here? I thought I said it was time to get off!”

      “Right, sorry,” I said, and hopped down.

      The woman approached me, her face friendly but also a touch cautious.

      “You’re with Nunu?” she asked with a glance down at her clipboard.

      “Only insofar as I got a ride with him,” I answered.

      “From?”

      “Uh, out there. That way,” I pointed vaguely in the direction we’d come.

      “Ah. And do you have business in Halstadt?”

      “I did come upon some horses out there in the world. Thought I might sell them here.”

      “Horses. Wild horses?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Might I see these horses?”

      “You may,” I said, and led her around the wagon to where all the horses were currently tied.

      All ten horses were standing there, looking a bit bored, as horses do. It was quite obvious they felt completely at home here inside the walls.

      “These are nice horses,” she said. “Interesting to note that they come with full tack.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “how about that?”

      “Care to share where they came from?”

      “They were being used by bandits.”

      “And the bandits?”

      “Stopped using them.”

      “Dare I ask why?”

      “In some cases, untimely demise.”

      “And the others?”

      “Injury and capture.”

      “Did you capture them?”

      “I did. Yuri, mind opening the door?”

      Yuri opened up the back and stepped down.

      “My, uh, coworker? Partner? That’s Yuri.”

      “Yuri?” the woman asked. “Kari.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Kari,” Yuri replied with a bow of his head. His massive mane blew gloriously in the pleasant breeze. Made me wish I had long hair. Or, you know, any hair. I really needed to stop playing with fire.

      Yuri helped the prisoners out of the wagon and got them standing in a rough line.

      “Were you thinking of ransoming them?” Kari asked, making a note on her clipboard and peering at the various ‘prisoners.’

      “Uh, no,” I said. “That doesn’t seem necessary.”

      “You aim to just set them free?”

      “I mean, they require healers, so—“

      “Do you mean to pay for their healing?”

      “I, uh, no?”

      She nodded, and made another mark on her clipboard.

      I noticed that the woman and young man bandits looked particularly crushed at that.

      Yuri was helping keep the brothers upright, given their still broken legs. But despite their predicament, their facial expressions were very much in the you’re-a-piece-of-shit style.

      “You might as well free them if you’re not planning on doing anything else with them,” Kari said.

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Yuri?”

      He released the brothers. They foolishly tried to stand on their own, and then promptly collapsed in screams of pain.

      Yuri bent over and cut off their bonds.

      I did the same for the other bandits, but I stopped at the woman and her kid.

      “You have time for a quick question before you go to the healers?” I asked.

      She frowned at me, and the kid just looked away.

      “I suppose,” she said.

      “I’m guessing he’s yours,” I said, pointing to the kid.

      She didn’t say anything, but her quick glance aside told me all I needed.

      “He’s not cut out for the life you seem to be giving him,” I said. “He’s no fighter.”

      “He’s not going into the mines either, stranger,” she quickly snapped. “Better a death under the sun than disappearing away from it.”

      “What is it you are doing here, partner?” Yuri asked, walking up beside me as all the other bandits slowly moved away from us. Other than, of course, the caterwauling brothers.

      I sighed, and switched into Mahrduhmese. “Mother and son here,” I said.

      “So?” Yuri replied.

      “Can we go now?” the mother asked.

      “Hold your horses,” I replied.

      “You have our horses.”

      “Just wait a second,” I said.

      She frowned.

      “I just have a bad feeling they’re going to be fucked because of us,” I said to Yuri in Mahrduhmese.

      “Is that our problem?” Yuri replied.

      “If I only cared about things that were my problem, I’d have left you in that fucking tree.”

      “Point.”

      “Sorry about that,” I said to the woman and her kid. “I’m new here, and there are more than a few questions I’ve got about this place. I was thinking, perhaps, if you’re in search of employment, you and your kid might earn some coin working for me?”

      Yuri shook his head and walked away.

      “Work for you?” the woman asked. “I don’t—“

      “Mom,” the kid said.

      She looked over at him, and the two stepped away from Yuri and me to have a conversation.

      Kari walked over.

      “You wish to sell all the horses and their gear, right?” she asked.

      “I do,” I replied.

      “What currency would you like?”

      “What currency can you offer?”

      “Ethusian marks, Kenduskan Talons, raw gold or gems.”

      “What’s used here?”

      “In Halstadt?”

      “Yes.”

      “Marks, mainly.”

      “Marks is fine for me.”

      “You plan on spending money here?”

      “I might be here for a spell, figured I’d probably need a place to stay, might want to eat, those sorts of things.”

      “Ah. Well, I suppose I should warn you that you will not find much welcome for, well, tourists here. If you are willing to work, however, I am sure Halstadt could prove profitable to imaginative individuals like the two of you.”

      “Can’t exactly say I’m known for my imagination, but let’s see what kind of fun we can find here. Got any recommendations for a nice place to sleep?”

      “Is this your attempt at flirting?”

      “Uh, no. Not that I wouldn’t, or, um, wouldn’t want to, it’s just a—“

      She winked. “Just having a bit of fun with you. It mostly depends who you’d like to work for,” she said. “Work with the Rogers, they might give you one of their houses. Or you could stay at the Accidental Rock. I’ve never actually been upstairs, but I’m sure it’s a place to sleep.”

      “And if I choose to work with the other family?”

      “Being that you’ve just sold me ten horses bearing Thaler trappings and brands, I think a room at the Evershield Inn might be out of the question.”

      “And if I don’t want to work with either?”

      “You could see if there’s a room at the Guild Inn.”

      “It might be full?”

      “It could, I don’t keep track.”

      “Where do you sleep?”

      “Flirting again?”

      “I wasn’t flirting the first time. Or now. I’m asking purely out of curiosity.”

      She winked again, and I had the feeling that, perhaps, she was flirting with me. Kari pointed over my shoulder at the huge building.

      “Third floor,” she said. “Have a little room all to myself.”

      “Luxurious.”

      “It’s actually a bit of a perk — most of the guild members have to share.”

      “Well, congratulations.”

      “Give me a second to get some coin for you,” she said with a smile, and headed back to the checkpoint-house-building-thing.

      Which was exactly when the mother and her son came back over.

      “We cannot help you,” she said. “We have been committed to the Thalers, and... even though remaining with them is likely dangerous, it is still much less dangerous than leaving their employ. Better would be leaving this accursed town.”

      “Why don’t you?” I asked.

      “And go where?” she nearly spat back at me.

      “Anywhere? I don’t know.”

      “You clearly do not know anything about where you are.”

      “That’s why I was trying to hire someone who does know!”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Okay, how about you tell me how to get out of here, provided I wanted to, say, move myself and my son out.”

      “If you had the money, you could book passage on a caravan. Or, given your skill with a blade and general appearance, you could probably snag a guard position on a caravan. Provided they weren’t all taken. Which, given how far out into the middle of nowhere we happen to be, they likely are. So maybe you could kill a guard and then take his or her job. And you’d still have to pay for your son.”

      “How much does it cost?”

      “Where are you hypothetically going? A tropical garden paradise?”

      “Sure.”

      “Somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred marks to get to Marrowsprings, probably another hundred to get all the way to Jawoesburg on the coast.”

      “How much do you earn as a guard?”

      “A mark a day.”

      “So basically a year.”

      “For just me. I also got to pay his way,” she said, pointing at her son. “Two years. If we don’t eat and we sleep outside.”

      “Yeah, that’s rough.”

      “Plus, Thaler’s probably going to dock my pay for the horse you took.”

      “Right. Sorry about that.”

      “Are you?”

      “I mean, a little.”

      Kari chose that moment to saunter back over with a heavy looking sack of coins.

      “So,” she said with a smirk, “fifty marks a horse times ten horses, five hundred marks. Ten saddles at ten marks, a hundred marks. Twenty marks for the bridles and such. Six hundred twenty marks.”

      “Quick question before I take that,” I said.

      “It is a bit heavy, so quick.”

      “How much would it cost to book two tickets the fuck out of here on the next caravan?”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “You’re leaving already?” she asked.

      “Thinking of these two,” I said, sticking my thumb out at the mother and her kid.

      “Where to?” Kari asked the mother.

      “Uh, to Marrowsprings?” the mother stammered.

      “Two people on the caravan, let me see,” she said with a nod and went back over to the checkpoint house.

      “What are you doing?” the mother asked.

      “Getting you out of here,” I said, pointedly ignoring Yuri’s look of disgust.

      “This isn’t, I mean—“ she started to protest, but Kari’s return put the kibosh on the whole thing.

      “If you pay for them,” Kari said, “you’ll have a hundred marks left.”

      “Done,” I said, holding out my hand.

      Kari looked at me like I was nuts. A look I’d gotten used to receiving.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yep.”

      “Don’t—“ the mother started.

      “Done,” Kari said.

      “You can’t do this,” the mother snapped.

      “It’s done,” I said. “You can choose to stay if you want. But that’s up to you.”

      “And what is it you want from me?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Except that now I don’t have to feel bad about beating you two up. And you can try and start a different life.”

      “But why are you doing this?”

      “He’s just like that,” Yuri said. “Goes around doing nice things and spending money. Looking for sense in him is like trying to teach a goblin to dance.”

      “Speaking of goblins,” I said, “any chance you’ve seen any around here?”

      “Not recently,” the mother said.

      “They seem to show up randomly,” Kari said, peering at her clipboard, “and they have the strangest items to trade.”

      “Hold on,” I said, “the goblins come here to trade?”

      “Periodically, yes.”

      “But where do they live?”

      “You know, in all of the conversations I’ve never had with the goblins, I’ve never thought to ask them about their home lives.”

      “There is rarely anyone talking to them about much beyond prices,” the mother said. “They are goblins, after all. Where am I supposed to go? When do we leave? I am so flustered.”

      Kari flipped through the papers on her clipboard, and checked a few things with her pencil.

      “A caravan leaves tomorrow, so you can join that,” she said. “Should be one arriving in three days and it’ll be a quick turn around, leaving the next day. Only other I have leaving is in two weeks. That’s as far out as I can tell you right now.”

      The mother looked at her son, bruising already settling all around his face. “We can go tomorrow.”

      “You can stay in the big house,” Kari said.

      “Oh, we have—“

      “We like to leave early, so that’s kind of a requirement. Plus, you’ll need to meet the caravaners and whatnot.”

      Yuri put his arm around me, and looked to Kari. “If you’ll excuse us, we probably need to get going.”

      Kari handed me a bag of coins and gave me a smile.

      “See you around,” she said.

      Yuri steered me away just as Nunu started unloading his cargo, his face all tensed up, ready to negotiate.
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      In keeping with the Western theme of the town, we moseyed on down the road toward the Guild Inn and walked into the lobby. It was a wide open place with a view all the way through the first floor and out to the fountain outside the back. A view only somewhat sullied by the massive Guild building behind the fountain. And, you know, all the walls. To one side was a desk, to the other was a bar and a large open seating area. A large deck poked out from the back of the building. It looked like there was dining out there, since I saw a server weaving through tables and delivering a plate of roasted meat to a very burly looking group of customers. They were the only customers out there.

      I sauntered over to the desk and leaned against the brass rail.

      “Evenin’” I said, wishing I had a hat to tip.

      The young man working the desk looked at me, confused.

      “It’s the middle of the afternoon,” he replied.

      “We need a room,” I said, continuing on. “Or two.”

      The young man made a very pronounced turn to stare at a pegboard filled with numbers. Ostensibly where the hotelier would store the keys to the room. But there were no keys on the board.

      “Would you look at that?” he asked. “No vacancy. Just like the sign said.”

      “I didn’t see a sign,” I said, then turned to Yuri. “Did you see a sign?”

      Yuri nodded, and pointed to a sign leaning against the window right next to the door we’d walked in. ‘No Vacancy’ in precise black letters.

      “Could have pointed that out to me earlier,” I said quietly to Yuri.

      “You weren’t listening,” Yuri replied.

      “There might be some vacancy tomorrow,” the desk clerk said. “Though, of course, it is impossible to judge.”

      “I was just speaking to someone over at the guild,” I said, “and they mentioned there’s a caravan leaving early. And that most of those going on the caravan would be spending the night at the big house. Any chance one of those rooms might be open soon?”

      “Are you a member of the guild?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You are seeking a membership?”

      “My father was a member.”

      “I suppose I could check to see if being a legacy offers any modicum of benefit,” he said. “Of course, you’d need to offer some proof of the matter before I make such an investigation.”

      “I’m afraid it’s a rather far distance to dig up my father.”

      “The guild keeps track of members,” the desk clerk said with a sigh. “If your father really was a member, then they would know.”

      “Perhaps after a bite to eat,” Yuri said, looking with thinly veiled lust at another plate of roasted meats going by.

      “Of course,” the desk clerk replied. “I hear the chef has acquired some interesting game from some of the recent hunts.”

      “Hunts?” I asked. “There are hunts around here?”

      “If you discount the mining operations hereabouts, you will find that hunting is the only reason anyone bothers to come here. Now, the dining area is that way,” he said, pointing toward the open terrace. His tone made it abundantly clear he wanted nothing more to do with us.

      “Thank you,” Yuri said, with a subtle tug on my elbow, realizing before I did that I was getting angry.

      We went over to the dining area and sat down.

      A moment later, a server appeared and offered us a rather short list of meal options. Almost immediately, Yuri asked for the roast meat platter, the server smiled, and he walked off quickly.

      “Eager for meat?” I asked.

      “I am quite hungry,” Yuri said. “We have been taking quite a long time between meals.”

      “Your joke was stupid,” Bear whispered from within Yuri’s mane.

      “What joke?” Yuri asked.

      “Never mind.”

      “Save a bit for me,” Bear said.

      “I will insure there is plenty of food for you,” he said with a bow of his head, his mane ruffling as he did so.

      Looking around and seeing that we were ignored, I leaned forward.

      “How do you know the language here?” I whispered.

      “Our little friend,” Yuri said.

      “Figured it might be easier on everyone if I powered a language spell for Yuri while we’re here. Means I probably want to find a way to hide,” Bear said, peeking out from Yuri’s bouffant mane, “instead of just staying invisible.”

      I leaned back in my chair, balancing it on two legs and peering over at the fountain. It was beautiful, simple but the mere act of using so much water as decoration in the middle of a desert was incredibly powerful.

      As was the server bringing by a large pitcher of water and two glasses.

      “Mind if I have two glasses?” I asked.

      “Of course,” the server replied.

      I waited for him to leave before I spoke again, “What do you think they hunt out here?”

      “I fear I have no frame of reference for this environment,” Yuri said. “There could be any number of creatures we’ve never dreamt of out in the desert hills.”

      I nodded.

      “You’re missing the main thrust of all this,” Bear said, her voice still coming from the mane. “You should be focusing on why you’re here, not what this place is, because you still have plenty of shit to get done at home.”

      “I’ve been told this is important,” I said. “That I need to see this through.”

      “I’m not telling you not to complete the quest, I’m telling you to focus on the quest, not on hunting or Kari or anything.”

      “What’s with the Kari cut?” I asked.

      “You were—”

      “I was not.”

      “Not pertinent,” Yuri said, picking up his water and taking a sip. “And mind, friend, that no one is around when you are looking to argue.”

      I took my glass and used my sip as an opportunity to look around. No one was that near to us, but Bear and I did have the tendency to get loud.

      “Okay,” I said, “focusing. The goblins coming here to trade is interesting, and gives us a connection to this place. Entirely possible someone made some connection with the goblins and offered them assistance. The bigger question has to be why anyone would do that.”

      “I doubt anyone would befriend a goblin to that degree,” Yuri said. “So there must have been a trade of some form. What might the goblins have that would be of sufficient value to engage with them?”

      “And to go there.”

      The server was suddenly right there, setting down a large platter with several different roasted meats, all gloriously seared, still sizzling, and dripping a scrumptious mix of juices and fats.

      “Enjoy,” the server said.

      Yuri had his dagger out immediately, and sliced off a hunk of meat.

      He was clearly done talking, too busy stuffing his mouth.

      I sighed for a moment, then joined in.
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      The inn had a great chef. I don’t even know what I ate, but the grey stuff was delicious.

      We sat there, the empty platter between us, leaning back in our chairs as we debated the life decisions that led to us eating so much we had trouble moving. I’m sure we could move if our lives depended on it, but probably not much. A slice of sunshine came over us on the terrace, and somehow, despite still being in the desert, it was nice. Warming, but not hot. Just enough to temper the cool breeze wafting across the fountain.

      Someone kicked in the front door of the hotel.

      “Better not charge me for that room, Nolan!” bellowed a giant of a man covered in grime and leather. He had long hair in gnarly dreads, and dark, leathery skin that had seen lifetimes under the sun. A large axe sat on his back and a cruel-looking curved sword hung on his belt, and he stomped along in heavy boots toward the desk clerk.

      “And why is that?” the desk clerk, Nolan said, getting to his feet and screwing up what little courage he seemed to have.

      “Won’t be needin’ it,” the newcomer barked.

      “Lost your clients again?” a man sitting on the terrace roared across the lobby.

      “Not a chance, Bill,” the newcomer said. “I knows exactly where they are. Likely entering the lower intestine of one ornery thylakreen. As well as somewhat splattered across the face of Daughtry’s Rook.”

      “Counts as lost, Thompson,” Bill snapped back.

      “Fuck you, Bill,” Thompson said, striding across the floor of the lobby and leaving a trail of fine red dust in his wake. “Did my due diligence and those fart-boxes decided they knew everything better’n me. Not my fault they was dumb as dirt and thought they could handle a full-grown thylakreen.”

      “You were the guide! You shoulda known better.”

      “I did know better. I said we better run.”

      “And what’d they do?”

      “They attacked the damn thing thinking it’d go down like a skargling drunk on sun-heated sunberries. Damn thylakreen seemed as surprised as me for a hot goddamned second, afore it went and ate those two.”

      “You didn’t try to help?” Another of the men at the table asked.

      “What exactly was I supposed to do? One man against a thylakreen?” Thompson asked, a little quieter and calmer now that he stood at the table. “Ain’t no way to take ‘em down solo. ‘Specially not when I was sittin’ atop a spooked horse with two other scared horses galloping straight at me.”

      “You brought the horses back?” The man called Bill asked.

      “Of course I brought the horses back! And their belongings. Why, you looking for a new horse?”

      “Just seems awful convenient that these gold-shittin’ clients o’yours got eat by a thylakreen and went and left you all their worthwhile goods.”

      “You think I can just magick up a thylakreen when I want to go and eat these fools for their city slicker shit?”

      “Worth a whole host of marks,” the third man said. “And you did seem to be runnin’ up quite a tab at—”

      “You wait a gods-be-damned minute or three afore you go accusin’ me of murderin’ my customers, Car Kitterson. We all know—”

      “You sure you want to bring that incident to light in front of them there strangers?” Car Kitterson asked, pointing right at us.

      All eyes turned toward our table.

      I smiled.

      Yuri did not.

      I gave what I considered a polite little wave.

      Bill waved back, but without a smile. In fact, everyone seemed rather bothered to see us. Granted, we were sort of eavesdropping, but it’s not like they were making the slightest effort to be at all quiet.

      “You hunters?” Thompson asked.

      “He is,” I said, pointing to Yuri.

      Immediately all the eyes shifted to my left, focused on Yuri.

      “Not like you,” Yuri said. “At least, not that I can tell. I am more of a, say, exterminator, and not at all a guide.”

      “Monster hunter,” I said.

      “Ah,” Bill said. “Then what does that make you? The gold?”

      “Gold? You mean I’m the money? No. I’m just the pretty face.”

      “You’re a couple?”

      “Not in a romantic sense,” I said, “but I feel a certain chemistry—”

      “We are not in any capacity,” Yuri clarified.

      “Are you lookin’ for a guide?” Thompson asked.

      “Don’t bother with him,” Bill said. “His clients get eaten on a regular basis.”

      “Regular my ass, Bill. Two times.”

      “Three,” the man without a name said. “That fellow what came to hunt nattersens.”

      “He wasn’t eaten,” Thompson said. “He fell down a crevasse and then got eaten. Probably died before the eating.”

      “Happened to me once,” I said softly.

      “Trust me,” Bill said, “Thompson here is the worst guide in Halstadt.”

      “Only because Keener’s still out on a job,” Car Kitterson laughed.

      Thompson smiled. “I will admit that Keener is a terrible guide.”

      “How many times’d we have to go find him, now?”

      “Hells, I done it four times myself,” Bill said.

      “Must not be that bad if he’s the one out there with clients,” Yuri said.

      “Got me there,” the nameless man said.

      “That is a fluke of circumstance,” Thompson said, weaving between the empty tables and sitting down with us. “You notice there is a bit of dearth of occupants here.”

      “Desk clerk said the place was full,” I said.

      “Nolan is full of shit.”

      “I can hear you,” Nolan shouted.

      “You know you’re full of shit,” Thompson hollered right back. “You are the laziest sack of grimeling dung this side of the Große Breōsts! You damn well know there’s next to no one stayin’ here right now.”

      “Can we get a room or two?” I asked.

      “Rent ‘em a room,” Bill said.

      “I am in charge—” Nolan started, but then the nameless man stood up.

      “Nolan, do your damn job or I’ll go tell your pa what it is you think you’re doing here,” the nameless man said. “We accept you as doin’ nothing for us locals, but these people’re ready to spend coin and gods be damned, we need ‘em to do it.”

      Nolan grumbled, but sat back down and motioned for me to come over to the desk.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Pleasure,” the nameless man said, sitting back down.

      “You know,” Thompson said as he got up and moved back over to the table of guides, “I was about to nail them as clients.”

      “Like shit you was,” I heard Bill start in before I chose to ignore them.
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      Ten minutes and fifty marks later, we had two rooms next to each other overlooking the fountain. They were nice enough rooms, utilitarian more than comfortable, but it was a fair sight nicer than spending our nights under the stars hoping there weren’t any monsters who could climb walls around. We had a serviceable, if slightly undersized, bed, a pitcher full of clean water, and a bedpan that looked as if had been cleaned recently.

      I sat on the bed, hands clasped behind my head, and leaned back on the wall.

      Yuri looked out the window at the guides gathered below.

      Bear was finally visible. She’d taken my pillow and stretched it across the single dresser in the room, and was in the midst of lounging.

      “You’re still missing what I’ve been saying,” she said. “None of what you’ve done here has gotten you any closer to solving the mystery.”

      “Okay, so what should we be doing?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Why would I know that?”

      “You seem like you know something.”

      “I know we’re behind. That’s it. I know we need to move faster.”

      I sighed and looked over at Yuri. He was very intent on the activities down below.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Huh?” He replied. “Oh, just zoned out for a moment, I think.”

      “You’re still tired.”

      “I fear I am.”

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “Maybe sleep is the next activity.”

      “Hey—” Bear started.

      I put up a hand.

      “For Yuri,” I blurted. “Yuri takes a long nap, gets his feet back under him, and I take stock of the town around us.”

      “And me?” Bear asked.

      “Depends if you think you need to rest.”

      She frowned, but also seemed to take a moment to really think about her answer.

      Yuri, meanwhile, was already out the door, heading to his room.

      “Might be a decent idea,” she said. “I’ve been burning power to keep alert. And doing that and keeping myself out of sight is taxing.”

      “So rest in here. Or, you know, rest in Yuri’s room. Just in case someone feels like poking around in here.”

      “Yeah, I like that idea,” she said. Then she just seemed to wink out of existence and I was alone.

      I got to my feet and went to the window.

      The guides down below were getting heated, but the windows in this place were surprisingly good, and I couldn’t hear a damn thing being said. The smart move would have been to stay in the room, maybe rest a little. Try to come to grips with what I knew and how I could put the little knowledge I had to use figuring out this damn goblin quest.

      But instead, I went back downstairs to hang out with the guides.
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      I walked in just as Bill, the next biggest guide after the monstrous Thompson, and Thompson stood up from their seats and got nearly nose to nose. They looked about ready to gut each other.

      “Afternoon,” I said, walking up to the group. “Anything fun planned for the rest of your day?”

      The group turned toward me, and a measure of fire let out of Thompson.

      “Plans for the day?” Thompson asked. “The fuck is he talking about?”

      “Well, my friend had to go and have a lay-down, bit of a headache or something,” I said. “And now I’m left on my own to get up to trouble. And I figured, if anyone knows how to get in trouble here, it’s a group of gents like you lot.”

      “Oh, we can get into trouble,” Bill said.

      “I’m out,” the nameless man said.

      “Got a contract comin’ up,” Car Kitterson added, “No way I’m missin’ that by hanging around with you three in the guild brig.”

      Both Kitterson and the nameless man stood up, put a few coins on the table, and moseyed on out.

      “I still need to beat the tar out of this loudmouth,” Thompson said.

      “Like hells you do,” Bill replied. “Being mad at the truth is somethin’ you’d go and do.”

      “My capabilities as a guide are a matter of opinion, Bill. Ain’t no truth in opinion — that’s what makes it different! Figure that might be a notion might bit too complex for a man with an intelligence score in the single digits.”

      “See, now you go an insult me like that in front of this man of gentle persuasion. He’s liable to up and get a bad sense of who I am. Now I’m feeling like I might need beat the tar out of you, Jackson Thompson.”

      “Your name is Jackson Thompson?” I asked.

      “What of it?” Jackson Thompson snapped, fire right back in him.

      “Just, um, is his name Bill Williams?”

      “Bill Thrawnswallow,” Bill said. “Of the Riverbottom Thrawnswallows.”

      “You ever had someone know your family?” Thompson said.

      “Not yet, but don’t hurt to try,” Bill replied. “Now, you want to take your whuppin’ here or somewhere else?”

      “Take it somewhere else,” the waiter called out. He was sitting in the shade.

      “Might’n’give you somethin’ to do,” Jackson Thompson spat back.

      “Got plenty,” the waiter replied, holding up a book.

      “Bah, books,” Bill said.

      “You would think books’d be a waste of time,” Thompson said. “Suppose it’d be the case if’n I couldn’t read.”

      “That is it, Jackson Thompson,” Bill said, and stomped over to the railing at the edge of the inn’s dining terrace near the grass surrounding the fountain. He jumped the railing and stood in the grass, his feet firmly planted. Then he raised his fists. “Time to whup me an idiot.”

      “You’re fighin’ yourself?” Thompson asked. But then he charged.
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      I thought I was going to see a fight.

      I think they thought they were going to fight.

      But when Thompson tried to hurdle the railing, his heel clipped the top rail. He tripped, face-planting hard into the grass with a loud whump.

      For a heartbeat, there was stillness. Almost like the fountain took a break to see if Thompson was still alive.

      Slowly, the big man lifted his head, face now quite a mix of grass stain and mud covered, from the divot it created, and got to his feet.

      He wobbled, took a step, missed his step, and reached out for the railing to steady himself. But he managed to grab at the air instead of the railing and crashed right back down to the ground.

      I leapt the railing and helped the big man sit up.

      “You okay there?” I asked.

      “Why’re there so many of you?” He asked, his eyes not quite focusing.

      “Well shit,” Bill said. “Here I am, ready for a fight, and Thompson goes and does this.”

      Bill walked over and crouched down in front of Thompson. He gave the big man a once over and shook his head.

      “You got any coin tucked away?” Bill asked.

      “What them people had,” Thompson said slowly. “And their horses. Got to sell ‘em first.”

      “I used up my last potion on Keener, so he still owes me. And I can’t cough up the coin to cover buyin’ one.”

      “Hold on,” I said, “how expensive is healing here?”

      “Depends on the injury,” Bill replied. “And how long it’s been since a resupply. Longer it goes, higher the price grows. Harold, you know how much Lonnergan’s chargin’ for potions these days?”

      The waiter looked up from his book. “Two hundred.”

      “Fuckin’ greedy sack o’ shit,” Bill said quietly. “But he’s the only alchemist in town, and he’s workin’ for the shitheels.”

      “Which shitheels would those be?” I asked.

      “The Thalers,” Bill whispered. “Forgot how new you. Thalers is the shitheels, Rogers is the shitfeet. Same thing, different name.”

      It felt like these guys were just independent enough to give me an honest insight into the town and all its weirdness. So I did a little blocking of my knapsack, and pulled out a healing potion.

      “Trade you this for those two horses,” I said.

      Thompson looked at me, confused. Then over at Bill.

      “Take it, you fool,” Bill said. “No reason to see what your head injury will heal up to be.”

      “Deal,” Thompson said, and I gave him the potion.

      “You realize those horses ain’t worth near half that potion,” Bill said while Thompson leaned back and smiled as his pain washed away.

      “Yeah,” I said, “but I’m also looking to buy a little information from you two.”

      Bill and Thompson shared a look. Bill sighed.

      “Go on and sell those horses,” he said. “Meet us at the general store when you got the marks.”

      “Which horses am I looking for?” I asked.

      “Black ones,” Jackson Thompson said. “Gold bridles. Tied ‘em right out front.”

      I nodded, and left the two men.
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      The horses were easy to find. I walked them slowly through Halstadt until I got back to the guild building, and stood in front of the little checkpoint. Nunu’s wagon was gone, so it was just me standing there.

      Kari came out smiling.

      “Now look at this,” she said. “Seems like you’re becoming a regular horse trader.”

      “Just have a way with horses,” I replied. “I guess.”

      “You’re selling these two?”

      “I am.”

      “Any chance you’ve got a better story as to where you got these?”

      “Traded a healing potion for them.”

      “You got the shit end of that stick.”

      “You ever wonder what people were doing with sticks and shit so that became a phrase?”

      “Not until now.”

      “That’ll wake you up in the night.”

      “Great. I love to have my sleep interrupted by thinking about stupid shit that has nothing to do with anything. I rather prefer other reasons to have my sleep interrupted.”

      She smiled at me and then winked.

      “Now then,” she said, “horses.”

      Kari did a quick walk around the horses, peered at their teeth and looked at their withers, poked at the saddles.

      “Good healthy horses,” she said. “As they should be. Seems I remember these two being sold two weeks ago, or thereabouts.”

      “You know more about them than I do.”

      “Fifty marks a horse, ten for their gear.”

      “One twenty total?”

      “That’s the math.”

      “Deal.”

      “You know, I appreciate the ease of our negotiations.”

      “Being that I don’t bother to dither?”

      “That’s a rare find in these parts.”

      “What are the chances you’d actually tell me about these parts?”

      “Seems about the same chance you’d interrupt my sleep in the way I’d want it interrupted. You seem like a nice man — well, you seem like a man uninvolved in the chicanery around here, which makes you a step above nearly anyone else. But I have to live here, and I work here, and that means I am not about to open up about a damn thing that goes on here. I need this money. I need this place to live.”

      “Know anyone—”

      “I don’t,” she said with a sad sort of smile. Then she walked back into the hut, prepared another sack of coins for me, and came back out to pay me.

      “Good luck,” she said. “Best idea is just leaving. Nothing good here.”

      Then she brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and just sort of smiled at me for a minute.

      “Unless you’d like to,” she finally said, “you know…”

      “I appreciate that,” I started, definitely blushing at her suggestion, “but, I’ve got, um—”

      “No need to explain,” she said with a wistful smile. “If you find more horses…”

      Then she went back inside her little checkpoint-hut-building-place.

      I thought about going in after her. Really considered if there would be a chance of getting information from her if I went along with her desires. But that felt awfully slimey. And while I certainly hadn’t minded being slimey — or getting slimey — in the past, it seemed like the wrong move here.

      So instead, I meandered along the road back toward the front of town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            52

          

        

      

    

    
      I was in visual range of the general store when a trio of men wearing what seemed like nice suits that had been worn down came and stood in my way.

      “Mister Thaler would like a word,” the middle man said. He had dark red hair and a few very bad teeth, plus the sort of nose that looked like it had seen the bad side of more than a few fights. A slim blade hung on his hip, matched with a nasty looking spiked club on the other. I caught the glint of mail under his collar, and there was a certain stiffness to his hat that really only came with metal. A helm made to look like a hat. Kind of brilliant.

      “Is this a final sort of word or a friendly chat?” I asked, crossing my arms to make sure they knew I wasn’t about to grab a weapon. I was pretty sure I could hold my own against them, but I just wasn’t sure violence was the way to go. Yet.

      Middle man looked to his buddies, then shrugged.

      “More o’ the latter than the former,” he finally said.

      “Fantastic. Lead on,” I said.

      “Appreciate you comin’ without too much trouble,” Middle man said as he turned and headed to the northern part of town, “professional courtesy, I ‘spose.”

      “’Spose it how you’d like,” I said. “I didn’t see any reason to trouble you kind gents.”

      One of the other hired blades chuckled. “Kind,” he muttered.

      They led me past a row of houses and over to the Thaler side of town. Once on the other side of the main street, all the niceties dwindled. The buildings were closer together, any of the aesthetic architectural details vanished, and everything felt a little dingy.

      Interestingly, however, there were more people moving and grooving over here. The main street was basically empty. Here, however, there were men moving back and forth, heading from what seemed like their jobs to what seemed like their homes. Or the reverse. Almost like I was walking through a shift change. There were a few workshops: a blacksmith, a small foundry, a wagon repair shop, a carpenter. Lots of activity going on, hammers clanging on metal, shouts as fires lit.  But mostly, it seemed like men living their lives. Occasionally, someone would look our way and maybe notice me. But as soon as they made eye contact with any of my escorts, the passersby would look away and studiously walk out of sight.

      Our destination was clearly the walled compound at the end of the street. I couldn’t really see it too well, what with the wall, but there was a manor house inside, white with a stately green copper roof on top. We went up to a gate, which opened as we got right close to it, and waltzed inside the compound. Which was basically back to being on the main street. Green grass everywhere, a fucking pool with a pool house that complimented the main house. A topiary menagerie lined one wall. It was a slice of paradise, replete with beautiful people enjoying themselves around the pool. As well as playing something along the lines of croquet on the wide open front lawn.

      I smiled at one of the naked young women, and she gave me a half-smile back. Like she was confused that I was smiling at her or scared that she’d been seen smiling back.

      The young men who were busy cavorting all had a similar look about them: family. And as soon as they noticed me, they glared.

      I smiled more broadly, and thought about a polite wave, maybe going over and saying hi, but it seemed imprudent to kick the beehive right before I went inside.

      Speaking of inside, the interior of the house was beautiful. High ceilings, dark wood paneling, lush carpet. All the trappings of wealth and luxury.

      We went through the lobby, into a den and through a small door to a back room, which lacked the refinement of the rest of the place. A large table took up most of the room, and on said table was what looked like a map, or maybe a blueprint of a mine.

      An older man with jet-black hair and a drooping mustache nursed a glass of amber liquor while smoking a thin cigar. He leaned over the map, peering at something through a magnifying glass.

      The three men pushed me up against the table and then disappeared from the room.

      The old man never looked up. He just took notes on a small piece of paper.

      I decided to look at the map. It was an impressive mine. Very detailed, showing level after level and an incredible number of twists and turns. There were all sorts of symbols on the mine, and I could tell they meant something important, but there was no key, so I had no idea what they actually meant. Ore deposits, I guessed.

      The older man stood up straight and winced a little as he put a fist in his back. Then he took his piece of paper and slipped it through a slot in the wall.

      “Apologies for the delay,” he said. “You likely have little idea why you’re here. Or, rather, you have a sense of why you’re here, but it’s the wrong thought, mister…?”

      “Montana,” I said. “Just call me Montana.”

      “Thaler.”

      “Just Thaler?”

      “My kids worry about things like titles and names. I know who I am. No need to dress it up just for you.”

      Thaler took a deep drink from his glass and then a long pull from his cigar.

      “Montana,” he continued, “it has come to my attention that you and a few of my employees had an interaction earlier today. Yes?”

      “That’s right. They—”

      “I know what it is they did. And you did what you need to do. I get that.”

      “Sorry about, uh, your sons.”

      “Grandsons. And no need for an apology. My family seems to forget rather often that they have not earned a damn thing. They have no idea what is important in the world.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Strength. Power. Things you seem to possess in spades, Mr. Montana.”

      “Just Montana.”

      “There is little I respect in this world. Really only one thing: the ability to project and protect your interests. But my dear wife — may the gods protect her soul — had an unabiding love for our children. She feared what the world might do unto them, and so she thought it best to protect them. Shield them. Now she is gone, and I am left with the useless weaklings outside, all thinking they are entitled to a world I have earned. I have no respect for them, but I have sworn to my wife that I would protect them. This, naturally, puts me in a right challenging position. You have hurt my worthless grandsons. Perhaps, however, I can consider it as you teaching them a lesson long needed. That they are not as powerful as they think they are. That they are easily destroyed. That their egos are substantially larger than ever they have need to be.”

      “Seems like a good trade.”

      “It is not, good sir,” he said. His veins stood out all over his neck and forehead. “It is a terrible trade. You have made my two worthless grandsons somehow worth even less, now that I am forced to listen to their whining. To have them lay about my home as if they are entitled to be healed when they cannot even afford the potions from the grandiose allowances their worthless fathers hand down! It is a terrible trade, and I am of half a mind to have you struck down where you stand just so I might earn some pittance from your hide.”

      “You could try,” I said.

      “Bah. I know your martial prowess. Your value lays in your strength and skill, and I have use of those things. I would have you do a job for me.”

      “You just said you’d have me killed.”

      “I very well might. At the moment, however, I have a job that needs doing, something well-suited to a man such as yourself.”

      I stared at Thaler, trying to get a measure of the man. He gave me a wicked smile back, something that seemed to blossom under his stupid drooping mustache. A smile that revealed a burgeoning insanity.

      “You have the look of a man I know,” Thaler said. “A man who understands the need for money. A man who understands the power of gold. There is great power in gold, and you—”

      “Mister Thaler,” I said, “you seem to have me confused with someone else. I can’t say I even like money. I prefer not to have it, and even when I got it, I manage to spend it needlessly. I’m sure if I wasn’t able to kill any one of your family members at will, you’d have nothing to do with me. Probably just send one of your underlings out to slit my throat while I sleep. But what I need is information. I have a whole host of questions about this little town here, and I want answers. I’m not really interested in working — I already have a job I’m shirking to be here. So, maybe you answer some questions, and then I leave. I won’t bother your family again, never see you again, and we all have pleasant days.”

      He blinked a few times, and then took a long drink from his glass. He tried to pull from his cigar, but it was no longer lit. He glared at the butt as if it had offended him, and then flicked it across the room where it bounced off two walls and into a small metal bucket.

      “Nice shot,” I said almost instinctively.

      That only got a frown.

      “Mister Montana,” he finally said, “I am intrigued by you. What could possibly interest you enough to travel here only to leave once you know?”

      “Well,” I said, and then I paused.

      What was my play here? Blunt honesty? Try to be wily? This cat had clearly made his fortune in some way, and based on his scrawny arms I wasn’t inclined to think it had anything to do with swinging a sword. If he didn’t get his gold through strength, he got it with his mind. And given his complete lack of magical flourish, it was in thinking and being what I was not. Any battle of wits here was not going to end in my favor.

      “I’m interested in goblins,” I said.

      “Why?” He shot back quicker than I was prepared for. “You think you can tame them? Use them somehow?”

      “Maybe?” I asked back.

      “This bit is free. Goblins are not tameable. They barely work with each other, and definitely will not work well with the likes of you. You can’t trust ‘em, can’t train ‘em, can’t do a damn thing with them.”

      “I heard they come here and trade.”

      “That they do,” he said with a nod. “So I suppose I better amend what I was saying. On occasion, you can trade with them and they will try to cheat you on every deal they can.”

      “What did they trade?”

      “This is the specious information?”

      “It’s part and parcel of what I’m looking for,” I said. “Let’s call it goblin research.”

      “I tend to keep away from the occasional market that pops up. Nothing but trinkets, scams, and worthless crap. I have no idea what the goblins trade, nor what they buy, or why they buy. I know they exist, and I wish they did not. Anything else?”

      “Do you know anyone who might work with them?”

      “No.”

      “That’s kind of it.”

      “And now you leave?”

      “I mean, I’m done with you. I still need to answer those questions.”

      “And you will go talk to Rogers, then.”

      “Probably. Do you think he knows?”

      “Mister Rogers might. He is much more likely to traffic with such vile creatures as goblins.”

      “Got it.”

      “But if you expect to go speaking to him, I expect you to do a job for me.”

      “Seems like a shitty deal.”

      “It is a shitty deal, but I hold the power here. So you will do as I request or you will leave my town.”

      “Is it your town?”

      “Yes.”

      “Doesn’t really seem like it.”

      “You lack the fuller picture,” he said, and the veins started to bulge once again.

      “Probably.”

      “You want to find your answers, you do this job. Then I’ll consider things neutral between us. You refuse, and I’ll offer a bounty on you. Even if you can take all comers, you will find no rest anywhere near here. And any attempt to get answers for any of your questions will be met with silence, because anyone who speaks to a marked man is marked themselves.”

      “Are you fucking serious?”

      “Deadly. I did not live this long or build such wealth and not know how to deal with meatheads who think the world revolves around the sword. You may be hard to kill, Mister Montana, but those you need to speak with are not.”

      “Fuck you. What’s the job?”

      He gave me a smile, and I managed to find another realm of hate to slot him in.

      “Simple, Mr. Montana,” He said in that way where I immediately knew it was going to be a pain in the ass. “I merely need a lost bit of cargo recovered.”

      “Seems like someone who knows the area would be a better hire than me.”

      “Ah, that is where you are wrong, Mister Montana. I know where the cargo is — that is not the issue. It would seem, in their haste, the drivers of the cargo attempted a shortcut and wound up passing by someone who disliked the interruption.”

      “Like an old man?”

      “Like a viddergharst.”

      “A viddergharst.”

      “Indeed. Thus you see why you, in particular, need to go and get the cargo. Now I know your type, and I can tell already you want to look inside. You want to know what the cargo might be, but—”

      “I get it. Same old, same old. Don’t look inside. You can’t know what it is—”

      “On the contrary! You may look inside if you wish, but what is inside is both delicate and dangerous. Opening or looking at the cargo will put you, and any you bring with you, into great danger. I will not be held accountable for your injuries should you look inside. And I will be most upset if you return to Halstadt without the cargo. That will nullify my agreement not to mark you.”

      “I really think this is the shittiest possible deal.”

      “It is,” he said again, his creepy smile still on his face. “But that is what happens when you are in the weak bargaining position. Oh, and the cargo is perishable, so I would aim to retrieve it before it sits another day in the sun.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest by Mister Thaler:

      Sun-Baked Cargo

      Retrieve the lost cargo before another full day in the sun.

      Reward for success: Thaler personel will be neutral towards you and your party.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Thaler personal will be outright hostile to you and your party.

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I sighed, but accepted the quest.

      “Lovely,” Thaler said, and he pulled a folded square of paper from his breast pocket. “A map for your troubles. Good luck.”
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      My escorts took me back through the house and left me at the compound gates.

      I walked toward Main Street, ignoring curious looks from the passersby. There were fewer of them now — I guess the shift change had come and gone. Once again, though, Main Street was eerily empty, right up until I got to the front of town near the guild inn and the store. There, the taverns and brothels and bars on either edge of the street were bumping. I saw men were everywhere, drinking and cavorting. Particularly in the brothels. They looked like ant hives, a constant flow of people. Well, of men. And not that many leaving — mostly going in.

      The general store seemed like more than just a store. For starters, there was a wraparound porch with spaced out rocking chairs, most of which were filled with people drinking colorful beverages from what looked to be the local equivalent of jars.

      “Aw, fuck,” a familiar voice called out.

      “Nice to see you too, Nunu,” I replied.

      “You lookin’ for me?” He asked.

      “Not in the slightest.”

      He harrumphed, then continued to glare at me. “Have to get so close?”

      “I mean, didn’t you miss me?”

      “No,” he barked.

      “Aww, I’m hurt.”

      “Good.”

      “Just keep your hands to yourself as I’m getting by,” I said. “Going to speak to those guys over there.”

      I scooted by the old man, who was busy frowning at me.

      Bill and Thompson were sitting together, Bill with a drink and Thompson with a pipe.

      “You know him?” Thompson said from his rocking chair.

      “Know is a strong word,” I said. “He and I had a bit of a run-in.”

      “That was you?” Bill asked, sitting up straight. Which, in a rocking chair, is somewhat self-defeating, as he just rocked right back down lower.

      “I’m afraid I need a little more to go on that just, you know, vague statements about who I might be.”

      “Nunu got jumped by goblins,” Bill started, “and some weirdo comes tumbling out of the hills—”

      “Some weirdo?” I asked.

      “Nunu’s words, not mine. But that was you, right? The weirdo?”

      “I mean, I disagree with the description, but yeah. I guess I’d be the weirdo in that story.”

      “He took on the goblins and then the Thaler boys.”

      “He’s the one who broke the Thaler boys?” Thompson asked, eyebrows raising.

      “Hey, no, I didn’t do that. Their horses fell down,” I said. “The fall did the damage, not me.”

      Thompson frowned. “Pretty sure they had some fantastic horses. Seems odd they’d simply fall over.”

      “Only sold for the same price as your horses.”

      “You took their horses?” Bill asked.

      “Seemed only fair,” I said. “They tried to rob me. And kill me. Figured there should be a bit of a penalty for that.”

      “Suppose that means we’re not patronizin’ the Peacock Stage tonight,” Bill said.

      “Or the Open Rose,” Thompson added.

      “You shouldn’t be going there in any case,” Bill replied.

      “Well, I had a chat with the old man. We seemed to have squared things away for the moment.”

      “Oh, and how much did he fleece out of you?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “I just have to run an errand for him.”

      “Ah, that seems more like Thaler,” Bill said. “Who you killin’?”

      “Oddly,” I said, “I just have to do a little retrieval thing. Any chance either of you are looking for work guiding an outsider around tonight?”

      Bill looked to Thompson, and Thompson looked to Bill. I could feel the two having an unspoken conversation, because they probably both wanted my business, but they were also friends…

      “What’re you looking for?” Thompson finally asked.

      I pulled out the map and passed it over to Thompson.

      He opened it, gave it a quick once over, and then folded it right back up.

      “You can have it,” he said, handing the map to Bill.

      Bill’s eyebrow arched and he frowned. But he took the map and gave it a look.

      “Might be better for, uh—” Bill started, then just sort of stalled.

      “Keene?” I asked.

      “You mean Keener?” Thompson asked.

      “Yeah, that guy.”

      “He is out that way,” Bill said. “You could go save him.”

      “He needs saving?”

      “I’d say,” Thompson paused and took a long pull from his pipe, “chances are better than average.”

      “So neither of you want to go on a midnight stroll with me?” I asked.

      Bill looked at Thompson.

      Thompson shook his head very slightly.

      Then Bill shook his head.

      “No,” Bill said.

      “No,” Thompson said. “I think we’re both saying no.”

      “Something I should know about where I’m going?”

      “We don’t even bother to hunt that way,” Thompson said. “Nasty things live out that way.”

      “Like viddergharsts?”

      “Oh, that’s certainly something to watch out for.”

      “What is a viddergharst?”

      “A foul creature with four legs, four arms, and a habit of being incredibly territorial.”

      “Also,” Bill added, “big eyes.”

      “Right, big eyes,” Thompson said. “Goes with the big everything else it’s got.”

      “So it’s big, territorial, has lots of arms. Anything else?” I asked. “Poison? Venom? Both?”

      “I can’t say for sure,” Bill said. “Never eaten or been bitten by one. I think you’d probably be dead before the venom would take effect if a viddergharst bit you.”

      “Eh, seems like something some twisted god might do,” Thompson said, “make something that big and horrible just a smidge more horrible.”

      “Probably best to avoid being bitten by a viddergharst,” Bill said. “Just to be safe.”

      I sighed and looked around at the town. For the most part, there wasn’t much crossover between the Thaler side and the Rogers side, but occasionally a group of guys would march across, almost always heading into the opposite brothel. It was the brothels, in fact, that seemed to be doing the most business.

      “Minor topic shift,” I said, “but what do you know about goblins?”

      “I know it’s a topic we could probably expound on if someone was willing to,” Thompson said, with a glance at Bill, “say, procure a drink or two for two thirsty men?”

      I forced a smile and marched into the general store.

      Which was a strange enough place, though not unlike any of the other general-type stores I’d been to in Vuldranni. There was just such a profusion of disparate goods for sale. Really anything you could imagine was available in some capacity, and at much higher prices than seemed appropriate. A few weapons hung in one corner: swords, axes, spears, a mace, a few bows. Arrows were sold in bundles of fifty for a mark. The shop had quite the collection of clothing, provided you were a man and were looking for workwear. One wall held shelves full of packaged food and drink — though definitely more of a focus on the drink than the food — with just a ton of bottles.

      The shop wasn’t crowded. There were quite a few people there, sure, but it was surprisingly roomy, with enough space that I didn’t run into anyone as I peered at the various bottles, trying to figure out which ones were alcoholic, but hopefully not that tasty. There weren’t really labels on the bottles, what with the printing press not being, um, readily available I guess, so I couldn’t even do what I did back when I bought wine and just look for the most amusing label.

      Finally, I saw a tiny hand-scrawled sign for ‘goblin juice.’ Couldn’t go wrong with that. I grabbed four bottles, bought them while ignoring the look from the clerk, and took the goblin juice back out to Thompson and Bill.

      “Ah,” Bill said, already reaching for a green bottle, “what did you — goblin juice?”

      “I wanted to talk about goblins,” I said, “so figured this was appropriate.”

      “Ain’t no time appropriate for goblin juice,” Thompson sneered.

      “I can go take it—” I started.

      “Bah, you’ve gone too far,” Thompson said. “I’ll drink it. I won’t like it, but I’ll drink it.”

      He snatched a bottle from me, pulled the cork out with his teeth and spat it out. Bill did the same. The two chugged from the bottles, and then both grimaced.

      “Gods, that burns,” Bill said in a husky voice.

      “Now,” Thompson said, his eyes watering, “what is it you want to know?”

      “The goblins that came here to trade,” I started, “what did they trade and who traded with them?”

      “Ah shit,” Bill said, “them goblins got all sorts of weird shit. You dream it up, they’d show up with it at some time. All of it a bit crap, you understand, but definitely a wide range of just weird.”

      “Like what?”

      “Weapons, minerals, gems sometimes, but nothing from the hills or mines, mind you. Stuff from so far away it makes no sense why they had it here.”

      “What’d they buy?”

      “Similar range of random,” Thompson said through a squinty face. He’d taken another sip of the goblin juice. “Lotsa junk. Rusty metal. Hunks of wood. Rotten meat. That was always a big one. Anything that had been living, they’d take with what I assume was goblin joy. Jumping up and down, beating on each other, that sort of fun.”

      “Didn’t that seem, I don’t know, strange?” I asked.

      “Course it seemed strange,” he snapped. “It’s fuckin’ goblins. Goblins are always strange, every which way you count it. Hells, I don’t even know where in the fuck those goblins’d come from. They just show up one day, walking out of the hills, march right up to the gate and somehow get access in.”

      “Always wondered how they talked the guard into that,” Bill said.

      “Whatever you want to believe,” Thompson said, “they did. And they come in, set up on blankets that were more hole than blanket, trade their crap, take their new crap, and march off in the same direction. But anyone tried to find them later, they’d just disappeared. No tracks, nothin’.”

      “They is goblins, Thompson,” Bill said, starting to slur his words a bit. “Goblins’re known for bein’ sneaky lil’ fucks. Mightn’ be all they’re good at.”

      “You know what you oughta do,” Thompson said, looking at me with one eye shut. Then he took another long pull from the goblin juice. “First, you oughta leave them other two bottles you got. B, you better’d be talkin’ to Keener ‘bout them goblins.”

      “Hells Bells, Margaret,” Bill said, “Keener loved them goblins. I mean, not like, you know, that, but he was always dealin’ with them. Talkin’ to ‘em, the ones what could really talk, you know—”

      “The ones wearing robes?” I asked.

      “Them ones,” Thompson said, pointing at me with his bottle. “Them robe ones almost seemed smart. Like a bit scary smart.”

      “Keener was the one, though,” Bill continued. “Always said he was researching the enemy when I asked him ‘bout it, but I dunno. He seemed like he was, I mean—”

      “He loved those little fuckers,” Thompson said. “Night goblins, too, which is extra odd when you think about it. Where in the hells do they spend the days? There’s so much fucking sunlight here—”

      “Maybe they just dig holes, live under the sand,” Bill said. “Like crenshalwhatts.”

      “Never saw a spot of sand on ‘em,” Thompson said. “‘Sides, where would them goblins find so much sand they could bury all of ‘em under?”

      “I dunno, I’m not—”

      “Guys,” I interrupted. “Keener, the guy you told me was the worst guide in town earlier, also loved goblins, right? You both agree on that.”

      “I mean, you gotta refine the definition of love afore I’ll—” Bill started.

      “Hush,” Thompson snapped. “Yes.”

      “No one else comes to mind?” I asked. “Anyone else who might have been happy to see them, or was working with them or whatever?”

      Bill looked over at Thompson. Both their faces scrunched up in confusion.

      “Oh,” Thompson said, “pretty much everyone had some momentary fascination with the goblins. But Keener was the only one kept going back time after time.”

      It seemed like I had just solved the mystery.

      “Probably best for me to go and get this done,” I said. “And I think I might as well save Keener for you all. You know, considering you’re a bit under the bottle at this point of the night.”

      “Could be he don’t need saving,” Bill said. Or I think he said that — it was a little challenging to parse out. “But if he did, he’d probably be here,” Bill stabbed his finger at the map Old Man Thaler had given me.

      “Tell Keener we say hello,” Thompson said, and then pointed his finger at another spot on the map. “Should be about here.”

      “You guys picked different spots,” I said.

      Bill looked at Thompson, then at the map and where Thompson’s finger was.

      Thompson looked at Bill, then at the map where Bill’s finger was.

      Bill moved his finger. Thompson moved his. And while they lined up closer, they definitely didn’t meet.

      “Want to try one more time?” I asked.

      “Bit tough when you went and put two maps down at the same damn time,” Bill said. He closed one eye, screwed up his face, and looked intensely at the map. “There,” he pointed.

      Thompson raised an eyebrow, then just nodded.

      “Bill’s probably right,” Thompson said. “Have a nice walk out there!”

      He polished off his bottle, then let out a belch I assumed could strip paint off a late-model Fox body Mustang.

      I gave the two drunkards what I considered to be a jaunty salute, and then went off to finish up this stupid mystery.
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      I left the general store for the incredibly long walk all the way across the street, once again getting the stink-eye from Nunu as I slipped by him.

      But right when I was about to get to the door, a strange thing happened.

      An arrow went through my throat.

      For a moment, I was stunned. Just stood there trying to figure out why my head felt odd.

      Then the pain came.

      And then the blood. It poured forth from my throat in a great spout until my legs gave out and I hit the ground.

      I put my hand up to my throat and felt the arrow, and a sense of surprise. Where had this arrow come from? A glance around, and I saw nothing. Even ‘looking’ through tremorsense, I saw basically nothing beyond the ordinary. A few people moving around in the inn next to me, a few people moving around the general store, a ton moving around the brothels. But no one running away after firing off an arrow. I suppose it’s possible the assassin was farther than 500 feet, but that would be one hell of a shot.

      My health was already heading back up because I wasn’t in combat. Granted, the bleed damage from the, you-know, arrow-in-throat aspect was making actually healing difficult.

      The quick solution was pulling the arrow out, or, in this case as the thing had gone all the way through me, just pushing it on through.

      Which hurt.

      A lot.

      But I grimaced, gritted my teeth, and grabbed the arrow and yanked it through my throat.

      With my free hand, I stemmed the flow of blood until my body healed itself. I said a quick prayer of thanks to Mister Paul for his boon, thought I maybe caught a you’re welcome on the wind, and then slowly got back to my feet. The activities of the town, as they were, continued on unabated, so I went into the lobby of the hotel.

      A new desk clerk was sitting at the desk, and he stood up so fast his chair tipped over.

      “Gods,” he stammered, “are y-you alright? Are you — can — a healer?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, waving him away. “It’s just ketchup.”

      “I, uh, what?”

      “Any messages for room 12?”

      “Uh, no. No, are you, isn’t that blood?”

      “Looks like it, huh?”

      I gave him a smile and climbed the stairs to my room two at a time.
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      Inside, I found a sleeping fairy, snoring sweetly on my pillow.

      It was actually kind of beautiful, right up until she let one rip, again on my pillow, giggling all the while.

      “You had enough rest?” I asked.

      “Hold on,” Bear said, obviously completely awake. She grunted, and then farted a second time. “Now I’m awake.”

      She somehow stood up straight from laying down, an impressive feat in its own right, and walked down the bed. She spun around, and the nightgown she was wearing turned into more adventurous gear. Leather armor, but instead of her normal greens and browns, this set was more reds and oranges.

      Concern washed over her face, followed by alarm and then a disapproving frown. “Wait,” she started, “that’s probably not your bloo—”

      “Actually,” I said, “it is my blood. But I’m fine.”

      “What happened?”

      “Someone shot me in the neck.”

      “And you’re okay?”

      “Totally and mostly fine,” I said quickly. “Thing is, I may have solved the mystery, and with a little midnight stroll, we can get out of this weird shitfest.”

      “Wait—”

      “I don’t want to wait,” I blurted. “I’m more than happy to fill you in once we’re walking.”

      “Did you just want to rest at all?” She asked.

      “No. You made sense. If we have any chance of finding the goblins, we have to do this quickly, and get back home.”

      “Let’s both take a minute, and maybe you explain to me why we need to bolt right now, in the middle of the night.”

      I put down the map.

      “This is the surrounding area,” I said, and then stabbed my finger at the point Bill had finally chosen, “and this is where our culprit is. Or hereabouts.”

      “Okay,” Bear said, narrowing her already tiny eyes, “but where did you get the map?”

      “I had a meeting with the head Thaler asshole, and he wants me to go out and retrieve some cargo for him. Which is what’s marked on the map.”

      “You realize this has to be a trap in some way, right?”

      “Sure, that part has to be a trap of some kind. I fully acknowledge that the whole Thaler thing has to be a trap. However, we’re not doing that quest — we’re going to the spot I pointed to. We need to find this Keener guy who definitely hiding out right now, because he was the one helping the goblins.”

      “You want to run through the steps about Keener? Maybe starting with who Keener is?”

      “Keener is a guide here, but kind of a shitty one. And apparently he’s got a thing for goblins. I don’t think sexual. I’m not even sure that’s possible with goblins — I’ve never really seen any genitals or, you know, to be honest, I’ve never really considered the sexuality of goblins until the moment someone made a joke about Keener loving them ‘not that way’“

      “Not in the least bit important,” Bear said. “Keener.”

      “Right, so Keener loves goblins. Always traded with them, liked talking with them. I’m thinking the goblins were coming here, getting trinkets and treasures, but also more organic whatnot to feed to their breeder thing. Maybe making new goblins with the new shit they gathered. Keener is out right now, but he was expected to be back, so the other guides think he’s lost again. Or needs saving again. But…”

      “Do you need to stretch this out?”

      “Fuck you! Let me revel in my Sherlock Holmes moment.”

      “Doesn’t he do the reveal at the end, when everything is actually worked out?”

      “It is worked out.”

      “I admire the confidence, just—”

      “Think of it: he is the perfect person to do this without being noticed. He goes out all the time, not a big deal. He is buddies with the goblins. He wants to help them, he—”

      “He finds some way for them to summon an elder god in the shape of a giant goblin?”

      “I mean, maybe. It could happen.”

      “Bit of a stretch.”

      “Are you doing the devil’s advocate thing?”

      “Mostly. I’m just — there are some holes.”

      “Maybe there are holes in my theory. But I think he’s it. And I’d rather go out and grab him, see if we’re right, as opposed to sitting here and watching other people get drunk.”

      “Yuri?”

      “Of course,” I said. “How else would we find the place?”

      “You could hire one of those guides… Wait. Why didn’t you hire one of those guides?”

      “Beyond the fact they’re drunk? They don’t seem altogether competent. I’ll just go wake up Yuri.”

      “I feel like we’re still missing something,” she said, as she jumped and soared through the air to land on my shoulder.

      “It’s possible, but we need to be proactive here.”

      She took a minute, but then she nodded. It was time to proceed.
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      Yuri was grumpy. He was not ready to wake up.

      Until I told him I’d solved the mystery and we had a destination and a way to wrap this shit up, that we just needed to leave the town for a little stroll down south and find a goblin-loving asshole.

      Then Yuri was ready to wake up, but still grumpy.

      He got dressed, and we all went downstairs, convinced the chef to sell us something that looked like roasted turkey leg to go, and then we were on our merry way, waving to the guides getting drunk outside the general store as we went through the gatehouse.

      The young guard at the main gate gave us an eyebrow raise when we approached. He was currently sitting on a stool next to what seemed like a lectern with a book on it.

      “Leaving now?” He asked.

      “I wanted to go see the stars,” I replied.

      The guard looked confused.

      “I have a thing I have to do before sunup,” I quickly clarified.

      “Oh,” he said. “Name?”

      “Montana,” I said.

      “Yuri,” Yuri said.

      The guard nodded, then opened the book and scribbled our names down.

      “Do you track everyone who comes in and out?” I asked.

      “Mostly,” he said.

      “Who don’t you track?”

      “Oh, I mean, we track everyone, either by name or number. I’m guessing you came in with Nunu today, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      He gave me a little shrug and a smile. “Says here, Nunu, Thalers, and Two, one léonen.”

      “Yeah, that’s Yuri.”

      “I guessed,” the guard said. “I’m Benjamin.”

      “Maybe we’ll see you when we come back in,” I said.

      “Good luck out there,” he replied, hopping off his stool to open up the postern.

      We stepped through the little door, going from the tranquil town out into the wild world.

      “Map says that way,” Yuri said, pointing south along the road.

      “Well, let’s go for a walk,” I said.

      He nodded, all business. Well, business and grump. We were off.

      Yuri didn’t talk. His eyes moved constantly, trying to watch everything at once. I understood. What had seemed like a pretty sparse desert during the day was more active at night. There were plenty of critters moving about, mostly little things that were more scared of us than we of them. Bats flew through the air. Normal bats, sans goblin riders, that is. Mice skittered about through the sage-like brush. Owls hooted on cacti and packs of coyotes skulked about in the distance, occasionally yipping to each other. And, of course, because this was fucking Vuldranni, there were also big nasty things hulking at the edge of my vision, going on hunts or haunts. Or both. And some big fuck-off thing was soaring around the desert sky, blotting out the stars as it went.

      Every once in a while, Yuri signaled danger, and we darted off the road to hunker down in the brush.

      We’d wait, weapons out and ready, and Yuri would watch the world. Then, when everything still seemed the same to me, he’d signal again, and we’d go back off walking along.

      At a spot that looked like every other part of the fucking red desert to me, Yuri halted and pointed over to the right, which I’m pretty sure was west.

      “We go this way,” Yuri said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Probably one hour. We are looking for a cluster of stone spires, flat on top. Four tall, two smaller.”

      “Got it,” I whispered back.

      I got a single nod, and then Yuri was back on the hunt. And I was back on the hike. I heard a slight snore from my shoulder and knew I still had an invisible brownie going for a ride.

      While the stroll along the road had been easy — I mean, it was a fucking road after all — as soon as we stepped off into the wilds, things got more difficult. There was a fine silt-like sand in some spots, and hard stone in others, so it was easy to walk along, thinking everything was fine until your foot disappeared into a ‘puddle’ of silt. Yuri seemed to miss them, I seemed to find them. And I had the definite feeling I would have broken my ankle, if breaking ankles was a thing I could do these days.

      There were also plenty of unpleasant plants. Things that made my skin itch just by looking at the tiny hairs bristling all over the abundant leaves. Dry thorny vines that seemed to stretch out after us, as if they detected moisture nearby.

      So it was slightly more than a stroll. It was more of a, well, now it felt more like a hunt. Now I had an easier time taking everything seriously. That there might be a real danger somewhere.

      Turns out, there was.
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      It was still the middle of the night when Yuri called a halt and knelt down. He pointed to the left, and I could see the various spires silhouetted against the moonlit sky. We were on a slight rise, and there was a slope, the spires, and then a sharp drop into a wide canyon.

      “Where is this fellow?” Yuri whispered.

      “The guides said he’d be somewhere around here,” I replied, scanning the landscape for anything moving.

      Nothing.

      “That is the best you have?” Yuri asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “They seemed to think he’d need saving, and that he’d be here.”

      I neglected to expound on the various other suggestions the guides had offered in their inebriated state.

      “It would likely be best to approach the spires with care,” Yuri said. “I see nothing moving amongst them, or anywhere. But the quiet about gives me pause. There should be more insects, or birds, something.”

      “You want me to go first?” I asked.

      “I think,” he said, glancing around, “yes. You are more suited to take a surprise attack.”

      “Thanks,” I said, “I think.”

      He gave me a particularly lion-like smile and then strung his bow.

      I loosened my sword in its scabbard, getting it ready to draw at a moment’s notice, and then started down the slope. I moved from bush to shrub, keeping low, trying to stay quiet. Once on the hard level ground leading to the canyon edge, I took my time with every step. Just because I was the first choice to take a surprise attack didn’t mean I wanted to take a surprise attack.

      Still nothing, though.

      Kneeling there in the chilly desert night, I took a minute to assess the situation. It was rather likely I had gone off a bit half-cocked. The excitement of solving the mystery had caused me to rush out into the desert without really coming up with a viable plan. It had basically been based on the word of the two drunk guides who clearly had a bias against Keener. Granted, Keener might have been a shit guide himself who deserved the hate from Thompson and Bill. However, I probably should have done a little more—

      “Hey!” someone shout-whispered to me.

      I looked around and then glanced up.

      A face peeked over the edge of one of the stone spires. A human face.

      “Keener?” I asked. I didn’t whisper, or shout-whisper. I just kept my voice at a low volume and—

      “They’ll hear you!” He shout-whispered again.

      I looked around. It didn’t seem like anything was there to hear me. I was just about to say that when I felt a slight rumble and saw sand falling, as if something big was moving underground.

      “What just heard me?” I asked, still keeping my attention on my feet.

      “The myrmeleons!” replied the voice from above

      “What’s a myremelon?”

      No answer came, and when I chanced a glance up, I saw no one there.

      “Off my shoulder,” I breathed as I pulled my sword. “Best bet would be to get up top to see what’s there.”

      “Moving,” Bear said, still invisible. I felt her jump away.

      I thought about climbing up as well, but it seemed an untenable position. Much harder to attack straight down on something that was obviously hiding.

      “Something’s hiding under the sand,” I called out to Yuri.

      Sword out, I took a few steps away from the base of the spire. Whatever was underground moved to match me.

      I paused and reached out in tremorsense to get a glimpse of what was happening under the surface.

      Oddly, nothing. But it seemed wrong. As if it were a forced nothing. Like something was blocking my ability and making it seem as if everything around me was still.

      I heard a noise, a low rumbling, and instinctively I dove to the left, right into the rising mouth of some nasty beast with two huge barbed mandibles extending out in either direction.

      I swung my arms wide and grabbed for the mandibles. They kindly came in closer, I think hoping to push me deeper into its mouth. Or just snap me in half — hard to tell. But when they did, I got my hands on them and flexed my arms out straight, stopping both myself and the movement of the mandible-pincher things.

      The creature, which I had to assume was the myrmeleon I had been warned about by the mystery human above, wasn’t sure how to deal with me. It didn’t really have a tongue, so much as lots of little cilia waggling around, covering every surface in the mouth. They seemed eager to help push the meal (me) back into the myrmeleon’s gullet.

      The mandibles tensed as the creature tried, again, to close them, but I had it beat on strength. At least, so far. I managed to get a foot up against the thing’s lip, and then I kicked myself back at the same time as I pushed against the mandibles.

      I flew backward as the mandibles clacked together with a loud smash.

      My back hit the spire, and I looked around for the sword I’d dropped.

      It was half-buried in the sand, about three feet from me.

      Just as I moved toward it, though, I felt a slight vibration, and the sword just sort of slid under the surface.

      “Neat fucking trick,” I said.

      The myrmeleon had chosen that moment to disappear as well.

      I looked left and right, but it was all back to normal. I mean, the area looked a bit disturbed, but there was no other sign of the beasts.

      Slowly, I reached into my magical knapsack and retrieved a long spear, eyes still focused on the ground around me.

      It rumbled beneath me.

      I feinted left, but went right.

      Mandibles clacked right under me, as well as to the left and the right.

      I hadn’t thrown myself that hard, so I managed to slide to a stop before landing in the danger zone of the creature’s mouth. But then it surged forward and slammed its mandibles around me. The various pointy bits along the mandibles easily punctured my leather armor, but my skin held. At least until the myrmeleon started pumping something out of the pointy bits. Whatever it was started to burn and dissolve my skin.

      The creature opened its mouth and began shimmying its mandibles to get me closer to the maw.

      I twisted and turned as I much as I could, using my newly loosened skin as a horrible and painful lubrication, until I could get my arms up above my head.

      Then, as I could feel the hot, moist air wafting out of the myrmeleon mouth, I brought down the spear on its head, piercing the chitin armor over top and driving the point all the way through the beast and into the ground below.

      Immediately, the mandibles released me and I dropped to the sand, rolling away from the creature as it moved backward, trying to bury itself underground.

      Which it did, mostly. Except it wasn’t used to having a big stick coming out the top, which meant I could see how one of the things was moving.

      The spear moved out and away from me.

      I ran after it. The spear went faster.

      I dove to grab the spear, and got pulled along. The creature made a hard right for some reason, right as I got my feet back under me and tried to make a stand.

      There was a momentary hesitation, but then the spear came free and I pulled it out of the sand, along with a hearty chunk of myrmeleon head.

      I had a second to look at the chunk before I heard the telltale rumble of a myrmeleon attack. I jumped up as high as I could, and then drove the spear straight down into the ground just as the myrmeleon reared up, mouth open wide.

      Yes, once again, I was in the mouth of the creature I was trying to fight. But this time, the spear went all the way into the gullet instead of me. And this time, the spear got covered in the nasty gunk that made up the insides of the creature instead of me. Right before the pressure of the sand sent all those nasty insides up into the air in a geyser of gross, painting me in a sickly, sticky, icky goop that had better string pulls to it than a pizza commercial.

      Another myrmeleon came from the right, perhaps waiting for me to dodge that way.

      But as it continued its lunge, a heavy arrow thwocked into its gigantic head.

      The myrmeleon came to a halt, and then backtracked, trying to burrow itself back underground. It seemed odd, but they went underground backward.

      I reached into the bag and tried for an axe. Something slapped into my palm, and I pulled out one of the rather rusty weapons I’d rescued from the goblin trash pile. Probably should have been more specific with the unfillable knapsack.

      Still, I swung the axe and caught the edge of one mandible. There was a sharp crack, and the mandible broke open — turns out it was hollow. A ton of the clear skin-melting liquid came out in a more goopy form. It started to melt my boots before I could jump out of the growing pool.

      Another arrow hit the head, driving deep inside as the myrmeleon tried desperately to get away from us.

      I leapt back, grabbed the spear from the mess of the dead beast, and charged forward, point leading the way, once again driving the iron spearhead through the partially open mouth of the myrmeleon, deep into its internals. Then, once the spear was lodged inside, I gave it a little twist-n-turn to really, um, mix things up.

      The myrmeleon shuddered, and I ducked, expecting another explosion of internals.

      Instead, the creature just stopped moving. Only a mild gush of goop came from its mouth and poured over me.

      “Come on,” I complained, standing up and trying to get some of the nasty snot-like mess off. But given that my hands were covered in the same stuff, it really just wound up making strands of snot everywhere I touched.

      I cursed, grabbed the spear, and prepared for the next attack.

      Which didn’t come.

      It was still.

      Quiet, save the corpses expelling gases.

      But I knew there was one more — the one I’d just injured.

      I stood up straight, and, like I hadn’t a care in the world, started moseying back on over to the spires.

      My attention was wholly on the ground though, and I dug into tremorsense again, really trying to pay attention to where I wasn’t feeling any vibrations. But it was everywhere, or nowhere. I still felt nothing.

      And in that momentary distraction, another myrmeleon attacked. Or, rather, it made an attack in that it somehow disappeared the ground from under my feet.

      I dropped six feet into a cone of sand. As soon as my boots hit the sand, I started sinking into the incredibly soft sand. Half a second later, I was up to my waist and could barely move.

      I twisted the spear sideways, trying to get it set as something to hold onto, but it just dug into the sand. Not sure why I thought that’d work.

      I felt something move past my legs as I dropped farther into the sand. Soon my chest was buried, and I had trouble breathing. I took in as much of a breath as I could, and then held it firm against the increasing pressure.

      A rope dropped down. I grabbed it immediately and started pulling, not even caring where it had come from.

      It snapped taut, and arm over arm, I dragged myself free from the pit, sand streaming down my body and out of all my pockets and pouches.

      The myrmeleon, perhaps confused, cruised by, right at the surface. I saw protruding pokey-spikey bits (their technical term) that came out of the creature’s thorax and seemed to provide the means of propulsion through the dirt.

      Climbing up farther, I got out of the hole enough to see things around me once more. A face looked down at me from way up high on the spire above, though it took me a hot second to realize it was Yuri. He waved at me.

      I waved back.

      He waved more vigorously.

      I waved back again.

      “Climb up, you idiot,” Yuri shouted.

      “Oh. Right,” I said, and started hauling myself up, hand over hand.

      Higher and higher, up the rope, bumping occasionally against the stone spire.

      Then, at the top, furred hands reached over and helped pull me up onto the top.

      “Just in time,” Yuri said, and the rope vanished.
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      The view from the top of the spire was impressive. A beautiful look into a gorgeous, deep canyon made by what seemed like an occasional river down at the bottom. Way down at the bottom. Like, way, way, way down.

      The people on top were not so impressive. I mean, I was there, and I’m pretty damn impressive, but I’m talking more about the ones I was looking at. Yuri was also impressive. Let’s just go back and redo this.

      The people up there who were strangers were not so impressive. There were myriad cuts and bruises on all three of them. Clothes were dusty and had definitely been torn and re-worn in more utilitarian ways. Hair was dirty, matted. They looked like shit. They also looked thirsty.

      And they all stared at me with a mixture of fear, confusion, and awe. The signature Montana what-the-fuck-are-you look. I was getting a little too used to it.

      There was a woman and two men. All human, or close enough to it that it didn’t matter. The woman looked like she had dirty blonde hair at one point, but now it was just dirty. The men were unshaven. One had lots of pretty muscles but very dainty hands, the other was lanky and sinewy, with knobby fingers that looked like they’d never had a day off. He looked like he had a fantastic mustache on days when he could shave, Selleckian even, but it was nearly lost amongst the multi-day growth.

      “I’m going to ask this—” I started, trying to get some of the myrmeleon goop, also known as the remnants of their insides, from my face, only to basically get my hand stuck to my cheek. I gritted my teeth and tore my hand from my face, which sort of worked to get my hand off, and also tore off some of my newly regrown skin. Despite that, there were still mozzarella-like snot strands going from hand to face, as well as from arms to body and legs to legs and I was basically turning into a disgusting noodle-man thing. “Shit, let me — fuck. Okay. Which one of you is Keener?”

      The muscle man, the woman, and Yuri all pointed at the lanky guy.

      “Got it,” I said. “Keener. I’m going to ask you a question, and you have to tell me the truth. If you don’t answer or if you’re vague, I’m going to throw you off this spire just to see if a quest completes. Okay?”

      Lanky guy swallowed hard, but nodded once.

      “I’m going to activate this ability and ask you my question,” I said, tapping into my veritasium ability, and really chiding myself for not taking more time to think of a good question. “Did you assist the goblins in an attack of any kind?”

      Keener looked very confused. He glanced over at the man, and then at the woman, and then at Yuri, then back at the man.

      “Answer him,” muscles said to Keener.

      “No,” Keener said. “Not in any way. I haven’t even talked to a goblin outside of Halstadt. I swear.”

      I got no indication he’d lied.

      “Fuck,” I said, and then kicked at a rock.

      It soared away.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Really, Montana?” Yuri replied.

      “It was such a clean solution to the problem.”

      “Was it? How can it be a solution if it is wrong?”

      “I just wanted to head back before dawn.”

      “Me as well. I prefer the cold to, well, this,” he gestured at the surrounding desert.

      “It’s murder on your mane,” I said.

      “It’s what?” Yuri asked, confused.

      “Might I interject?” Keener asked.

      “I mean, if you have to,” I said.

      “What’s going on? Are you here to rescue us, because—”

      “We are not here to rescue you.”

      I walked over to the edge and peeked down. The sand pit had been filled in, and everything seemed normal once again.

      “Then why are you here?” The woman asked, meek. Muscles pulled at her, possibly to put her into some performative protection, but she shrugged him off. “I would like an answer. I feel we are owed as much.”

      “You are owed something?” I asked. “For what? For sharing your spire? Is this your spire? Should I—”

      Yuri put a hand on my chest.

      “I understand your frustration,” he said softly, “I feel it as well, but these are not the people to blame.”

      I looked over his shoulder, and really, fully thought about lashing out. But then I actually processed what Yuri had said, and I let out a sigh.

      “We are here trailing some goblins,” I said. “The goblins attacked us, and they had help. I’m here to find who helped them.”

      “And you thought it was him?” The woman asked, pointing to Keener. I noticed that her nails were quite destroyed.

      “Yeah,” I said, sighing again. “The other guides said he liked to talk to the goblins, and maybe intimated he was a goblin lover. But, you know, without the, uh—”

      “Sexual aspects,” Yuri finished for me.

      “They said what?” Keener asked.

      “I mean,” I replied, “it was kind of the prevailing theory. Enough to get Yuri and me to come out here in the middle of the night because we thought it’d be you. Ah shit, now I also probably need to do that fucking quest for that Thaler asshole.”

      “Likely,” Yuri said.

      “Fuck. I mean, are you sure you’re not, I mean, into goblins enough to help them plan a war?”

      “Montana—” Yuri started.

      “Very sure,” Keener snapped. “Goblins are an enemy of everyone but goblins. Hells, probably an enemy of goblins as well. No way would I help them. Study them? Yes. But not help them. Never help them.”

      “Fuck,” I said.

      “Are you still going to save us?” The woman asked.

      “I would, I mean,” I started, but Yuri shot me a look.

      “Of course,” Yuri said.

      “I was going to say yes,” I snapped. “Yes, we’ll save you. I guess. Even though you’ve got this guy here to—”

      “I’m a guide?” he said. “I know where things are! I’m not a hunter. Big difference. I’m supposed to guide the client to the hunt — they do the hunt.”

      “Seems like a less than great idea,” I said.

      “What is the point of that?” Keener asked. “Why go on a hunt when the guide does the hunting?”

      “You like hiking?”

      “Then go on a fucking hike. I guide the—”

      “Yeah, I get it. You guide, me Tarzan, her Jane, we all fucked. Want to tell me what those things down there are?”

      “The myrmeleons?”

      “Yeah. Maybe give me a reason why they’re still here.”

      “They are complicated creatures with—”

      “Got a short version?”

      “Of what?”

      “Oh my god,” I snapped. “Tell me what I need to know about those things so we can get off this fucking spire and I can finish my night out wandering the wasteland.”

      “I was trying to tell you, you big galoot.”

      “Galoot? The fuck is that?”

      Yuri put a large, furred hand on my shoulder.

      “Is there information you might give us,” Yuri said, “which could help us ensure a safe retreat from here?”

      “Are they all dead?” Keener asked.

      “No,” I said. “At least one is still down there.”

      I laid down on the top of the spire and crawled to the edge, leaning my head out so I could peek at the ground. Everything was still.

      “There is a good chance they are waiting for others from their colony,” Keener said.

      “These fucks have a colony?” I asked. “Must be huge.”

      “Likely, it is. I have yet to find the colony, however.”

      “How do you know there is one?”

      “Deduction,” he said. “These myrmeleons operate together, hunting a bit like a pack. However, there is more to them. If we wait here long enough, others will come, others who are not like those hunting down there right now. Those are the, and I hope you will not make too much fun of me, but those are the ones that truly scare me.”

      “I mean, as long as they can’t fly,” I started, but then I saw the pointed glare from Keener. “They can fly?”

      A slow, silent nod was the only response.

      “Well,” I said, “that certainly plants an unpleasant pickle in my night.”

      “My research into myrmeleons has been narrow. They are, as far as I have ascertained, limited to this particular biome,” he started. “Thus, I know only a smidgen about them. They seem to hunt—”

      “I got it,” I interrupted. “Kill this hunter-worker asshole. Hopefully keep the others from coming here.”

      “Oh no, Mister Montana,” Keener said. “Kill this one, and hope we can run before the others arrive. Once they call for, I suppose there is no other way to put it, reinforcements, there is no stopping the arrival of the worse ones.”
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      Yuri stared down at the sand.

      I stared down at the sand.

      I could feel Bear staring down at the sand, too. Or, at least I liked to think she was doing the same thing as we were.

      None of us could sense a thing.

      “Do you think it left?” I asked softly.

      “No,” Yuri and Keener replied at the same time.

      “I’m going down,” I said.

      “It almost killed you the last time,” Yuri countered. “I think it would be better if we had a plan.”

      “Not if the planning of the plan means we take so much time that we’ll be attacked up here by flying versions of those,” I said.

      “The flying ones are different,” Keener started, just about to launch into a lecture.

      I stopped him with a pointed look.

      “I’m going down,” I said. “We have no idea what’s there.”

      “Two of them,” Bear said, coming into view on top of Yuri’s head, also leaning out to look down.

      “What the—” Keener snapped, scrabbling away.

      “Easy there,” I said. “She’s with us.”

      “There’s two there,” Bear repeated. “I can only sense them when they’re still. They’re damn good at hiding themselves, so…”

      “Grain of salt that shit.”

      She nodded.

      “Where’s that rope?” I asked.

      “About that,” Keener said. “Bit of magic I’ve got, but it’s sort of a one-use-a-day thing, and um—”

      “That was your one use.”

      “Yes. Ricardo’s Rope of Rescue.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “let me see what I have.”

      I reached into my bag, and then a coil of rope was pushed into my face by Yuri.

      “Ah ha,” I said. “Magic.”

      Yuri just glared at me.

      I took the rope and then looked back over the spire. Perfectly smooth. Like almost impressively so.

      “If there had been something to tie off to,” Keener said, “I could have saved the ability.”

      “Makes sense,” I replied with a nod, and then I took out a dagger. I did a little testing of things, and while the rest of the stone in the area seemed predominantly sandstone, this stuff was hard. The tip of my dagger bent when I tried to hammer it into the stone.

      “They make tools for that,” Bear said.

      “Noted.”

      I tossed the ruined dagger back into the knapsack from which it had been pulled and resumed looking at the problem. I needed to get down. Obviously there was the easy way, which was also the painful way. If I had my druthers, and I still didn’t know what druthers were, I’d prefer a method that didn’t involve extreme pain and just hoping I could regenerate my health before the monsters hanging out down below came to eat me. I took another peek over the edge and saw that my best bet, all things considered, was just free-climbing down.

      There were some grip points on the stone, and it’s not like I had any shortage of strength, so I slipped over the edge and began working my way down.

      “This is not exactly a plan,” Yuri said, his head poking over and his furry mane blowing gently in the cool breeze.

      “You come up with the plan while I climb down,” I called back up, not stopping.

      “I do not enjoy when you do this!”

      “Me neither!”

      I paused before I reached the ground, hoping to take a heartbeat to assess the situation. Or, rather, I wanted to see if I had some sense of the beasts down below.

      Nope.

      No matter what sense I used, they were hidden. I was both impressed and irritated.

      I hung onto the knobby spire with one hand, reached into the knapsack, and pulled out a spear. A nice long one, with a gnarly barbed head on the business end. Then I dropped to the ground, ready to get to work.

      I jumped to the right.

      Then the left.

      Ready for the fight.

      Nothing moved.

      “You sure about two of them being here?” I called up to Bear, not taking my eyes off the smooth sand around me, paying attention to catch even a single grain of sand moving.

      Nothing moved.

      “As sure as I can be,” Bear’s voice floated back down. “I have to cast a spell each time, but the myrmeleons are interfering somehow and—”

      Sand exploded from the left, and everything went dark just as something hit me from the right.

      I got my arms up before the mandibles clamped around me, but the crushing power of the myrmeleon was intense. All my air was squished out in a single blow.

      But I wasn’t out of the fight, and I brought down the spear into the shell of the beast.

      The chitin held for just a second before I heard a sharp crack, and I drove the spear deep into its thorax.

      It made a noise and released me, but I held onto the spear and wiggled it around as hard as I could, scrambling its internals into one grotesque soup.

      But as I stood there and the myrmeleon shuddered in its death throes, there was an odd wet sound from behind me. Suddenly three soft tentacle-y things wrapped around me, and yanked me back.
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      One problem with massive strength is fucking physics. As soon as I got pulled off balance, there was nothing I could do. I just flew through the air, into the mouth of a creature. The cool, crisp night air was replaced with hot wetness as the creature tried to crush me with its, well, not teeth exactly. It was more like I was being pulped. This is where strength came into play, though, because I could push against the jaws. Sort of. Whatever was in the midst of eating me was powerful, and even though I got my arms wedged in between its jaws, I had to struggle.

      The things around me were all pieces of the same tongue. I could feel them almost pulsating with me, wrenching me farther into the mouth, almost as if tongue and crushing plates weren’t working together.

      “This… is… my… specialty!” I shouted out between contractions, a bit to myself, but mostly to the stupid fucking monster eating me.

      My hand slipped, and the jaws came together, squishing me. All my fleshy bits got up close and personal with each other. I could feel my nose breaking, or at least the cartilage getting shoved around.

      With nothing keeping me back, the tongue pulled me again, and I slipped deeper inside the gullet of the beast. I ended up in something along the lines of a holding sack, where I had the pleasure of meeting other flattened versions of animals. And the various juices that had come from them. It was a horrific wash of putrefaction and organic bits. Sadly, despite the darkness, I instantly knew I was close up to a very flat coyote face.

      I closed my eyes and contorted my body until I could slip my semi-smashed hand into the knapsack, doing my utmost to ignore the idea that I might somehow manage to get all the gross stuff into the knapsack by opening it within the gullet of the beast, and pulled forth a rondel.

      Mustering my strength, holding my breath, ignoring the things sliding over my skin in the organic blender of the beast’s belly, I rolled my body around until I could get my weight focused on the rondel. Then I shoved the triangular blade hard against the soft stomach lining of the creature.

      Immediately, it knew there was something very wrong with its insides. I could feel it thrashing around, trying to dislodge me, to empty its stomach out. And certainly the rest of the internals were evacuated in a massive hurk, sending everything flying out. But I held onto the rondel and kept pushing it outward until the point pierced the chitin armor outside.

      Then I punched my fist through the slight hole and got my other arm up and out. With both hands through the hole, I tore that motherfucker a new asshole. Almost literally. Frankly, I’m not sure it had an asshole in the first place — I’m a little out of touch with giant insect-like-monster-thing anatomy.

      Obviously, the creature was in its death throes, and so it throe’d me right off. I tumbled across the stand into a goopy pile.

      I scrambled up to my feet and snagged a sword out of the knapsack, ready to face whatever was coming.

      Which, in this case, happened to be the horrified faces of my friends and rescues, who had just finished climbing down the spire and were in the midst of running past me.

      “Run!” Yuri shouted.

      Without thinking about it, I ran.
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      Even though I could have gone faster, I kept to the back of the group as we raced across the moonslit desert.

      We ran hard, our boots loud against the hard-packed sand. Almost as loud as the heavy breathing coming from the unnamed man and woman I’d just rescued.

      Eventually the woman tripped over a rock, and I managed to grab her by the belt before she fell completely. As a group, we came to a dusty stop.

      I helped the woman to her feet, and looked over our little group of five. I was the only one not gasping for air. Bear must have gone back to being invisible, but everyone else was sweating profusely, desperately trying to catch their collective breath.

      “What are we running from?” I asked.

      “The… lion… told… us… to… make… a… run… for… it…,” Keener eked out between gasps.

      “Ah, the ol’ sacrifice Montana and run technique.”

      “I knew you had its attention,” Yuri countered. “And would likely kill it. There were shapes in the sky coming our way — I felt we had little time to waste.”

      His attention was focused back the way we came, peering into the sky.

      “Down,” he hissed, and shoved Keener to the ground.

      We all followed. I felt a slight hum of something pass over us, like a shield.

      “Quiet and still, everyone,” Yuri whispered.

      Something passed between us and the moons. Again. And again.

      I glanced up and saw dark shapes circling around us, looking for something. Or someone: us.

      They made a few more loops, then veered off to the north, where I could see them searching another area.

      We stayed clumped together on the ground for a few moments longer before Yuri gave me a nod.

      “All clear?” I asked.

      “It should be, yes,” he replied. “Flying myrmeleons.”

      “Those things really suck. Are they, I mean, do they trouble the caravans?”

      Keener looked surprised that I was asking him a question, but got over it quickly.

      “Sometimes yes,” he said, clearing his throat. “But they are highly dependent on soft ground for most of their, um, foraging. Ambush predators and all. So the road being hard stone, also built on stone, helps keep them at bay. Also they tend to hunt mainly at night. It just happened that we were, well we got treed, if you will, and they were not particularly willing to let us go.”

      “Ah,” I said.

      Yuri outstretched his furry hand, pointing in an east-southeast direction.

      “What?” I asked.

      “That way now.”

      “Halstadt is that way,” Keener said, pointing the other way.

      “Yeah, well,” I said, “now that I can’t kill you and be done with my shit, I have to go complete a quest for Assbuttfucksforbrains. And apparently, that quest is over that way.”

      Keener looked concerned, glancing north and south.

      I didn’t have time for him, so I just started walking. Yuri hesitated a moment, I’ll give him that, but he was damn quick to follow.

      “Wait,” the woman said. “What about us?”

      “We need to be escorted to the town,” the man said. “We will surely be killed out here—”

      “Isn’t that what your guide here is for?” I asked, with a nod at Keener.

      “Are you kidding?” The man said.

      “For the last time,” Keener snapped, “I am a guide. You wanted to hunt a tröllüfür and I guided you to a tröllüfür. Not my fault you couldn’t kill it.”

      “I am really only marginally curious about this,” I said, “but there was another monster involved in this chicanery, not just myrmeleons?”

      “I came out to—” the mystery man started.

      His female companion slapped the man’s shoulder. “He said he needed to get a tröllüfür head for the study, that he was the only one without some vaunted trophy and he was about to be laughed out of the Vaunted Hunters Club if he didn’t get one. Although, of course, he neglected to inform me that he had hired a guide and not a hunter, and clearly neglected to inform the guide that he has no hunting abilities.”

      “I am an excellent hunter,” the man snapped.

      “Of deer and grouse. Not monsters and beasts.”

      “How was I to know it was such a difference? Hunting is hunting.”

      Yuri just shook his head and trudged on.

      “No, wait,” the woman said. “We can’t just be left here with our guide.”

      “I mean,” I said, “the road is over that way, can’t be too far. Probably safe walking back along it.”

      “Not at night,” Keener said. “Abetere have long figured out we travel along those roads, and when they are protected from the sun, they patrol them religiously, looking for foolish souls to snatch.”

      “Well, fuck,” I said. “Do I even want to know what those are?”

      “Where is it you come from that you know nothing of the abetere?”

      “Far away, where the skies are filled with a different breed of asshole.”

      “The abetere are fiendish abominations, crossbred monsters able to live in this plane and yet send souls to the abyss. They have long wings, huge—”

      “You know what,” I said, interrupting Keener, “you see one, you tell me.”

      “If we see one, one of us will be heading to the abyss.”

      “Not with me around,” I snapped, and glared at the group. The mystery man and woman seemed defeated already. Keener had a bit of hope about him, Yuri had his serious face on. “Okay. Despite my, um, marginal desire to have killed Keener, that was mainly because I thought he was behind an attack on my home. Normally, and I think my friends will back me up on this, I’m more than happy to help everyone out. Often to my detriment. But I also have to complete this dumb quest before I can get back to my main quest. So I can’t exactly walk you back to Halstadt. That leaves us three options. One, you come with me. Two, you go with Keener. Three, you go with Yuri and Keener comes with me.”

      “Wait a minute there,” Keener said, “how does that last option work?”

      “I am a bit curious as well,” Yuri added.

      “I am clearly not the best at map reading, or finding my way out in the wilds,” I said. “So I really need someone who can get me to the point marked on this map. Yuri is capable at handling monsters, so he’d be able to safely escort anyone who wanted to go back to town.”

      “I am one of those who wanted to go back to town,” Keener said.

      “In option number three, you’re staying with me.”

      “I have not fought these abetere,” Yuri said. “And they are not monsters — they are abyssal abominations and may be beyond my abilities.”

      “What if I go with you?” a voice asked from the ether, which turned out to be Bear, which was a bit less spooky and mysterious. “If I burn everything I have for the rest of the day, I can provide adequate cover with Yuri to make it safe for us to get back to the town.”

      “Who is she?” the mystery woman asked. “Or what is she?”

      “I’m a brownie,” Bear said, striking a pose. “And likely the most powerful magic user you’ve got around here.”

      “You think that’d work, Yuri?” I asked.

      He frowned, taking a moment to think things through. He started nodding a bit here and there, and tapped his fingers.

      “It could,” he said. “I believe if we can spread my abilities to the others, we would be able to move unseen through the night.”

      “I can,” Bear said.

      “Then it would work. I would agree this is a viable option.”

      “Waitwaitwait,” Keener snapped, “not viable. You want me to stay out here with him?”

      “What’s wrong with me?” I asked.

      “Besides your smell?”

      “That’s not my fault — it’s the myrmeleon’s!”

      “It’s going to attract all sorts of things.”

      “Which I will either scare off or kill.”

      “Your confidence is off-putting.”

      “Pretty sure option three is the best way to get everyone where they want to go with as few injuries as possible. Or, you know, being eaten.”

      Yuri frowned. “Are you sure you can handle things by yourself?”

      “No,” I said, “but I’m not exactly sure what else we can do.”

      “With that in mind, though I think option two is perfectly viable, I believe it would be best if we all go with you. We are stronger together.”

      “What’s the quest?” the woman asked.

      “Picking up some lost cargo for old man Thaler.”

      “If I go with you,” Keener said, “that means taking a side in that damn town.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “I would prefer to be neutral so I can keep working. If I’m tapped as belonging to a family, I’d be pressed into working for them.”

      “I’m really not seeing the problem here.”

      “There’s clearly too much to explain right now,” Yuri said. “And I would prefer if we did not just stand here chatting for the rest of the night. Make a choice. I am going with Montana.”

      “Me too,” Bear said.

      “Takes away the choice for us,” the woman said.

      The man nodded. “Though I hate to admit it, I am outclassed by these lands. If I am to survive, I will go with you.”

      Keener looked to the woman, then the man, then me.

      “Ah shit,” he said, grabbing his hat and throwing it to the ground. “Fuck. I guess I’m going that way too.”

      “Great,” I said with a smile. “Let’s go off to find the cargo!”

      “Wrong way,” Yuri said. “This way.”

      “Fine, let’s go off that way to find the cargo!”
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      After another hour or so, when it was well into the night, Yuri pulled out the map and gave it a check. He nodded to himself and pointed east, over to the left.

      “This way,” he said. “The scale is, erm, challenging on this map, but we likely have at least two hours this way.”

      “I trust you,” I said. “My map reading skills are shit compared to yours.”

      He gave me a nod and a slight smile.

      “I have an ability when it comes to maps,” he said. “It has proven useful.”

      “Break, perhaps?” Bear asked, looking over her shoulder at the flagging newcomers who were definitely dragging their feet.

      Yuri looked at me, then over at the horizon.

      “Dawn soon?” I asked.

      “Soon-ish,” he replied.

      “Break now then.”

      Bear nodded and skipped back toward the three newcomers.

      “Yuri,” I whispered.

      He looked at me, surprised, then did that universal hand gesture for get-on-with-it-already.

      “You ever heard of a viddergharst?” I asked.

      “No,” he replied.

      “Ah.”

      “What is the reason you ask?”

      “Apparently that’s the thing that stopped the cargo.”

      “And you are telling this to me now?”

      “Yeah. I should have told you earlier, I’m telling you now. It’s a monster of some sort.”

      Yuri frowned. “Do you believe it might be wise to ask the local guide about this beast?”

      “I asked the guys in town, and they were a bit vague about it.”

      “As I recall, they were in the process of inebriation. Perhaps Keener, in his sobriety and desire to survive, might have more to go on.”

      “True enough,” I said.

      Keener and the two newcomers, whose names I still hadn’t gotten, were drinking our water and eating our food with almost gluttonous abandon. Not quite gulping it down, but it was clear we should have stopped to feed and water them before now. Oh well.

      “Hey buddy,” I said, looking at Keener.

      He stopped mid-chew, eyes wide, as he pointed to himself.

      “Me?” he asked, mouth full, spraying me with dried meat crumbs.

      “You,” I said. “What’s a viddergharst?”

      “A terrible thing to encounter out here. Why?”

      “How terrible?”

      “Please tell me we are not searching out a viddergharst.”

      “We’re not searching one out.”

      “Thank the gods—”

      “But supposedly that is what stopped the cargo from getting to Halstadt.”

      “Fuck me through the nose,” he said, and looked around for a moment before realizing there was nowhere to sit. He just dropped to the ground and plopped his butt on the sand. “A viddergharst? Can we not?”

      “Well, what is it?”

      “A nightmare mixed with too many other nasty things. It has four arms, four legs, big teeth, lots of gnarly fur, a venomous bite, poisonous flesh, claws, horns… did I mention the teeth?”

      “Yeah, you said they were big.”

      “They go in an equally outsized mouth. The perfect thing for, you know, eating people. Even oafs like you.”

      “Are they killable?”

      “Obviously I have no firm knowledge on that matter, but I would assume there are beings capable of it. Are they here? I have no idea.”

      “Have you seen one before?”

      “Yes, from a distance.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I promptly ran the other way.”

      “You didn’t stick around to watch it?”

      “Are you mad? That’s an invitation to be eaten. I find my hide worth more than providing a midday snack to a, well, to anyone.”

      “Are they sentient? Sapient?”

      “Oddly, I have yet to speak with one. They seem to be more focused on, you know, eating all potential conversation partners.”

      “Dude, you can just say you don’t know.”

      “I thought I was pretty clear about what I did and didn’t know. Which in this case, is next to nothing. They are a known danger in the area, something that tends to elicit a bad reaction and the decision to mark the map ‘DO NOT GO HERE.’ But somehow we missed this one, and some idiot took a load of cargo through there and wound up viddergharst lunch. And now you’ve got it in your head that we’re going to waltz over there, destroy the creature, and lollygag about back to town without so much as a by-your-leave.”

      “No reason to fight the thing if we don’t have to,” I said. “Any chance the monster is only active during the day?”

      “Again, I don’t know.”

      “Okay, well, if you remember something—”

      “It’s not that I’m forgetting, mister Montana, it’s that I lack the knowledge entirely. I have yet to see the need to educate myself on the viddergharst since the general consensus is: Stay Away. And so far no one has been mad enough to attempt hunting one.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Yuri called time and started off again.

      The followers grumbled a bit, but they got to their feet and continued on.

      I followed at the rear, making sure no one fell behind, and actually kind of enjoying our starlit walk through the wilds.
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      The eastern horizon started to change color by the time Yuri halted the group and got us kneeling down behind some shrubs and rocks.

      “We are close,” he said. “I would advise that we move forward most carefully until we find this lost cargo. Perhaps we may avoid the attention of the viddergharst.”

      It had taken quite a bit longer than Yuri had predicted, mostly because there were no real topographical markings on the map, and we’d been forced to scale a number of cliffs. We were now high enough up that we had a good view of the valley below, including a great peek into Halstadt.

      Ahead of us was a tall red stack of rock that looked to be impossibly balanced. On the other side was more of the same landscape: rocks, cracks, crevasses, cliffs, and all sorts of unpleasant terrain. Not much in the way of plants, besides the hardscrabble brush that seemed to have more and more thorns the farther we got from the road and Halstadt.

      “Yuri and I will go on ahead,” I said to Keener and his crew. “You four wait here.”

      “Four?” Keener asked.

      “Bear’ll stay with you. The brownie.”

      Keener nodded, but I could tell he was not keen (ha) on separating the party. It just didn’t seem safe if they came close though.

      Our approach changed from hiking to sneaking, moving from stone to rock to shrub to bush and so on as we were able, keeping our eyes open for anything that could be considered cargo.

      Neither of us were expecting a stagecoach.

      It just sat there in something of a clearing, a flat spot in the middle of a bunch of tall cliffs, making it something of a safe and hidden spot. I suppose if I was going to hide a wagon, I’d have looked for something similar. There were wagon wheel tracks leading away, so we could easily tell where the wagon had come from. As to the stagecoach itself, it was a nice enough thing, if a bit utilitarian.

      The peculiar aspect, its remote location notwithstanding, was the covered windows. Large planks of wood blocked the openings, painted a light reddish-orange to match the rest of the stagecoach, as well as the landscape. It wasn’t clear if the coverings were to protect the passengers, or to keep them inside.

      “Is that it?” Yuri whispered.

      “I mean, I don’t know that the cargo is the whole wagon,” I replied quietly. “My guess is the cargo’s inside.”

      “Maybe we just get on the stagecoach and ride it out.”

      “Something tells me we need a way to get the thing moving.”

      “You.”

      “I’m not pulling a stagecoach. That leaves just you for driving and protection.”

      “Perhaps our new friends might consider being beasts of burden for us.”

      “Do you really think they could get that wagon moving?”

      “No.”

      “I think,” I said, “we go sneaky-sneaky to the wagon. Open it up, grab the goods, put it in the knapsack, and sneaky-sneaky out. I don’t see the viddergharst anywhere.”

      “I would imagine the viddergharst is keeping out of sight.”

      “From what Keener said, it sounded like it’d be too big to stay out of sight.”

      “That’s a ridiculous assumption, Montana.”

      I frowned.

      “Not that ridiculous,” I said softly.

      “Sneak to the coach,” he replied in a whisper as he pulled out his bow. “I will provide cover.”

      “Got it.”

      I waited for him to string up his bow, and then I started forward in a crouch-walk.

      At a cactus, I paused and looked around. I let a moment pass and checked the clearing. No sounds, nothing moving.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Yuri. He nodded, then indicated I should move farther forward.

      Continuing on, I moved through a group of prickly shrubs, around a boulder, and was about ten feet from the stagecoach when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up straight.

      I stopped.

      Looked around.

      The coach had stopped in the center of what was essentially a box canyon, with two entrances instead of the normal one. All around the coach I saw footprints, boot prints mainly. Remains of the harnesses either hung from the coach or were spread out across the sand. I mean, I don’t know why I was trying to solve the mystery of what had happened. I knew what happened. Studying the boot prints of the drivers wasn’t really going to tell me much. Granted, I didn’t see the bodies anywhere. I caught an odd shape sticking out of the sand to one side, and going over, I pulled a sword up. It was like a long sword, but with a slimmer blade. A blade that had a noticeable bend right in the middle.

      Other than that, the canyon was still. Nothing I could see, or detect through other means, gave me a reason to feel like things were about to go tits up.

      Then a shadow fell over me. Something from above blocked the moonslight.

      Almost by instinct, I had the bent sword out and had dropped into a defensive position. Just in time for a large set of black claws to descend on me.

      I swatted at the claws with the sword, using the blade like a club. But unlike a club, a sword isn’t all that heavy, or made to be used for pummeling.

      I managed to keep the claws from getting a hold of me, but they did rake across my skin, leaving deep grooves that smoked.

      I ducked down and rolled to the side right as the rest of the large black creature went whooshing by.

      Popping back up to my feet, I tossed the bent blade to the side, reached into by bag and pulled out a battle axe. I set my feet and tracked the beast as it prepared for another pass.
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      Abetere

      Demonic hybrid

      Abyssal Abomination

      Lvl: lower

      HP: moderate

      MP: High

      Known Strengths: ???

      Known Weaknesses: ???

      Threat Level: Bronze
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      Huh, I thought. So that’s what an abetere looks like.

      It was a black-winged demonic thing, about thirty feet long, most of it a long thin tail that ended in a spade and spikes. Two very big wings, which looked almost delicately thin, came out of the shoulders. Six legs dangled underneath. The longest set in the middle was tipped with overly long, spindly fingers that ended in wicked claws, and dripped something shiny. It had a long thin head with glossy black spiraling horns twisting out at weird angles. Its pupil-less eyes were a faint, iridescent green. They locked on my own as it dove at me, mouth opening up in excitement, revealing row after row after row of hooked teeth, perfect for trapping prey. On the plus side, at least it didn’t have a long prehensile tongue.

      Bright black opaque orbs shot out of the abetere’s mouth, hurtling in my direction.

      The orbs exploded around me, and I was lost in complete darkness. My skin froze so fast it started to crack and peel off my body.

      I screamed and chopped at where I figured the demon was going to be, but my axe just swung through the air.

      Suddenly, the air cleared and the abetere was right on top of me, screeching and just sort of hanging there in the air.

      I blinked a few times and watched as a massive red hand reached out and grabbed the abetere’s head, forcibly closed the mouth, and muffled the screech.

      Then the big hand pulled the head right off and tossed it to the side, just like it was popping the tail off a shrimp.

      I’d found the viddergharst.
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      The viddergharst was very big, and very red. It had long, stiff red hair that matched the surrounding desert environs almost perfectly.

      It had a sort of mammalian bent to it, with a big shaggy head, big eyes and a massive mouth that was currently only a little open, revealing huge blunt teeth inside. It had four muscular arms ending in wide paws with three fat fingers on each, and one stubby thumb. Its four legs looked basically the same as the arms — they were just on the ground. Same hands. There was also a fat, heavy-looking tail balancing the viddergharst’s long torso.
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      Viddergharst

      Viddergharst

      Monster

      Lvl: High

      HP: Very High

      MP: Very low

      Known Strengths: ???

      Known Weaknesses: ???

      Threat Level: Mithril
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      Well. Shit. That thing was terrifying.

      “Uh,” I said, “hi?”

      Without taking its eyes off me, the viddergharst closed its fist and the abetere went squish, its black innards and ichor splashing down across the desert.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I think. I mean, I could have probably taken the, uh, abetere, but I appreciate the assist.”

      The viddergharst opened its massive hand, and the ichoriffic remains of the demonic abomination slid out into the sand below.

      “Are you, uh,” I started, trying to come up with some sort of way to communicate with the beast, but I didn’t have anything come to mind. So I just smiled.

      The viddergharst dropped down until it was on all fours — I mean, eights — which put it roughly on eye level with me. Though its eyes were significantly larger. It was also surprising how low to the ground it could get, and I suddenly understood how easy it was for the viddergharst to hide. The beast stretched out a little and gave me a big sniff.

      I held my hands out to the side, keeping everything nice and calm.

      “You, uh, mind if we take a look at the, um, carriage?” I asked.

      With that, I got my first real indication that the big red monster understood me. The viddergharst glanced over at the stagecoach, looking at it carefully for a moment before shifting its gargantuan eyes back to me.

      “Bear,” I called out, “mind hitting me with a talk with animals or some type—”

      I felt a tingle all over my body, and a quick check of my notifications told me:
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      Boom zap! An ally has cast speak with animals and beasts on you! Remember, if you have can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all!
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      “Nice,” I said, then turned to the big beast and asked: “Are you a good boy?”

      “How. You. Talk?” The viddergharst asked in a series of guttural mewling noises.

      “A, uh, bit of magic from a friend,” I replied.

      “Talk. Good.”

      “Thanks? One of the few things I’m, I guess, a little good at.”

      “You. Good?”

      “Yeah, I think. I mean, I just need to take a peek inside the carriage over there, to find a piece of cargo and take it back to an asshole.”

      “Ass. Hole?”

      “Not an actual asshole. I mean, he is an asshole, just not, it’s a saying. A bad man.”

      “You. Work. Bad?” The viddergharst asked, head raising up and eyes narrowing.

      “Only, I mean, I know that might be what it seems like—” I said, the big beast’s body language somewhat impossible to miss, “— thing is, I am definitely one of the good guys, and I’m here trying to save some people. Or, I mean, I already saved them, I’m more here making sure they stay safe. We, my home, we were attacked, and the attack came from here.”

      “Here?”

      “Obviously not you. From the town down there.”

      “Hrm. Town.”

      “Not a fan?”

      “Town. Rots. Smells. Rot.”

      “Hmm, I didn’t notice. Seemed to smell okay to me, but you know, your nose is a bit bigger than mine.”

      The viddergharst tilted its head and furrowed its great furred brow. Then it barked out loudly, expelling so much air that, for one brief moment, it felt like being in a wind tunnel.

      “Joke. Funny,” it said.

      “Sure.”

      “You. Not. Afraid.”

      “You mean of you?” I asked, looking around and taking a few tentative steps towards the stagecoach. “Nah. No. I don’t really, fear has never been something I’ve had to deal with too much. Been too stupid for fear most of my life, but now, I guess I have this ability where I don’t feel fear anymore, which will probably get me into trouble eventually. Definitely a little anxious meeting you — kind of heard a lot of nasty things about you.“

      “They. Talk. Me?”

      “Oh, sometimes, yeah. They know of your kind, but, I mean, everyone is under the impression you’re going to, well, kill them if they try to, I guess, get near you.”

      “Kill. Bad. Things.”

      “Hey, man, same team then.”

      “Hrm. Same. Team.”

      “Yeah. I’m a big fan of getting rid of the bad things. Making the world a better place. Got a whole, like, I mean, city isn’t the right word. We’re still small for a city, but it’s like an extended family. But we’re pretty much all focused on making a little spot of good where people can be safe.”

      “Like. Good.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Same.”

      I had basically reached the stagecoach, and I noticed the huge creature was still just watching me. It hadn’t really moved.

      “Mind if I open, uh, this?” I asked.

      The viddergharst shrugged several of its shoulders, which was an interesting sight. But I also appreciated the lack of subtlety.

      “Thanks, buddy,” I said.

      “Buddy.” It repeated, a bit like it was testing the word out on its tongue.

      I tried the door.

      Locked.

      “Don’t suppose you know how to pick locks?” I asked the viddergharst.

      It looked at me, then at its huge hands, and then back at me.

      “No,” it said.

      I was really tempted to call Yuri over, but introducing more people at that moment seemed, well, premature. I was starting to get some sense of the creature, and I didn’t want it to feel pressured. Last thing we needed was for the viddergharst to stop talking and start fighting.

      “Well,” I said, “let me see what I can do.”

      It nodded, and I bent down to take a better look at the lock.

      I felt something ruffle the remnants of hair along my head, and a quick glance over my shoulder was taken up almost completely by the huge head of the viddergharst.

      “Fuck,” I said, startled, and jumped away by instinct. “How the fuck are you so quiet?”

      “Big. Feet,” it said, showing a paw and wiggling its toes. Or fingers. Phalanges. Whatever.

      “Sure,” I replied, and slowly returned to the lock.

      Another glance over my shoulder, and I got what I think was the viddergharst version of a smile. It was watching me work.

      The carriage was built of wood, decent workmanship as far as wagons I’d seen, and had a thick layer of black lacquer over the top. It seemed like it would probably be quite shiny in the sun, but, being as it was still mostly dark out, not so much. While the wagon was pretty basic, the lock and hardware were more, well, robust, especially the boards covering the windows. They were thick and well attached. This was meant for secure transport. But what were they transporting?

      I looked at the door and the lock for a moment, trying to think of the best way to open it.

      Axe.

      I pulled the axe out of my knapsack, took aim, and then swung for the fences.

      The axe bit deep into the door, cleaving a goodly chunk of the door off, but leaving the lock still locked and on the wagon. The door swung open thought.

      Then two things happened at once.

      A smell hit me, a very bad smell.

      And inside, someone screamed.
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      I tossed aside the axe and ripped a dagger off my belt before jumping inside the carriage, doing my utmost to ignore the stench.

      My first step inside was into a wooden bucket, which got stuck on my foot. I shook my foot, and foul liquid splashed everywhere.

      “What the actual fuck?” I shouted, trying to cover my nose with my elbow at the same time as stepping back out of the carriage.

      Now there’s something you should know about using buckets as shoes. They’re not particularly, well, good with traction. Basically they have none. So when my foot began to slip, the bucket did nothing to stop it. My foot went out from under me and I fell backward, watching the night sky for one beautiful second before it was blocked by a splash of rancid effluence, with just the perfect blend of solid and liquid parts to make it truly foul.

      As my back hit the ground, the shit bucket somehow managed to fly from my foot, soar into the air, ricochet off the top of the carriage, and cartwheel precariously through the air before smacking me right between the eyes.

      As bad as the bucket hit was, both in terms of embarrassment and otherwise, the horrific odor hit me as if it were a physical force.

      “Oh my god,” I muttered, desperately trying to keep anything from going into my mouth.

      I fumbled with my knapsack, pulled out a waterskin and poured a steady stream of water over my face. Perhaps a benefit, perhaps another layer of gross, it seemed like the myrmeleon guts and whathaveyou provided a measure of protection, because while it didn’t come off with just water, the shit, piss, and extra bits of nightmare fuel came right off, leaving me mostly where I had started: covered in monster goo.

      “Smell. Bad,” the viddergharst said.

      “Thanks, buddy,” I replied, wiping my eyes and tossing the waterskin to the side. “Really hope that literal shit wasn’t the cargo.”

      Spoiler alert: It wasn’t.
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      I looked over my shoulder, hoping to see Yuri somewhere, maybe get a hint as to what he thought we should be doing. But he was still hidden. I knew Bear was somewhere nearby as well, and I figured, if the shit hit the fan (metaphorically speaking this time) backup would come. Not that I really needed backup in terms of me staying alive — I felt reasonably confident I could get through the day without death rearing its head — but I wanted to snag the cargo without destroying it.

      Carefully, I leaned into the dark carriage, let my eyes adjust, and peeked around.

      It was not pretty.

      Four humanoids crowded into the far end of the carriage. They had hoods over their heads, metal collars around their necks, and little else to cover their bodies. Female bodies, with what probably would have been luxurious fox tails, except for clearly having been stuck in this wagon for quite some time.

      They were shivering, either from cold, fear, or a terrible combination of the two. They all seemed just a little thin. Shriveled, almost. Probably seriously dehydrated and slightly cooked. Chains connected their metal collars to iron loops, meaning they could move around the cabin slightly, but were mostly confined to their seats. They definitely couldn’t get out. Their hoods attached at the same point as their collars — one lock keeping them trapped and blind. The same hoods had holes for their mouths, and I could see lips that probably would be perfection, if not chapped and bleeding.

      “So,” I said softly, “um, hi.”

      Increased shivering from the women. One of them leaned back away from me. Or, rather, the sound of me. Granted, it could also be my smell. I kind of wanted to back away from my own stench.

      “I can understand you being afraid,” I said, “but, um, I’m here to help. To rescue you. Promise.”

      One of the kitsune girls whispered something to her neighbor, and while the first few words were garbled, suddenly I got a welcome notification.
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      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Chasoneintails.
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      “I’m here to help,” I repeated in the new language.

      The one who’d whispered sat up very straight and looked over at me.

      “Who are you?” The kitsune girl asked. “How did you know what I said?”

      “I’ve got an ear for language,” I replied. “I’m going to have to get inside here to—”

      “You are here to get your pleasure?”

      “My what? Oh, fuck no. Sorry. No. I mean, no. There’s, um, no. I’m, uh, just hold on a moment longer, uh, just, going to uh…”

      I reached into my knapsack and pulled out some water skins. I was about to toss them into the carriage, but I realized that, one, the kitsune girls couldn’t see so I’d wind up smacking them with waterskins and probably erode their trust even more, and two, if they were as dehydrated as they looked, gorging on water was a big no-no.

      “Would it make you all feel a little better if, um, maybe I got a woman to come help me?” I asked.

      “Who are you?” Another of the kitsune girls said.

      “You know what,” I said, “I’ll be right back.”

      “Please do not leave us!” A third kitsune girl cried out.

      “Okay,” I said, already having taken a step away. “Uh, just, um, Yuri! Bring everyone up here.”

      Then I turned to the big ol’ viddergharst and gave him my winning smile.

      “Hey bub,” I said, “kind of not alone here.”

      “Know. This,” the viddergharst said. “Four. More.”

      “Five actually.”

      One massive eyebrow went up ever so slightly. “Surprised.”

      “I’ve got some tricks.”

      “What. Inside. Wheel. Box?”

      “Wheel box?” I asked. Then I looked at the carriage and, yeah. Wheel box was a pretty good descriptor. “Right. Yeah. There are some people inside.”

      “Who is out there?” One of the kitsune girls asked.

      “There’s a friendly, um, well, he’s a friend—”

      “Friend?” the viddergharst asked.

      “Yeah, you’re my friend, right?” I replied.

      “We. Friends?”

      “Sure, I think so. I mean, I consider you a friend,” I said, then turned my attention back to the carriage. “Sorry, we just met. But, you know, kinda feel like I’ve known this big guy my whole life. Totally instant family thing, you know?”

      “No,” the girl said. “I do not know.”

      “Family?” The viddergharst asked.

      I looked one way then the other, realizing that I was being a bit—

      “Family.” The viddergharst said with more certainty. “Yes.”

      “Uh, what?” I asked.

      “We. Family.”

      “I, uh, I mean—” I started.

      “Probably best to nod and say welcome,” Yuri interjected, walking up with a smile and open hands.

      “Sure,” I said, “makes total sense. Welcome to the family. Uh, do you have a name?”

      He nodded his ginormous head, and then threw out a series of sounds that I wasn’t sure I had the capacity to reproduce, even with the magical voice assistance.

      “You mind if, you know just for now, I call you Clifford?” I asked.

      The viddergharst seemed to roll the name around in his head, and then nodded again.

      “Clifford. Good. Name.”

      “Lovely,” I said, and then I gave him another smile, doing my utmost to keep the metaphorical 800-pound gorilla and literal 5,000-pound eight-legged shaggy desert monster mollified for the moment.

      Keener, the mystery lady, the mystery man, and Yuri all stood nearish to the wagon. Each of their noses wrinkled up at the smell.

      “You bellowed for us?” Keener asked.

      “Uh,” I said, “I kind of need some assistance with the cargo.”

      “A big strapping lad like you has trouble with a little cargo?” Mystery Lady sassed.

      “Oddly enough,” I said, “it’s a bit stuck inside. And, um, afraid.”

      All smiles disappeared.

      “The cargo,” the woman said, “is afraid?”

      “Yeah.”

      She carefully stepped around me, the puddle of effluence still seeping into the sand, and poked her head inside the carriage.

      “Gods,” she said, moving inside and looking around more. “We need to help them.”

      “What do you think I’m trying to do here?” I asked.

      The mystery lady stepped out of the carriage, her face impassive, and quickly had a very stern talk with her male companion, and forced him to stand some distance away, and then forced Keener to do the same. She gave me and Yuri hard looks.

      “You need him here?” She asked, pointing to Yuri.

      “Yeah,” I said, “unless you know how to pick locks?”

      “Not well enough for these. Is he safe around women?”

      “Women?” I asked, then glanced over at Yuri. “You safe around women?”

      “I would think so,” Yuri said.

      “Is it because they are—” I started.

      “Do not utter what they are around my brother,” she snapped. “He is addicted to them.”

      “I thought he was your husband.” Then to Yuri, “Didn’t you think—”

      “He is my brother. And he will try to… I do not trust him around them.”

      “Yeah, well, me and Yuri have a similar friend back home. I mean to the girls, not to your addict brother. I think we can contain our desires.”

      “Give me water,” she said. “And get these women outside.”

      I gave her the waterskins and passed along the warning about not allowing them to drink too quickly.

      “Could be both, you know,” Yuri said, pulling his lock picks out.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Brother and husband? Could be both.”

      “Just pick the locks.”

      Yuri gave me a smile.

      I walked around the carriage and saw a stack of three trunks roped to the back. I pulled them off one by one and broke the locks so I could open them. Among the three trunks were the basics one would need for a trip across the desert. Two healing potions, some dried and canned food, a bundle of arrows, a small wooden crate of bolts, a set of small cooking pots, three tawdry books, and some men’s clothing in two sizes, both of which were too small for me.

      After packing back up everything but the clothes, I took said clothes over to the carriage door and set them on the stair that wasn’t poop covered.

      “Got them some clothes,” I said.

      “Thank you,” the mystery woman said.

      “Um, you’re welcome?”

      “Can you find the means for a bath?”

      “In the desert? Sure.”

      She didn’t seem to get my sarcasm; she just gave me a nod. Yuri was still working on the first lock, having more than a little trouble with it.

      “Bear,” I said softly, “you got any water magic?”

      “Nothing that will help you here,” she said from my shoulder.

      “No magic cleaning?”

      “No. I might be able to help Yuri with the locks, but—”

      “But what?”

      “I’m not getting much of my magic back.”

      “That’s less than ideal.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Any idea why?”

      “I can only theorize.”

      “Then hit me with a theory.”

      “I fear we may be at a point on the globe that is just really far from the Feedoheem, so I simply can’t get the magic easily.”

      “I thought the Feedoheem was a different plane.”

      “It is.”

      “Then isn’t everywhere equally close?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Now is not the time for a discussion of planar geophysics.”

      “You’re right. I should be finding a bath.”

      “Talk to the viddergharst, he seems to be plenty hydrated.”

      “Speaking of talking, does he just understand everything I say regardless of language?”

      “More or less, yes. Though I really know little about other skills the beast might possess.”

      “Um, his name is Clifford.”

      “You named him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s going to follow you home, isn’t he?”

      “I doubt it,” I said, but then I looked over at the big viddergharst and saw how he was looking at me. Those puppy-dog eyes were easy to read. “Shit.”

      “Better start thinking of how to break it to him he won’t fit through the Gloom portal.”

      “Shit again. Go help Yuri.”

      “Yes, your—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      Despite being invisible, I could feel her mocking salute all the same.

      I walked closer to the viddergharst.

      “Hiya Clifford,” I said. “Any chance you know how to, uh, find water?”

      He nodded and then sniffed around. He led me around a pillar of rock, and then took two of his giant paws and started digging. A moment later, a pit slowly filled up with water.

      “Water.” He said.

      “Is that magic?” I asked.

      Clifford shook his colossal head. But he also didn’t elaborate.

      I went back to the group and let them know about the water.

      Yuri had the first of the locks done, and the kitsune girl was already sitting outside on the sand.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      The girl gave a start, but then nodded.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly, her voice barely a whisper.

      “Sure,” I said. “I mean, it just seemed like the right thing to do. Are you— do you mind talking?”

      “No,” she said, still barely speaking. “But may I have some water?”

      I got my last water skin out of my knapsack and then held it out.

      “Small sips,” I said. “And go easy on it.”

      “Airini told me already,” she replied.

      “Airini?” I asked. “She’s in there?”

      The kitsune girl nodded.

      So that was the mystery woman’s name: Airini.

      I let the girl take the waterskin, and then I watched her drink. She was beautiful, as were all the kitsune girls. Blonde hair, blue eyes, pale, soft-seeming skin. Her body was practically perfect: not a single blemish on her skin, no hairs out of place, everything symmetrical.

      At first glance, she was stunning, but a deeper examination started to get a little weird, and there was that sense, that uncanny valley being crossed, that this perfection was fabricated, unnatural. And there was certainly a sense of familiarity. This kitsune girl didn’t look identical to Amber, but there was definitely a resemblance.

      “How did you get here?” I asked.

      Still drinking, the girl pointed to the wagon.

      “Yeah, I got that,” I said with a frown. “Were you, I mean, was this a job?”

      She shook her head and finished her swallow.

      “We were bought,” she said.

      “Slaves?”

      She nodded, eyes down.

      “I believe we would be salvage,” she said quietly. “Which means we are yours to do with as you please, sir.”

      “First off, no,” I said sharply. “You’re not slaves. You’re free people.”

      “You—”

      “Second of all, I’m no sir. I’m just a dude—”

      “It might be better if they knew who you really were,” Yuri said in Mahrduhmese, tossing the second hood outside before helping girl two down.

      Kitsune girl two had darker hair and green eyes. Her face was slightly rounder, eyes just a little bigger, nose a little smaller, in a way that made her seem younger. Cuter almost, than girl one. She was just a little rounder in all ways, but really only noticeably because she sat down right next to girl one and I could compare the two directly.

      Yuri went back in for girl three. Airini came out and started sorting through the clothes.

      “Show them to the water,” Airini said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, and held out my hands to the girls.

      “He is one of the good ones,” Airini said. “You can likely trust him.”

      The girls looked back at me, and while neither one smiled, the fear wasn’t quite as evident in their eyes.

      I walked them over to the water and then realized I didn’t see Clifford.

      “Uh,” I said, “water. But, um, give me a moment?”

      The girls ignored me and slipped into the small pool, eager to rid themselves of the filth from their journey.

      “Clifford?” I asked out loud.

      A piece of the wall peeled away. There was Clifford, looking at me.

      “Do you just do that?” I asked. “Hide?”

      “Yes.” Came the reply.

      “Okay then,” I said. “Might want you to meet some people soon.”

      “Okay. Then.”

      I shook my head, then sat at the edge of the water hole and averted my gaze as the two kitsune girls cleaned themselves.
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      The kitsune girls came from an island nation that existed to the south of the continent we were on. A different nation than the one that was directly to the south and was the theoretical ruler of this particular slice of land, at least in name, though it was pretty clear no one really ruled over this chunk of desert beyond that dragon guy and the weirdo to the north.

      They had been born into slavery on the island and raised as concubines, intended for the court of some grand poobah or another. But the poobah lost a card game, something that sounded a bit like poker and a bit like baccarat. They were then traded from person to person until they were bought in the port city down south, Oitcester, which was also the capital of this place, Ethus. There, they’d been chucked into this wagon and shuttled off north, allowed out occasionally in the middle of the night for exercise. Otherwise they’d been kept out of the caravan’s sight.

      While the caravan stopped at Stelese, this particular wagon and its drivers had continued on until a handoff took place, when the drivers turned the wagon over to a group from Halstadt. That group kept the wagon on the road a day or two before taking a detour so they could ‘sample the product,’ at least insofar as the girls had been told.

      But after they stopped, there was screaming outside, followed by the sounds of intense violence. Then, nothing. A day passed as they were cooked inside the wagon, and they were not fed or watered. They had assumed they were left there to die, and that’s when I showed up and kicked their chamberpot all over the place.

      “I mean,” I said, “you could just say I came and saved you.”

      “But the chamberpot part of the story makes me laugh,” the blonde kitsune girl said, with a smile and a blush.

      Getting some food, some water, and cleaning them up had done wonders for their mood. The three of them were busy flirting mightily with me. They’d tried with Yuri, but he seemed particularly uninterested in such activities. So much so that he started cleaning the inside of the carriage.

      “Are you really a duke?” Airini asked.

      Her brother was still sitting a goodly distance away, but was very much trying to get the attention of the girls.

      Keener had come closer, but he stayed quiet. His perpetual blush made me think he was not used to dealing with beautiful people.

      “Let’s keep that duke part to ourselves,” I replied, then turned to the kitsune girls. “I don’t exactly know what kind of life you’re expecting to have here—”

      “Brothel slaves,” the redhead said.

      “Yeah, I get that. But that was then. This is now. The situation has changed. I don’t really deal with slavery well.”

      “He usually kills slavers,” Bear said.

      The brownie had been a big surprise when she popped into view, but the kitsune girls got used to her quickly.

      “No comment,” I said.

      “Where else would we go?” The redhead asked. “We have nothing. Not even clothes.”

      “We have clothes,” the blonde snapped back.

      Which was true — they were wearing the clothes from the trunks, which were definitely supplies for workers and miners in Halstadt, and certainly were not cut or tailored for the likes of kitsune girls. They all looked a bit like they were playing dress-up. Inappropriate dress up, being that they had trouble fitting all of themselves into the clothes provided.

      “Not enough to get out of here,” the redhead replied. “We are stuck.”

      “That’s not exactly true,” I said. “You could come back to where I’m from.”

      The kitsune girls looked excitedly at each other.

      Yuri glared at me.

      Bear frowned at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You have to stop,” Bear said.

      “You want me to leave them here?”

      “No, this is probably the right move. It’s just, well, your holding is pretty full of strays you’ve brought home.”

      “So?”

      “Not a conversation for the present moment.”

      “Do you agree, Yuri?”

      “Yes,” Yuri said. “It is a conversation for another moment.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Let’s pencil in a council meeting about it later.”

      Bear renewed her frown. I felt like, had she not been part of my hir∂, she would have thrown something at me.

      “We can come with you?” The blonde one asked. “Really?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I mean, it won’t exactly be easy getting there, and once there, it’s kind of dangerous, but—”

      “Way to really sell it,” Bear said. Then she stood in front of the four kitsune girls. “It’s the best place I’ve seen in Vuldranni. There are people who care about each other, and it is mostly safe. And getting safer. It’s not perfect, but where is?”

      “I will go,” the brunette said.

      “And me,” the blonde said.

      The redhead and the raven-haired one looked at one another.

      “What choice do we have?” Raven hair asked. “Though, it seems a good choice even if it is our only one. I will go.”

      The redhead looked at the ground and nodded. “I will go as well.”

      “Well,” I said, “wait. There is another choice. Definitely a harder one, but I guess you could come into the city — er, town? You can come into Halstadt with me and I’ll get you a seat on the next caravan and you can travel that way. But I don’t know what’s going to happen once you get to Halstadt. Some of those assholes will probably try to claim you as their property and, I mean—”

      “Bloodbath to follow,” Bear said.

      “That’s not necessarily what will happen,” I countered.

      “Seriously? Anyone tries to claim them as property and you’re going to go ballistic. And then everyone will wind up dead and we’ll be back to where we started with everyone left alive coming to Coggeshall.” She turned to the girls. “That’s the name of the place: Coggeshall.”

      “Never heard of it,” Airini said.

      “Small place,” I said.

      “Sounds nice.”

      “You can come too.”

      “I have a home and a place I’m supposed to be running, at least some day. It would be an odd move to leave it all behind to disappear to some strange world.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Are you nobility?”

      “No,” she said. “That’s not exactly a thing in Ethus. My family owns farms. An agricultural conglomerate.”

      “We will go with you,” the blonde kitsune girl said. “And we will be forever grateful—”

      “Not necessary,” I said.

      “Let them be grateful,” Bear sniped.

      “Okay,” I said. “You can be grateful. Thing is, we have to figure out how to get them there without being seen by Halstadt.”

      “I have a thought about that,” Yuri said. “Though I imagine you will not particularly like the solution.”

      “What?”

      “You will still need to deliver the ‘cargo’ to complete your quest, which means you need the wagon.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “The girls will ride your new friend around to the cave. They can set up a small camp there and wait for us.”

      “We can’t leave them alone in the wilds.”

      “Your friend will be with them.”

      “I’m not sure he’ll be enough. He can’t exactly build a tent for them.”

      “I can go,” Keener said quickly.

      A multitude of frowns shot his way.

      “You’re coming back with me,” I said. “I have to deliver the brother and sister back to Halstadt, and you need to be there with them. I think Yuri needs to go with them. Especially because Yuri knows where the cave is.”

      Yuri took a moment to think, then nodded.

      “I suppose you are correct in this,” Yuri said. “Though I do not like leaving you alone.”

      “I’ll have Keener and Bear with me,” I said.

      “What if I wanted to come back to this Cock Hall with you?” Keener asked.

      “Cock hall? Really?”

      “Is that not it? I thought the name a bit ridiculous, but—”

      “Coggeshall. With a g. Guh.”

      “Ah yes. That makes more sense when I think about it.”

      “You can come to Coggeshall if you want,” I said, “but I need you to get me to Halstadt from here first.”

      “You will keep me alive?”

      “Best as I can.”

      “That’s not very confidence inspiring.”

      I shrugged. “Take it or leave it.”

      “I’ll go with you,” he said.

      “You don’t have to decide now,” I said. “They do because they can’t go to Halstadt.”

      “I fear I am not meant for this place,” Keener said. “I thought I could study creatures here, be a guide. But it would appear they only want hunters.”

      “Okay then. Clifford!”

      The viddergharst leaned out from behind the rock wall.

      “Am. Clifford,” he said.

      Then there were some screams.
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      It took very little convincing for Clifford to let four kitsune girls and a léonen ride him, being that we were family and it was important to do things for family. And that he was, at least in his mind, coming along with us. He clearly needed to find the cavern as well. And if I was willing to protect the kitsune girls, so was he.

      Before Clifford ran off, I asked about the animals that had been pulling the wagon, not exactly wanting to haul it myself. He led me to a small oasis of sorts where a spring bubbled up fresh water, a lush patch of reddish grass, and two trees bearing a fruit I didn’t recognize. Two zaratans lay sleeping on the grass.

      “Thanks, bub,” I said.

      Clifford gave me a nod, got his riders on his back, and took off. He moved surprisingly fast across the desert, the eight legs proving to give a rather smooth ride to those on his back.

      With Keener’s help, I got the zaratans strapped back to the wagon.

      Bear did a funky mending-type spell and patched the door back together, making it look like we hadn’t messed with the stagecoach at all. I strapped the trunks back on, and we moseyed back toward the road, following the tracks the former drivers made getting the wagon up here in the first place. Keener driving, me riding shotgun, and the brother and sister sitting on the very top.

      It all seemed so simple. So easy.

      Naturally, it had to go wrong somehow.
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      Our path wasn’t pleasant. We had to go through some pretty rough terrain in a vehicle lacking anything remotely close to shocks. My teeth felt like they were about to bounce out of my head, and Keener had taken on a decidedly greenish tinge.

      I couldn’t imagine what it had been like for the girls, trapped inside the carriage with hoods over their heads.

      But despite the complete lack of comfort, it was reasonably easy going, until we came down a slope that cut through a sandstone wall into a small plateau.

      A group of men and women on horseback blocked our way. They were well armed, and were definitely expecting us. I counted twenty-three of the twenty-four riders holding heavy crossbows aimed at us.

      Keener reined in the tortoises and brought the wagon to a halt.

      “Know them?” I asked.

      Keener just shook his head, but his green tint was quickly turning pale. I caught sight of his trembling hands.

      “Morning,” I said loudly, friendly-like.

      “Seems as if you stole a bit of company property,” the woman in the middle said. She was the only one without a crossbow, and instead had a long spear angled out from her horse, balancing the butt end on her thigh. An orange banner hung off the business end, with a black scorpion emblazoned across it.

      “And what might that be?” I asked.

      “I think you know,” she replied.

      “You mean this ol’ thing? We found it back up the way a bit. Figured finder’s keepers and all.”

      “You figured wrong.”

      “Did I? Are salvage rights not a thing here?”

      “That belongs to the Rogers family, and they will be taking it back.”

      “Do I get a reward for taking care of the viddergharst for y’all?”

      “That’d be something to take up with Rogers hisself.”

      “So you’re not here to kill us?”

      “We’re here to retrieve our property.”

      “See, here’s the issue,” I said. “I was told this whole ball o’bullshit was Thaler’s. So I can’t exactly just give it—”

      “It’s Rogers’.”

      “Yeah, I hear you. I do, but there’s nothing to, like, show that’s it yours, you know? You got a manifest? Or a proof of purchase? Maybe tell me the color of something inside?”

      “You looked inside?”

      “No, but we could do it together. See if you got the color of it right. Maybe like a bottle of liquor or a ribbon. Or you could tell me—”

      “I ain’t here to chat with a honor-less, traitorous merc who switches sides like—”

      “Let’s just get all our horses held here—”

      “What horses ain’t held?”

      “Right, I should have led with a better metaphor. I just wanted to clarify I have not changed sides, nor have I taken a side—”

      “You work for the Thalers. You are a Thaler.”

      “See, I think that’s being a bit simplistic.”

      “Last chance afore we kill you all,” she barked, her voice echoing off the walls behind us. “Give us the carriage and the cargo right fucking now.”

      I was tempted to give them the empty carriage. It would really have been amazing to see their reaction.

      But if they were telling the truth about the coach being theirs, they were slavers. And if they were just trying to steal it, they were thieves. And neither group deserved to get their way.

      “See,” I said, “I just—”

      Her spear dipped just a bit, but that was enough to signal the rest of the riders, who instantly fired their crossbows at us.

      On instinct, I shoved Keener, and he fell off the front seat.

      The bolts whizzed through the air and peppered the front of the wagon. Through some dumb luck, it missed our tortoises, but wound up giving me a jump-start on my Pinhead cosplay.

      “Should’ve just—” the leader started.

      But then I stood up and started pulling the bolts out like they didn’t hurt. Which was mostly true — they didn’t hurt that much because none of them had gone that deep. But they still hurt a little.

      “Fire again!” She said.

      Now here’s the problem with crossbows. Yes, they are super powerful. Fantastically so. They are amazing at puncturing armor, and inflicting lots of damage. But they have this one rather debilitating drawback: They are slow as fuck to reload.

      All the other riders began frantically trying to reload, fumbling with their heavy crossbows while still on horseback.

      One of them had the smart idea to get off his horse and do it on the ground. It looked like he just might get his crossbow reloaded before I got there.

      But that’s also because I was taking my time, hopping down off the carriage, stretching a little, striding purposefully towards the leader.

      She looked left and right frantically, trying to gauge what she should do.

      Her horse started shying away from me, moving erratically, almost like it was about to bolt. Maybe it sensed my slayer aura or whatever, but the leader was having trouble controlling it.

      “Kill him!” she screamed again. I just kept moving toward her.

      A crossbow bolt zipped across the open space, missing me by an inch, maybe. I glanced over and saw the guy on the ground had fired.

      I nodded at him and winked.

      He gulped, and started trying to load again. But his shaking hands had trouble with the windlass, and it wasn’t looking good for him getting another bolt in. The rest of the riders were either dismounting or had dismounted, but were still trying to get their first reload done.

      The leader lowered her spear to get ready to charge. But her horse had other ideas. The mare’s eyes were rolling every which way, and she looked ready to step out. The leader sawed the reins back and forth, trying to get the horse to move, and I saw streaks of blood coming down from the mare’s flanks as the leader slammed her spurs into the horse over and over, to no avail.

      I reached up and snatched the spear out of the leader’s hands, spun it around, and knocked the leader off her horse.

      The horse promptly bolted.

      I picked up the leader by the front of her armor and held her up to my face.

      “You are not a nice person,” I said. “You were hurting that poor horse.”

      “I… I…” she started, her teeth practically chattering in terror. “I’m sorry?”

      “You will be,” I said.

      I had meant that as more of a threat than a reality, but then the next crossbowman fired.

      He missed me.

      But he did not miss his boss.

      The bolt went right through her neck, and I got a face full of arterial spray.

      She died instantly, but still went through some motions.

      I dropped the leader and looked at the other Rogers fighters.

      One of them dropped his heavy crossbow and charged, drawing his sword as he ran.

      Which isn’t a good move. The draw-then-charge bit.

      He tripped as I lunged forward with the long spear, and instead of going through a leg, I shish-kabobbed the poor bastard, mouth to, uh, sphincter.

      “Swords and attack!” Cried out someone, who I suppose had been second in command and now was the de facto leader. “He can’t kill us all.”

      “Actually,” I started, but these guys seemed determined to attack. My thought got interrupted by a mass dropping of crossbows and drawing of swords.

      Someone yelled some sort of battle cry, and they all charged. Some on horseback, some on foot, and all sorts of short swords coming for me.

      With no other weapon at hand, I was forced to use the spear. With the man attached.

      I pushed the spear forward in a feint, causing the attackers in front of me to hesitate. That gave me enough time to start the spear-man combo going to the side, in more of a club attack. Even for me, it was a little hard to move the thing with any sort of fidelity. A dude on the end of a stick was unwieldy.

      I finally got it up to speed, twisted my entire body around like I was doing the hammer throw, and knocked the first wave of attackers off their feet.

      Then I let go of the spear shaft.

      The spear-man went flying, hitting the lone fool still trying to load his crossbow. It sailed right through the poor bastard and into a tree. The two men got up close and personal before they ultimately perished.

      I had enough time to see the results of my impromptu throw before stepping out of the way of a clearly telegraphed overhead chop. But I left my foot a little behind, and the attacker tripped over it. Then I stomped on his neck and snatched his sword away.

      After a quick twirl to feel the weight and balance of the weapon — a bit heavy and poor — the attacks started again.

      Parry one blade to the left, and snarl up the attack on the right. Check behind, move out of the way of the swing and take the hit from the other side on the ribs. Snap a jab, then a stab. Kick the body off the blade and reset for the next go-around.

      Fighting against a group is always difficult, what with trying to keep everyone in their mental place. Letting some of the hits through my defense actually helped a lot. I knew I could take some damage, and if I’d been wearing full plate, I could probably have taken a whole lot more. Given their shitty iron swords, I probably could have let them beat on my mithril plate all the live-long day and have little more than a headache from their crap sense of rhythm at the end.

      But this felt rote. These were not practiced warriors. They were used to intimidating people, holding swords but not using them. I didn’t really understand what drove them to keep attacking even as I slaughtered their comrades. And it was a slaughter. Sure, I was bleeding in a few places when I cut down the last attacker, but my health was at two thirds. I was kind of breathing hard, but not really. All they really had done was die tired.

      I checked my notifications quickly.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Human (lvl 22 Boltman).

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

      

      Just that several times over.

      Nothing impressive. Kind of shitty experience, to be honest. I stripped their corpses and stored all the loot away, then gathered up the horses I could and tied them in a long line behind the wagon. Finally, I climbed back up on the wagon to sit next to Keener.

      He stared at me.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “Chop chop, mush, whatever.”

      “What are you?” Keener said.

      “Just a regular guy.”

      “Not sure I want to go to Coggeshall anymore.”

      “You’ll fit in fine,” Bear said, popping into view between us. “Now, let’s get moving before the sun starts baking us.”

      Keener gave the little brownie a disturbed look. But then he nodded and whipped the leads. The giant tortoise looking things leaned against their harnesses and got the wagon rolling.

      I closed my eyes and leaned back, feeling just the edge of tired.
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      I didn’t fall asleep, but Bear and Keener seemed to think I was conked out because they started talking about me.

      “…he’s not that scary,” Bear was saying. “He just seems terrifying.”

      “Does he do killing all the time?” Keener asked.

      “Do killing?”

      “I find I am a little nervous and I was trying to say two things at the same time, okay?”

      “I get it. Montana is, I mean, he tends to opt for the bloodiest solution to problems. Though sometimes I feel like he’s trying to be better and somehow he’s forced into violence. And he’s good at violence.”

      “Good at violence? He just killed twenty-four people without a second thought.”

      “I bet he had a second thought at least. He usually thinks about things a few times. At least now. You should have met him when I did. He was definitely scarier then.”

      “I wasn’t scary,” I said.

      “Yes, you were,” Bear said. “And I know you were faking being asleep.”

      “He was?” Keener asked.

      “I have a question,” I said. “Why is this town out here? No one seems to tell me a good answer.”

      “I don’t know why they wouldn’t tell you,” Keener replied. “Used to be, there was plenty of trade between Ethusia and Vuskeonia. This was the water stop. Last water for a long, long way to the south, and last water until you got to the other side of the mountain up north. Trade caravans stopped here constantly to resupply, as did anyone traveling along. So, seemed natural to build a spot where you could feed animals, get wagons fixed, all those ancillary activities.”

      “You seem pretty well versed on the history of the place.”

      “I like to know things, but I’m also not done. That’s the history of Halstadt, but the history of why this is the only real water around here is a little stranger, because of that tower.”

      “The wizard’s tower?”

      “That’s the only one. Far as I’ve researched, when the first caravan came along this way, there was already a tower there, and then just the spring or oasis, depending on your semantical leanings. No one is really sure who came first. But the thing is, from that time, no one has ever seen this wizard.  But no one wants to break into the tower or break down the tower, in case it’s connected to the water somehow. Either the wizard built his tower way out in the middle of a great desert right next to an oasis, or he built his tower way out in the middle of a great desert and built his own oasis. Regardless, Halstadt exists because of the wizard.”

      “What’s up with Rogers and Thaler?”

      “Well, when what happened up north happened up north, trade kind of stopped. Not much use trading with, you know, what they are. Seemed like Halstadt was going to be abandoned, without any use to be here. But then some old coot goes rootin’ around in the hills and discovers the mountains are full of gems and jewels of shapes and sizes and kinds that are not exactly native to the area. Which then sends people digging down around Halstadt, and we have the second part of the wizard’s mystery: the ground below Halstadt is full of gems. Some of which are remarkably rare. Some of which contain powers. All of which seem oddly excellent for enchanting.

      Now, I’m not sure how it happened, but both Thaler and Rogers were running caravans, and they both put mining claims down at the same time. The Guild allows them both to work the claim, and, well, they’ve been fighting each other over damn near everything for years.”

      “How many years?”

      “Ten? Twelve? That, I think, is where you won’t find a good answer. There’s only missing documents and hearsay when it comes to how things started with the mines. And though they compete like mad, neither side seems to get much of an edge. But they do produce a whole shit load of gems to go out on caravans. And since both Rogers and Thaler are such assholes, they work their miners half to death, then take all their money in the form of rent, food, and fun.”

      “Slaves in the brothels.”

      “That’s always been a rumor, but I wouldn’t put it past either family.”

      “You think this was actually the Rogers wagon?”

      “What we’re driving? I think it could be either family. No markings. And since they both do so much slippery shit, slavery is right in either wheelhouse.”

      We came around a corner and could finally see the road. The sun was up, and so was the temperature. I wondered how my regeneration ability would handle a sunburn…

      We had a long sandy slope to get down, and then a set of large rocks to weave through. Then a flat section for about two hundred yards, and finally, after all that, the blessed road, where we would still bump along nearly as bad. It made me wonder why the original drivers of this stagecoach had gone so far off course. There had to be more to it than just their perverted desire to ‘test the merchandise.’ But that was just a question that would—
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      A Big, Important Question

      Discover why the stagecoach left the road.

      Reward for success: unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I stared at the quest marker floating in front of me, and for the first time since I’d started my game-life-thingie, I didn’t blindly accept the quest. Was I curious? Yes. Would it make any difference to me or my people? I couldn’t see any fucking possible way it could matter.

      So I picked no.

      And the quest vanished.

      I snorted and felt a smug sense of pride, and an elevated sense of self-worth. I’d said fuck the system! Yeah!

      And as we came down the slope and angled through the rocks, a scene repeated itself. We came to a group of men and women on horseback, waiting for us.

      “You unoriginal assholes,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            71

          

        

      

    

    
      To be fair, there weren’t as many assholes on horses this time, and these ones wore white or light grey robes and rode smaller horses. They also didn’t have much in the way of weapons pointed at us — they just sort of sat there looking menacing on their tiny horses. Really just a tiny step up from ponies. Tough to look tough on a pony.

      “Mister Thaler worried you might have trouble with the viddergharst,” a thin man in a white robe on a grey pony-horse said with an accent that sounded almost cartoonishly ‘bad guy Austrian,’ “but we assured him you were capable of besting it.”

      “I guess,” I replied.

      “We thought you would be taken down by the Rogers gang,” the thin man continued, “but Mister Thaler urged us to not underestimate your capabilities fighting humans—”

      “As much as I appreciate the backstory of how you made your life choices, can we get on with it?”

      “Of course, Mister Montana, we are trying to get there. Now you have shown up here with the cargo. Cargo which would be best if it were brought to Mister Thaler. But unfortunately, there is a problem.”

      “The cargo isn’t actually here?”

      “You have to, wait, what did you say?”

      “I said the cargo wasn’t here. Isn’t that the problem?”

      “What is it you mean when you say the cargo is not here?”

      “What is you mean when you say there is a problem?”

      “You have opened the wagon?”

      “It’s more a stagecoach?”

      “And have you opened it?” The man barked out, clipping each word off tightly, spit flying from his mouth.

      “Bear,” I whispered, “best see if you can get whatshisface and whatsherface off the carriage quiet like. Maybe see if you can hide Keener?”

      “We are waiting your answer, Mister Montana!”

      “I think you can see that answer yourself,” I said, gesturing at the door, knowing that Bear’s magic was probably not going to stand up to strong scrutiny.

      The man moved his horse a bit farther along angling so he could see the side of the stagecoach.

      “I can see you have tried to repair the door,” the man said, “and done it poorly. Where is it you have left the cargo?”

      “Dead,” I said. “They were cooked alive in this thing.”

      “And then why have you bothered to drive it back?”

      “Not a big fan of walking.”

      “You have plenty of horses.”

      “I’m really not built for horses. Especially like these. Figured, you know, I could relax on the wagon.”

      “And not inside? Odd.”

      “Have you smelled the inside of an oven after someone’s taken a shit and died in it?”

      “I cannot say I have.”

      “You want to?”

      “No, Mister Montana, I do not. It would seem, then, that there is no reason for you to bother bringing this, stagecoach did you say?”

      “Carriage.”

      “You said stagecoach.”

      “Eh, you said Wagon.”

      He ground his teeth in frustration.

      “Mister Montana, Mister Thaler thanks you for your service, and hopes you will die quickly!”

      Fireballs zoomed across the desert and slammed into the carriage, or wagon, exploding as they hit.

      I got thrown, and ignited, by the explosion, and I got to soar through the air above the tortoises before a cactus so thankfully jumped in my way and gave me a face full of thorns. As well as slowing me down a little.

      “That will not have killed him,” the thin man screamed. “Continue the assault. Look for the others! Destroy them all!”

      I rolled over a few times, getting the whole on-fire thing under control, and heard powerful zaps of magic hitting close to me. I put a little something extra on the last roll, and managed to get all the way up to my feet while slamming my hands out into fists.

      The sand came off me in a cloud and I glared at my opponents.

      “Hi spell slingers,” I said to the eight mages gathered around me. “Time to find out why they call you assholes glass cannons!”

      And I charged.
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      I’d hate for you to assume that I’m the kind of guy who likes violence.

      But sometimes I like violence.

      The mage I chose as my first victim shrieked and started to cast something. His hands moved around together and I saw color forming around his fists. But then color formed around my fist when I punched literally through his face, caving his skull and knocking him off his horse.

      He dropped, and someone to my left hit me with a lightning bolt.

      It felt a bit like a taser.

      And like a taser, if you’re mad enough, it’ll just piss you off more.

      I was pretty mad.

      I looked over at the woman who’d lit me up. Her eyes went wide.

      Lunging forward, I grabbed the asshole by the front of her robe and then yanked as hard as I could so her face met my head. I heard her skull break.

      “That’s two,” I called out. Then I picked up her fucking pony and threw it at victim number three.

      The flying pony hit both mage number three and pony number three. They went down with the sharp crack of a broken fibula. For a heartbeat, I thought about how fucked up it was that I knew that sound well enough to identify it in the middle of a fight.

      Three magical darts hit me, one after another, each doing a smidgen of damage. They probably would have left noticeable burn marks on my clothes if they hadn’t already been burnt the fuck up by the fireballs.

      I snagged a dagger off my belt and whipped it at the next mage, catching her in the throat. She toppled from her pony.

      Then I felt a surge of power, so I feinted one way and dove the next just as another huge fireball exploded against the ground where I’d been, leaving a patch of glass on the ground.

      “Ooh,” I said, looking at the mage who’d cast it. “Was that your big spell?”

      The mage nodded dumbly, and I picked up a rock and threw it at him.

      It hit him in the head and he fell of his horse.

      The three spell slingers left were backing away on their pony-horses.

      “Leaving?” I asked.

      One turned their horse, and I reached into my magic bag and pulled out a battle axe. A nice big one.

      I hauled off and threw it as hard as I could. The huge axe practically thrummed as it cut through the air.

      It was a good hit. The axe head lodged so deep into the mage that it went all the way through and split the skull of the pony below, whose legs gave out and it skid into the dirt.

      “Stop!” Cried out a voice.

      I looked over and saw one of the robed fuckers holding Airini with a dagger to her throat.

      “You don’t want to do that,” I said.

      “You will let us kill you,” the robed figure said, “or I will kill her!”

      He was the first one who’d spoken. The leader of the group. At least, I think it was. Hard to tell when they were all wearing the same thing and covered their faces.

      “My dude,” I said, “you might want to ask her when we met.”

      “What is this?” The robed asshole barked. “Why?”

      “Because I don’t even really know her.”

      “I will kill her!”

      “Which would be sad. I’d definitely probably cry at least once and probably spend a lot of time thinking how I should have kicked your asses quicker to kill you before you got to her. But I’m not going to trade my life for hers. I can’t.”

      “Then you will watch her suffer as no one has ever suffered!”

      “Just, uh, you know, watch out for bears.”

      “Bears?”

      “Bear!”

      A huge bear appeared out of fucking nowhere. It went up on its rear legs and roared.

      On its back, visible to me but not the mage, was a bright sign that said “illusion, kill him now pls ty.”

      The leader reacted as expected to a surprise bear, screaming and calling for his compatriots to put up a shield spell.

      I reached into my bag of tricks, pulled out another sword, and just whipped it at the asshole.

      The sword found a new sheath. His face.

      He fell over backward and Airini sprinted to me.

      The other mages made a break for it.

      At first I thought I’d just let them run for it. But as I watched them run (poorly), I considered the whole kit and caboodle of what was going on in the town. What I really needed to do was control the narrative of what had just happened out here in the desert, because then I could play the various sides against each other. And if I could do that, then the various sides would fight each other, leaving me free to find the culprit behind the goblins. Of course, that meant I needed to kill the mages who were currently fleeing. Which was kind of a dick move. Still, they did try to kill me first…

      I shrugged and took a knee as I got one of my new heavy crossbows out of my knapsack, along with a bevy of bolts.

      Then I did some target practice.

      Bonus tip: if you’ve got really high strength, you can use a crossbow basically as fast as a bow. Also it turns out mages don’t wear much armor, so the heavy crossbow bolts work really well on them. It was basically shoot with the right hand, pull back and reload with the left.

      Granted, I wasn’t the best shot with a crossbow, so it did take all the bolts I had before all the attackers were dead or dying. But I’d made sure no one got away.

      I slipped the crossbow back into my knapsack and looked at the destruction I’d wrought.

      It wasn’t pleasant. The wagon was on fire, or the remains of it were.  Several cacti had been knocked over, and some of the sand had been turned into glass. Quite a few human remains were spread across the desert. Keener, Bear, Arini, and the brother stood a fair distance away from me, all but Bear looking aghast.

      “You killed them all,” Airini said softly.

      “She told me to,” I replied, pointing at Bear.

      “I did?” Bear asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, “otherwise your plan won’t work.”

      “Oh, right,” she replied. “my plan.”

      Sucked I had to throw her under the murdering fuckhead bus, but I still needed Airini, her brother, and Keener to think I wasn’t the spree-killing psychopath I somehow seemed to have become. Again.

      Shit.
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      Time to enact my plan.

      When I explained my plan to Bear, she wasn’t exactly keen on the idea of getting in the middle of a inner-town conflict. But since she couldn’t come up with anything better, we agreed to go with my plan. Which would lead me right back to meeting with the eldest Thaler.

      But first we had Keener pretend he had just kept his clients out all night for funsies, and was going to deliver them back to Halstadt unharmed.

      I watched as they arrived in Halstadt, acting like we had never interacted. Keener delivered his clients back to the Caravaner’s Guild to await their trip home.

      Thaler was not pleased to see me.

      In fact, it would be fair to say he was unpleasantly surprised to see me, but he regained his composure quickly. I pretended not to notice, and weaved through his office and dropped into an open chair.

      “Mister Thaler,” I said. “I have to report that I was unsuccessful in getting your cargo back.”
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        * * *

      

      WAH-WAH. You have FAILED a quest by Mister Thaler:

      Sun-Baked Cargo

      You failed to return the lost cargo.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Thaler personal will be outright hostile to you and your party.
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        * * *

      

      “I have noticed,” he replied. “You came to report your failure? It would have been preferable if you had just left the town forever.”

      “Well, I figured it was something you needed to know.”

      “And what was so urgent you could not clean up somewhat before dragging your disgusting self into my home?”

      “Well, I didn’t get to your cargo first. I arrived right as the Rogers gang got there and took the wagon. Then when I met up with the backup you sent — thank you by the way — and we tried to take on the Rogers gang. It wound up being a bloodbath, and the carriage was burnt to the ground.”

      “The Rogers took the cargo for themselves?”

      “I believe they did,” I said. “They set the carriage on fire as soon as we got on it and tried to drive it clear.”

      Thaler squinted at me, and walked over to his map table. He leaned against it and stared down.

      “Rogers killed everyone?”

      “Everyone but me. I was holding my own, and next I looked, the Rogers were riding off. I was left there by myself. I had to walk back here.”

      “You think, then, they fear you?”

      “I mean, I can hold my own in a fight, but I’m not exactly much from range. More of a sword and board fighter, if you know what I mean.”

      “I know not what you mean. And frankly, I care little. You failed me, but perhaps there is yet a manner in which you might be able to dig free from this hole you have found yourself within.”

      “Oh? Do tell. I’d like to earn your trust so I can earn some more gold.”

      “I cannot fault a man who quests for gold. Loyalty to coin is the only loyalty worth anything these days.”

      “Especially because you paid for it, so you know how much it’s worth.”

      He frowned, then shook his head. It was clear he thought I was an idiot. Good.

      “Rogers,” Thaler said, tapping on the map. “What is it you are trying to do…”

      “I—”

      “Silence,” Thaler barked, but kept his attention on the map. “If I require your input, I will ask of it.”

      Thaler began to pace back and forth. Back and forth.

      “Rogers eliminates my mages,” Thaler said to himself, then turned to face me. “How many of the Rogers gang did you kill?”

      “I think twenty?” I lied.

      “Which ones were they?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “What weapons did they use, fool?”

      “Oh! Crossbows.”

      “So he is down his shooters. Interesting. I think it best you go to his whorehouse this evening, perhaps cause a little trouble. Yes. A hole in his pocket and a kick in his crotch. I think we need to whittle his forces down some more.”

      “A little trouble? What does that mean, exactly?”

      “Kill his whores.”

      “How many of them?”

      “All of them.”

      There was a moment of silence, and then I shook my head.

      “Yeah, no,” I said.

      “What do you mean no? You think you can say no to me?” Thaler asked. A vein on his temple started to throb.

      “I’m not going to kill a bunch of innocent women just because you want to hurt Rogers.”

      “You have some twisted set of morals?”

      “I mean, I’m not sure how not killing people is twisted.”

      “What use is a mercenary who refuses to kill?”

      “I’m not a mercenary. And you haven’t paid me shit.”

      “Those women will be destroyed tonight. Whether you choose to assist me or not is irrelevant. If you help, you are on my side and I will raise you up. If you do not help, I will destroy you along with him.”

      “Are you going to pay me?” I asked.

      He frowned at me, as if me asking for money was somehow gauche.

      “I will pay,” he finally said.

      “Then I guess I can help,” I replied.

      “Ten gold for each whore you kill, a hundred if you burn the place down. And just so you know, my men will be there and have the same deal you do. It will be a fantastic competition to watch. With your sword by my side, Rogers will finally be destroyed.”
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      I took a circuitous route through the town, going through the lobby of the hotel, visiting my room, eating a small meal, taking a quick bath, and changing my clothes before finally making my way over to the opposite side of town, the Rogers side.

      It wasn’t exactly the same as the Thaler side, but it was similar enough that I knew where I was going without having to ask for directions. I mean, it also didn’t hurt that I was heading to the big fuck-off manor house that sat behind its own steep white walls, to mirror the Thaler house.

      Now, I will say, there was a whole lot less partying and fun having over at the Rogers’. There weren’t nearly half the people there, and they were deep in business mode, at least as far as I could tell from the gate.

      A guard already had his sword out and pointed in my direction.

      “Hold there,” he said. “State your business.”

      “I have a meeting with Mister Rogers,” I said, and bit on my tongue to keep from smiling.

      “Does Mister Rogers know about this meeting?”

      “I think he’ll definitely want to meet me.”

      “Everyone thinks that.”

      “Tell him I know something about what happened to the cargo he wanted from this morning.”

      The guard eyed me for a minute.

      “Stay here,” he said, and sheathed his sword.

      I nodded, and politely stood where he’d indicated.

      Then he slipped inside the compound.

      “Good,” Bear whispered in my ear. “You can do this.”

      A moment later the guard returned and gave me a nod before taking up his station.

      “Am I—” I started to ask.

      “I just passed your message on,” the guard said, doing his best to look beyond me. “I have no access to Mister Rogers.”

      “Oh, got it. So, you like it here?”

      “You mind? I’m trying to work.”

      I glanced around at the empty streets of the completely peaceful town of Halstadt.

      “Pretty sure you’re going to be fine,” I said.

      “You may not take whatever job you have seriously,” he said, “but I do.”

      Just as I was about to make a sarcastic comment, someone pinched my ear. I resisted the urge to smack at the invisible pincher, and instead, stood there in awkward silence with the guard.

      Five or so minutes passed. I was getting a bit hot standing there in the sun, and I eyed the guard’s umbrella with some jealousy. But I remembered the pinch, that I needed to be calm and collected.

      A young woman strolled along, then paused at the sight of me, and promptly spun on her heel and walked right back inside.

      “Who was that?” I asked.

      The guard just glared at me.

      I sighed.

      Another five minutes passed and a young man in nice clothes walked out. He gave me a sort of perfunctory smile.

      “Mister Montana,” he said. “You wish to speak with my father?”

      “If possible,” I said.

      “It would seem counterintuitive to give you access to my father, considering your actions against my family so far.”

      “It’s not like your family has been gold star to me.”

      “Your reference confuses me. But perhaps you yet understand our confusion when you, who so clearly has alliances with our enemy, wishes to speak to us and breach the safety of our home.”

      “I mean, I think I’ve been neutral through all of this.”

      “Oh? How many Thalers have you killed this morning?”

      “This morning? Let’s see. Eight? Ten? I wasn’t really counting. Seemed a bit, um, gauche. Morbid, really. I can check my notifications if you really want to know.”

      His eyes went a little wide, just for a second, a hint of surprise that, frankly, I was surprised I caught.

      “Is that so?”

      “That is so. They, uh, well, let me paint you a picture of what happened. See, Thaler—”

      “Which Thaler?”

      “The elder asshole.”

      “Mister Thaler. Continue.”

      “He sent me out to get some cargo he said had been lost. He never mentioned who lost it, just that it was lost, so me being me, not the brightest cookie in the jungle, I thought it was his. I went out there, got rid of the thing that caused it to get lost, and was bringing it back to town. Now, here’s where it gets complicated because Thaler was planning to backstab me all the livelong day. He sent his band of merry fuckwits out there to kill me and take the cargo. Your men were out there to retrieve the cargo because it was yours, correct?”

      He made no comment or facial expression.

      “Well, they said they were,” I continued. “There was a discussion about who owned the lost cargo, and your boys said it was Rogers property, so I got off the stagecoach and said take it. Some of your Rogers cats got up on the stagecoach, ready to drive it. That’s when the Thaler boys got upset and started shooting off spells. One of them threw a fireball at the goddamn stagecoach and blew the absolute fuck out of it. It was straight pandemonium, and I’m running around jiving and juking arcane missiles. Your guys are shooting right back at those Thaler fuckers and it’s a damn bloodbath — people are dying left and right, and I’m like, those Rogers boys have done nothing to me, I’m going to help them. So I jump in and start busting heads. Thing is, dust clears, and I’m the last man standing. Frankly, I’m only alive because I had some serious healing potions sitting on my belt. Dead people everywhere, and a burning stagecoach. I’m left with my dick in my hand having to walk back here with nothing to show for a night out, except I’m in the hole a couple hundred marks for top-quality healing potions.”

      The Rogers son stayed quiet for a moment, mulling over what I’d said. It was almost like he wanted me to see him thinking, wanted me to see him being intelligent about the whole thing. Acting smart.

      “Come and see my father,” the son finally said. “Tell him what you told me. Maybe he will choose to let you live.”

      “Let’s roll those dice,” I said with a smile, and then I followed the kid into the Rogers compound.
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      Inside the walls was very much a different place than the rest of Halstadt. There was a real sense of calm, with gentle fountains placed among intricately trimmed topiaries. Unlike the Thaler side of things, no people were outside. Besides the various guards, who looked both nervous and new, it was just the son and me.

      We strolled along the crushed stone pathway that led from the entrance to the main house and into the main house. It was another luxurious affair, just a notch down in conspicuous consumption from the Thalers. Though, frankly, not even that luxurious compared to what I’d seen in Osterstadt,. Then we went up a flight of stairs to a perfectly white door.

      The son knocked.

      We waited.

      “Enter,” a gravelly voice intoned.

      The son opened the door to reveal a bathroom. Or, rather, a round bathtub sunken into the floor that took up the bulk of the room. It sat perfectly under a crystal dome that led in glorious rays of light.

      A corpulent man who looked as if he had spent far too much time in the water laid in the tub. Given the complete lack of towels about, as well as the various items necessary for eating and drinking, it was possible the guy just didn’t leave the water. He had a pleasant face, topped off by a white pompadour that bounced when he moved his head. I thought he’d have to lean back or turn around to see who entered, but he used a small hand-mirror to glance over his shoulder.

      “So it is you,” he said, his voice melodious and a little high. “I suppose you have spun your tale such that my son believes you deserve an audience?”

      “I, uh,” I started, turning to see what the son was going to say, but the son had already left. A quick tremorsense let me know he was in the room next door, leaning against the wall. “It seems like it.”

      I walked into the bathroom and stood where Mister Rogers didn’t need the mirror.

      “Tell me what you told my son,” he said.

      I smiled and nodded and laid out my tale to the elder Rogers, choosing to ignore the series of bubbles that rose up in the midst of me describing the explosion of the carriage.

      At the end, Mister Rogers reached over to a crystalline dish, grabbed a bite of something chocolatey and a little melted, and popped it into his mouth. I could hear him chewing something tough, his jaw popping a little.

      “Your story is, erm,” he paused, “interesting. I have to wonder what Thaler was thinking with all of this. He is always so petulant. Sometimes I think he believes there is a limited amount of gold in the world, and that he will somehow manage to find the secret to hoard all the wealth. If, of course, I would just stop bothering to exist. What is it you seek from me? A reward for helping destroy my expensive property that is now but burnt crisps being picked over by those foul lizards…” he snapped his fingers, “what are they called?”

      He looked around, but it was just the two of us in the room.

      “I have no idea,” I said.

      “Of course,” Rogers replied. Then he reached over and grabbed a bell, ringing it handily. “A moment, if you will.”

      A second later, a piece of the brickwork moved out of the way and a young woman poked her head in.

      “Yes fa—eep,” she backed right back out.

      “Odd,” Rogers said, then looked over at me. “Ah. I see.”

      “What?” I asked. “I feel like I’m missing something here.”

      “My knowledge of your history begins with your arrival here, Mister Montana, so I would not presume one way or the other if you have children. Obviously, I do. A few of them. My youngest daughter has been, I hesitate to call her an experiment, but I have done my utmost to shield her from the goings on of this world, to see if that might make her more of a gentle soul. And it would appear a figure such as yourself, what with your weapons and face—”

      “My face?”

      He continued as if he hadn’t heard me, “— clearly terrify the young girl.”

      Another face popped in through the hidden door, a young man this time.

      “Ah, there’s a good lad,” Rogers said. “The lizards in the desert, the ones I hate so. What are they called?”

      “Oh, um, I,” the young man started, “I will be right back.”

      The kid smiled and ducked out of the room before the big guy could respond.

      “Good help is so hard to find here,” Rogers said. “Suppose it is just a problem of supply. Being out here in the middle of nowhere makes nearly everything difficult.”

      He punctuated his statement by slurping some slushy beverage from what I took to be a champagne coupe. It all seemed like an act. An act I wasn’t buying, because there was no way a guy like this was going to be able to last very long against a conniving, ethically dubious asshat like Thaler. But why was he acting? And was I supposed to buy the whole out-of-touch wealthy bon vivant?

      “What is it you want, Mister Montana? Why are you here?”

      I was very close to telling him the truth. I felt it come to my lips, and I had to almost physically stop myself. Was he using an ability on me? A spell of some kind? Or was I just so tired of all the bullshit I was willing to use the truth to cut through it?

      “That’s a complicated answer, Mister Rogers,” I replied. “I feel a bit like I came here for one reason, and now I’m here for another.”

      “And what is that new reason?”

      “I mean, I’d like to teach Thaler not to send his assholes out to kill me.”

      “Revenge?”

      “Sure, call it that.”

      “I like revenge. It’s so clean as a motive. So simple. What do you want? Anything that hurts that person over there. Perfect. I take it, then, you would like a job from me? Something against Thaler?”

      “Two things, really. I have some information I think you might find valuable, and I hoped I’d get a few marks for my trouble. And if that goes well, I think we could probably talk about the vengeance game.”

      “I have quite a few spies, Mister Montana. And I already pay them. What might you offer me they have not?”

      “Do they know about the attack?”

      “What attack is this?”

      “Now, Mister Rogers, I don’t think telling you the crux of the information for free would be fair.”

      “Tell me what you know,” Rogers said, “and I will pay you what I think it’s worth.”

      I was definitely trying to play the idiot, a part I had lots of experience playing, but I was actually having trouble deciding how much of an idiot was appropriate. He’d just offered a pretty stupid deal. But perhaps I was the sort of stupid who’d trust Rogers to be honest and honorable.

      “Sounds fair,” I said, choosing to be a level dumber. “Thaler’s planning an attack on your people tonight. He’s going to hit your brothel.”

      “Such a petty tyrant,” Rogers said. “He tries to take my girls and gets mad when he can’t have them. And just to have his people destroy them? Now he wants to destroy all my girls, does he? Well two can play at that game. I will give you a hundred marks, Mister Montana, and I will pay you an additional five hundred if you are willing to burn down his smithy.”

      “I think I can do that.”

      “Precisely one and one half hours after sunset, Mister Montana,” Rogers said, dropping into business mode and forgetting to be the diletante.

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Lorenzo will have your marks as you leave,” Rogers said. “Succeed in this tonight, and I believe we can be very successful together.”

      “Me too,” I lied.

      But I gave him a big smile all the same.
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      I took my money, went back to the hotel and got another meal in me before taking a short nap. Which was, in effect, a full night’s sleep for me.

      When I woke up, I saw Bear sitting on my chest.

      “We need to talk some more,” she said.

      “Uh, okay?” I replied, trying to force myself into full wakefulness well before I was actually ready. “What’s up?”

      “I have a problem,” she said. “I’m not regenerating mana.”

      “At all?”

      “No.”

      “Is that, I mean, what? Can you just hold off on using magic until we’re home?”

      “Yes and no. I am a creature of magic, Montana. I exist because of magic. If I have no magic, I… I don’t really know what will happen to me.”

      “Okay, so take some of mine.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Shit. Okay, well, let’s head home. Right? You’re able to get mana if we’re home, so—”

      “You have a quest to complete.”

      “Not that big of a deal. We’ll just let it lapse.”

      “I feel like I remember you saying something about your patron telling you to follow this quest line through.”

      “I’m sure it’s not that important.”

      “Oh, a god tells you to do something, but it’s not important?”

      “I mean, it’s just Mister Paul.”

      “You can call him whatever you like, but that’s a deity who definitely knows more about this world and its goings on than you or me. If he tells you to do something with a quest, don’t you think you should listen to him?”

      “I know I should,” I snapped, “but I’m also worried about losing you. I’d much rather—”

      “I am here to help you, Montana of Coggeshall. Not the other way around.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “That is exactly how the hirð works. We are supposed to protect, support, and assist you.”

      “You can’t assist me if you die.”

      “I don’t know that I will die.”

      “You just said you’d cease to exist!”

      “I don’t actually know what happens when I run out of mana. Maybe I just become something else.”

      “Something good?”

      “I highly doubt it.”

      “Right, so I’m not going to sit here and—”

      “Sitting here is not what I’m asking you to do.”

      “You haven’t asked me to do anything—”

      “I’m telling you I have a problem, Montana. And there might not be a solution.”

      “The solution is to go back to Coggeshall, right?”

      “Probably. One of the main reasons we have a special tree is because that tree maintains a connection to the Feedoheem. So there’s plenty of Feedoheem magic flowing around Coggeshall. If I get back in time, I believe I will be fine.”

      “Then we go—”

      “No. Not yet.”

      “So basically you’re trying to tell me to hurry the fuck up with this quest and get us all back home.”

      “That would certainly be the most ideal situation.”

      “You have an idea how to speed things up?”

      “I have the inkling of an idea. The hint of a potential solution.”

      “You know, you’re sprinkling around a whole lot of flowery language instead of just telling me what the fuck you think we should be doing right now.”

      “Climb the wizard’s tower.”

      “I’msorrywhat?”

      “If this was a very powerful wizard, there’s a chance something up there will have some sort of magic I can leach. Something I can get a juice from and remain viable as a helper here without having to leave.”

      “You want me to break into the wizard’s tower?”

      “Yes.”

      “I mean, seems like a long shot.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      “Yeah, going—”

      “Besides going back to Coggeshall and leaving this god-requested quest unfinished?”

      “No.”

      “Then we do that. And besides, it will give you the chance to see what’s happening down below. See if Thaler has anything else besides you being you planned. Or see how Rogers retaliates before anything has happened to him.”

      “I can see plenty of reasons to go up there,” I said. “I’m just worried—”

      “If it gets bad enough,” Bear said with a sigh, “I will go back to the cavern.”

      “How long until it’s bad enough?”

      “Tomorrow sometime. Depending on how much magic I use tonight.”

      “How about you just sit here and not use any?”

      “I always use some.”

      “Then use as little as possible,” I snapped. “You trump this quest.”

      “I do not,” she snapped right back. “You do. I don’t know how many damn times we have to tell you, but Coggeshall exists because of you, not us. And I need to climb the damn tower with you so I can go inside and identify all the shit you find, because you can’t cast a goddamn spell without blowing yourself up.”

      “You know, for a tiny thing, you pack a lot of rage.”

      “You really want to press me right now?” she snarled.

      I just smiled at her.

      “Right answer,” she said, relaxing the slightest bit. “Now let’s go.”
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      As the sun sank below the horizon, there was a short period of time before the moons began to appear and the darkness of night was chased away. That always struck me as a little odd, how little actual darkness the Vuldranni nights held. Four moons did quite a good job of making the night bright.

      I waited with Bear sitting visible on my shoulder, half-covered by a cloak. We’d taken up a position near the fountain, with a clear view of both the wizard’s tower and the main building of the Caravaner’s Guild. North of us was the Thaler side of Halstadt, where a shift change had recently occurred. Thus, the Thaler workers, virtually only men, were mostly heading toward the Peacock Stage and the Open Rose, their employer’s bar and brothel.

      I wanted to be angry at the men, knowing they were about to shove their meagre pay right back into their boss’s pocket by renting time with sex slaves. But what did these men even know? Were they to blame in this at all?

      “Focus,” Bear whispered, somehow sensing my drifting attention.

      “On what?” I whispered back. “The tower hasn’t changed.”

      “Watch the Guild windows,” she replied.

      The lights on the ground floor shut off as the Guild members kicked off work for the day.

      “Go now,” Bear hissed.

      I sprinted for the tower, my dark cloak streaming out behind me. As soon as my hands hit the rock, I was climbing.

      On the surface, it was a pretty basic climb, but there was a small issue. Since the tower had been around for a long, long time, the stones were very weathered, and therefore remarkably smooth. I was basically trying to hang on via fingertip grabs, or just palming the damn tower. Neither of which turned out to be particularly viable climbing techniques. Even my forearms were starting to feel the burn by the time I got to the halfway point. It probably didn’t help that I was basically sprint-climbing. I didn’t have a cloak that matched the color of the stone, so I was relying on the ol’ go fast and hope no one is watching technique.

      As I pulled myself onto the small battlement some hundred and fifty feet from the ground, I took a deep breath and shook my arms out. And, for my hard work:
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Climbing. Look at you, scaling all the things with relative ease!
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        * * *

      

      Nice. I hadn’t really been getting many skill upgrades of late. I mean, I hadn’t been getting that much of late, but, then again, I had basically been going non-stop. When had I had a second for training or grinding? There was always something to be done, and usually that something should have been done, like, a week ago. Or more.

      So all that said, it was nice to get a notice from the game world that I was still improving.

      The top of the tower looked like it had, at one point deep in the past, been used for outdoor recreation. There was a small wooden table with one chair next to it, also wooden. Both of which seemed liable to fall apart if I breathed too hard. Exceedingly weathered. Beyond weathered almost. I spotted a single wooden door that was slightly open, and a series of frosted glass windows with a slight purplish hue.

      I pushed the door open with my toe and peeked inside. The tower itself wasn’t particularly large, so I was expecting a room that reflected the fact that the building was only about twenty feet in diameter. But somehow, it was larger. Not massively larger, but I’d done enough under-the-table construction to know what twenty feet looked like. This was more like forty feet.

      Bookshelves lined all the available wall space, including ones that were built around the windows. A brass and cherry wood rolling ladder helped you to the books up top, that would definitely have been above the actual tip of the tower if this wasn’t a magically made room.

      Naturally, the shelves were overflowing with books. Piles of books were stacked haphazardly across the red- and gold-patterned carpet. There were only three other pieces of actual furniture: a chair sitting basically dead center, a narrow end table next to the chair that held a  small oil lamp, and an empty lectern in front of a window. There was also a spot where I figured a trapdoor of some kind had to be. Either that, or someone was just really shitty about laying carpet for exactly one square yard.

      There was something of a timeless quality to the place: no dust on the floors, no musty smell, no cobwebs in the corners. Not that there were corners with the place being a round tower, but you know, metaphorical corners. It was clean. The air smelled fresh.

      I stepped all the way in and noticed how soft the carpet was. My foot seemed to just sink in.

      And it kept sinking.

      “Trap,” I yelled as my calf disappeared into the carpet.

      “Shit,” Bear eked out. I felt her jump from my shoulder to land on one of the shelves.

      Also fun times, it seemed like the trap wasn’t just straight down, because I was also being pulled towards the center of the room. I could no longer reach the door to grab hold of something not sinking.

      “Is it quick sand?” Bear asked.

      “No,” I replied.

      “Water?”

      “No—”

      “Some non-newtonian fluid?”

      “It’s a fucking carpet, Bear.”

      “Can you float?”

      “I don’t think I’m sinking so much as I’m being pulled down.”

      Both legs were in. Just to be safe, I pulled off my knapsack and tossed it to Bear.

      She had to lean out to grab it, which pulled her off balance, but she managed to get both her body and the knapsack onto a lower shelf at the expense of a few books falling and spilling across the floor.

      Books that did not disappear into the carpet.

      As I was yanked toward the center of the room, I grabbed onto a nearby book. While it didn’t get sucked into the carpet, it also didn’t really stop me, because it just slid across the damn floor.

      I snagged another book and got my hands in place, while my body was still moving. Then I pulled myself up into a handstand on the books, freeing my legs from the weird carpet-thing.

      I held the handstand for a second before delicately putting my feet down on the books, making sure that no part of me was touching the ground.

      “Kind of a shit trap,” I said.

      “I think that was only half of it,” Bear replied, “there’s definitely something up with that chair.”

      “Like a trap?”

      “No, I’m just particularly taken with the lines of the arms, and the upholstery is— yes a trap!”

      I knelt on one book, reached out and snatched another off the top of another stack. Then I tossed the book at the chair.

      The book hit the arm, and the chair began to tip, farther and farther until it hit the ground.

      Nothing happened.

      “Watch out!” Bear shouted.

      I dropped into a ready pose, arms out and prepared for a fight.

      Nothing.

      I looked over at Bear, really confused.

      “What?” I asked.

      “There,” she said, pointing behind me.

      As I turned around, a bright green web of lights, shapes, and fog wrapped over me, until I could only see this bizarre neon green everywhere I looked.

      My body felt weird.

      I was being crushed.

      And inflated.

      My brain felt like it was boiling.

      I closed my eyes and flexed all my muscles as hard as I could, feeling like that was the way to combat the crushing. Inflation, I’d fix later.

      There was this momentary battle between the magic trying to destroy me, and my body holding out.

      Something snapped, and everything returned to normal.

      “Well fuck,” a new voice said. “How did that happen?”
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      I opened a single eye.

      A small old man stood on top of a set of bookshelves, peering at me through thick glasses.

      “Push that ladder over,” he barked.

      I looked around the room, but Bear was no where to be seen. It was just the old man and me.

      “Hurry now,” the old man snapped.

      “Me?” I asked. “You’re asking me for a ladder?”

      “Yes, now be quick about it.”

      I looked at the carpet, then I shook my head.

      “Gonna pass on that,” I replied.

      “The carpet is back to normal,” he said. “It won’t do anything to you.”

      “Um, it already did.”

      “If it did, we wouldn’t be having this inane conversation. Ladder now.”

      “Get the damn ladder yourself.”

      “I would if I could. Now, get me down.”

      “I feel like a please would help.”

      He sneered at me.

      “You need a please?” He asked.

      “It’s the polite thing.”

      “Polite would be not trespassing in another person’s home!”

      “The door was open.”

      “It’s on top of a hundred-foot tower! Who would I need to close the door against?!? The nearest harpy is a thousand miles that way!” He pointed his small gnarled finger to the west.

      “Pretty sure lots of things fly here,” I started, “wouldn’t—”

      “Harpies are inveterate thieves. Now get me down.”

      I put my hands on my hips and stared at him.

      “Please,” he finally said.

      I smiled, nodded, and took a step.

      “HA HA!” He shouted as my foot hit the carpet.

      Nothing happened.

      “Just kidding. Ladder, please.”

      I frowned, but rolled the ladder his way.

      He hopped on before the ladder stopped moving and scurried down, skipping over the last few rungs. He stood right next to me, looking up. He was a rather small man. Only about three feet tall at the most, with long white hair, a long white beard, a thin little nose and tiny gnarled fingers. He wore a blue robe that had silver stars on it, and I had the distinct feeling there was a pointed blue hat somewhere nearby.

      “Now,” he said, reaching out to pinch my leg, “what are you…”

      “Hey,” I said, “that hurt.”

      “No it didn’t,” he said, giving my leg a hard smack. “Go sit down in that chair.”

      A new chair was now sitting in the center of the room. The original chair still lay on its side.

      “Is it safe?” I asked.

      “It is a chair. What could happen?”

      “Could be a mimic.”

      “Hrm. Yes. It could. It’s not.”

      “Should I take your word for it?”

      “It’s my house! Of course you should take my word for it. I know where all my mimics are.”

      “You have mimics?”

      “Yes, don’t you?”

      “I had one once—”

      “You lost your mimic? You know you’ll never find it again.”

      “It’s more that it was taken from me.”

      “Hrm. Odd. Sit. Please. Blech. Please, like you’re a child. Please do this, please do that, please don’t drink the death juice.”

      “What was that last one?” I asked.

      “Hrm?”

      “Death juice?”

      “You have some?”

      “No, do you?”

      “Someone drank all mine.”

      “Who?”

      “What does it matter? They’re dead. Now sit, please.”

      I was confused, but all the same, I walked over to the new chair. After giving it a tentative poke and confirming nothing bizarre was going to happen, I sat down.

      Immediately, the little old man was next to me, and had somehow found the time to grab a weird set of magnification glasses. He started to examine me, peering very closely and poking me with a small metal rod, all the while muttering to himself.

      “Very interesting,” he finally said.

      “Your turn,” I said, getting up.

      “Oh nonsense,” he replied, walking away from me. “There is nothing you can learn about me— yeeerp!”

      I snatched him by the collar, picked him all the way up so his little feet were kicking at the air, and I set him in the chair.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I asked, leaning in and getting good and mad looking. “Who are you?”

      There was a very real look of fear on his tiny face, the sort of look of a man facing his own mortality.

      “Wait,” he said quickly, “I can—”

      “Easy,” I replied. “Sorry about that. I’m just—”

      “I thought you were extinct.”

      “To be fair, I thought you were dead. Wait, what do you mean you thought I was extinct?”

      “The Fallen. As far as I knew, there were no more of your kind. You were a myth to scare magic users, but…”

      He just sort of drifted off while staring past me out the window.

      “… but here you are once again,” he finally said, still a little stuck in his reverie. “But why? Why here?”

      “I didn’t really mean to break in,” I said, “just, I thought you were dead and I was looking for a way to help a friend of mine who is—”

      “Another Fallen?”

      “No. Actually. Someone from the Feedoheem—”

      “Feedoheem? A fairy? A pixie? Where is this friend of yours?”

      He looked around the room, his eyes tracing everywhere until he settled on a spot and pointed out a gnarled finger.

      “Ah ha!” He cried. “A brownie! Welcome!”

      Bear popped into view and gave a slight wave.

      “What a joy to have you in my home,” the little man said, pushing past me and walking over to the bookshelf. He gave a little bow to the brownie, who was actually not that much smaller than the man himself.

      “The pleasure is mine,” Bear said, with a slight curtsy that only looked marginally out of place given her rather martial attire.

      “Yeah, so, as I was saying, we came here, not realizing you were alive,” I said, “and not realizing it would be trapped to—”

      “Yes, well,” the old man said, gazing about the room as if seeing it for the first time in a while, “it was a strange necessity. You are not the first to break into my inner sanctum. I had a rather valuable book that went missing recently, and I thought the perpetrator might return, so I engineered a means of—”

      “You’re using a whole lot of words to say you trapped the place to catch a thief,” I said.

      “Some of us prize eloquence,” the old man said with a sniff. “Besides, it was a very important book that could be quite dangerous in the wrong hands.”

      His eyes went wide and he looked from me to Bear and back.

      “In fact,” he said, his voice picking up steam, “considering you two seem poised for adventure and intrigue, I think there might be something we can do…”

      Just like that, a notification popped up:
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Find My Book

      Find his book

      Reward for success: The answer to any question or the solution to any problem

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Wizard rage

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Any problem?” I asked.

      “Any I might be able to solve,” he replied.

      I looked over at Bear, and she gave me a tiny shake of her head.

      “What’s the book?” I asked.

      “Ah, a very old grimoire by Ole Worm focused almost exclusively on blood magic rituals. It is one of the original—”

      “Did you say blood magic?”

      “I did. Ole Worm was fascinated by—”

      “Any chance there’s a ritual in there to summon an ancient goblin god thing?”

      “A goblin ritual?” He asked, his face all scrunched up in confusion. “I suppose if you were a goblin, and you gathered enough goblin blood, you might be able to use one of the rituals to summon an ur-goblin pseudo deity of some kind, but I cannot imagine for a moment—”

      I walked over to Bear and took my knapsack, reached inside, and pulled out the book we’d found inside the goblin building.

      “This look familiar?” I asked.

      “By the gods!” He barked, and practically leapt across the room to snatch the book from my hands. “One, be careful. Do you even understand—” he looked me up and down, then continued, “—clearly you do not. I am surprised you found it so quickly.”

      He ran his hands gently over the cover of the book, then its binding, inspecting the grimoire carefully. I noticed, however, that he didn’t open the book even the slightest. He walked carefully across the floor, muttering to himself and weaving around stacks of books without having to take his eyes off his inspection, ending up at the lectern where he carefully placed the book back in its place of honor.

      Then the old wizard spun around, eyes squinting at me.

      “Was it you?” He snapped. “Was it you who dared steal from me?”

      I frowned, and looked over at Bear. “Who is this guy?”

      “I am the great and powerful—” he started.

      “Oz,” I finished, with a smile.

      “No. Macallallyleton.”

      “The great and powerful Macallallyleton?”

      “Yes. You have heard of me.”

      I looked over at Bear. She shook her head.

      “Nope,” I said. “Might be because everyone here thinks you’re dead.”

      “Everyone where?”

      “Halstadt.”

      “Where is Halstadt?”

      “Here.”

      “Here is my tower.”

      “Have you looked outside your tower recently?”

      “It’s a desert, what is there to look at? Your horses? The glorified collection of tents you have decided is a town you have named after yourself.”

      “My name isn’t Hal.”

      “Whatever you chose to name it after, I doubt this ‘town’ is more than your tents.”

      “Take a look,” I said, gesturing to the door.

      “Bah,” he snapped, but he did stomp along out the door and then come to quick stop.

      I followed him out.

      “What is all this?” He asked, his voice hitting a new octave.

      “Uh, Halstadt,” I replied.

      “When did it get here?”

      “No idea, we’re not from here. How long have you been here?”

      “That would really depend on when we are.”

      “You lost track of time?”

      “Yes. I have been busy working for a few years. Perhaps more than a few.”

      “But that is the book you were looking for, right?”

      The little old man looked over his shoulder, back through the door at the book on the lectern.

      “Oh, yes,” he said as he walked back inside, just a little shellshocked.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a  QUEST!

      Find My Book

      You found his book

      Reward for success: The answer to any question or the solution to any problem
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        * * *

      

      “I suppose I owe you your reward,” he said. “What would you have?”

      “Can you get Bear some magic?” I asked.

      “There’s a bear here?” Macallallyleton asked, peering around.

      “Me,” Bear the brownie said. “Bear is my name.”

      “And you need mana? Magic?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ah,” he said, and walked over to inspect her.

      He did a little something with his fingers, and then Bear glowed mildly for a moment.

      “Nothing I can do,” Macallallyleton said. “Sorry.”

      “Well shit,” I said.

      “Perhaps you’ve a question you’d like answered instead?”

      “Any chance you know who stole your book?”

      “If I knew that,” he said with a frown, “I would not have needed a quest to get it back, would i?”

      “I don’t know the limits of your power.”

      “They clearly do not extend there, young Fallen.”

      I sighed. This was a waste of time.

      “What about Clifford?” Bear asked.

      “You want him to take in Clifford?” I asked, confused.

      “You need to get him through the Gloom if you want to take him back to Coggeshall.”

      “You two wander the Gloom?” Macallallyleton asked.

      “We went through once,” I said. “I don’t think I’d consider it wandering. But we do have a rather big friend we need to squeeze through a tight space. Any chance—”

      “I do have something for that! A little thing I spent quite a bit of time on, say, a decade ago. Just a moment.”

      He yanked up the mismatched bit of carpet, the obvious trapdoor, and scurried down a set of stairs.

      “This is all very strange,” I said.

      “Wizards are always like this,” Bear replied, perusing the books near her. “I think something odd happens to their minds after they live for too long.”

      “How could Halstadt have happened without him noticing?”

      “Because he lives in a windowless tower and uses magic for everything he needs.”

      The trapdoor slammed back open and Macallallyleton popped up with a gold chain in one hand.

      “I had to do a little digging to find something I thought might fit you,” he said, weaving through the stacked books to get to me. “Oddly I made it for someone of normal size, and yet here you are.”

      He wrapped the gold chain around my wrist and the links just sort of merged together until I looked like I was ready for a night out on the Jersey Shore in the mid ‘80s. In the center of the chain was a flat disk with a dial on it.

      “Leftie lesser, righty mighty,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Turn the dial to the right, you make the thing you’re pointing at bigger. Turn it to the left, you make it smaller.”

      “Whaa—”

      I pulled up the details on the thing.
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        * * *

      

      Macallallyleton’s Resizing Disc

      Item Type: Unique

      Item Class: Accessory

      Material: Gold

      Durability: Good

      Weight: 5 pounds

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: Made from pure gold, this disc allows the wearer to alter the size of any object or willing lifeform. Resizing requires continual mana from the user, the greater the change, the greater the mana draw.
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        * * *

      

      I pointed at the chair, then twisted the dial to the right one click.

      The chair grew, and my mana started to drop slowly.

      Dial to the left two clicks.

      The chair shrank and my mana continued to drop.

      Dial back to center, and the chair resumed normal size. My mana began to refill.

      “Now, a few things to note,” Macallallyleton said. “The mass is not changing, so something tiny can be big, but it will also be quite light. Something very large made very small will still be very heavy. Useful in certain situations, but can be surprising. If you make something too small, you won’t be able to find it again and you’ll have to wait until you run out of mana and it resumes normal size. Happened to me once, and I blew up my bedroom. Now, you can also make something too big, but then it just sort of dissipates. There’s no coming back from being too big.”

      “Good tip to know,” I said. “Can’t go too small, can go too big. Does it work on anything?”

      “Conceivably. Obviously, if you’re pointing at something living, it has to want to change, or there is a chance it won’t work. And you have to both know what you’re pointing at and point at the right thing with your index finger. Have to see it and be pointing at it. Safety measure. Work for you?”

      “I mean, yes?”

      “Quest complete! Now, get out of my tower.”

      He pushed me. Or, rather, he tried to push me and I just looked at him with one eyebrow raised.

      “Please leave,” he said.

      “I’m going,” I replied. “Thank you for, you know, this.”

      “I am very busy and you have thrown off my schedule enough, thank you.”

      As soon as I left, he slammed the door.

      A moment later, the door opened up again and Bear stepped out.

      “Goodbye Macallallyleton,” she said.

      “Bye,” he barked, and slammed the door again.
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      From the look of the sky, we only had a few minutes of true darkness left, but I figured I probably had enough time for a cursory look around Halstadt to see the happenings about the town.

      There was quite a bit of activity in the brothels and bars at the edge of town. Interestingly, I could also see a bustling patio party happening on the far side of the Caravaner’s Guild main building.

      I could also see a group of men massing in the far back of the Thaler side. Which could have just been your average ordinary night gathering. Or, more likely, it was a group of assholes getting ready to go on a good old fashioned murderin.’

      And yet, despite the warning, there didn’t seem to be any similar grouping on the Rogers side of things.

      I felt like I needed to drop down and stir the pot a little. But that might require some help. Time to find Keener.
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      Keener was sitting alone in the hotel dining area. The other guides were nowhere to be seen. I’d half-expected Keener to be blitzed, boozin’ it up hard now that he was safe, but he was just sitting there with a glass of water. Some dirty plates surrounded him, so at the minimum, he’d gotten a good dinner in.

      I plopped down in the empty seat across from him.

      “Morning,” I said.

      “Is it?” He asked, peering outside. “It’s night out.”

      “Trying to see if you were paying attention.”

      “I’m trying to forget what I know about Halstadt now.”

      “Which is?”

      “It’s full of slaves.”

      “I wouldn’t say full, but—”

      “I visited those brothels,” he said, unable to look at me while he confessed. “Multiple times. I used those girls. I paid my marks and they went straight into those pockets of those horrible men. And are those the only slaves? What about the rest of these people here? Are they here because they want to be? Can they leave? How can I even stay here?”

      “You aren’t staying here,” I said. “You’re going to come and live with me and my friends.”

      “I don’t even know you. What if you have slaves?”

      “I don’t have slaves,” I whispered, seeing a few heads turning to pay attention to us, “and keep your voice down.”

      “Who knows about all this?”

      “I’d imagine most everyone suspects something is going on. The question is, has the time come to do something about it?”

      “What, like burn the place to the ground?”

      “I mean, a lot of it is made out of stone, so probably won’t be doing that. But I’m aiming for something along those lines.”

      “Whatever you need,” he said, “I’m in.”

      “Even if it involves fighting monsters?”

      “Whatever you need that doesn’t involve fighting things capable of eating me or hurting me profoundly, I’m in. Probably.”

      “I accept your qualified answer.”

      “You already have something planned?”

      “It’s possible I started a few little fires that maybe we need to stoke. Also, there is probably going to be an actual fire that we need to let happen, but also evacuate everyone inside. I’m a little hazy on how we’re going to make that one happen, but I’m sure something’s going to come to me.”

      “Do you always operate this way?”

      “Mostly.”

      “Where’s the brownie?”

      “Bear is holed up somewhere safe, giving us overwatch.”

      “Overwatch?”

      “She’s there for fans and shit hitting.”

      “What fan? And what kind of shit?”

      “Not important. It’s all just dumb sayings from where I’m from. Mind if I have some of your water?”

      “Sure,” he replied, and sat his untouched glass down.

      I reached out to grab the glass and accidentally hit it with the chain on my wrist, shattering the glass.

      “Dammit,” I said.

      “Where’d you get that chain?” He asked.

      “Gaudy, isn’t it?”

      “I was more leaning towards elegant.”

      “Really?” I held my arm up and looked at the heavy chain hanging off my wrist. It was a veritable fortune in gold. And looking at that gaudy wrist fortune, the little hamster in my brain started sprinting on his wheel. I leaned back in my chair and looked up at the ceiling. What I needed was a fortune. “How much gold do you have?”

      “Me? Not very much.”

      “Then I suppose you’re going to have to wait outside and catch.”

      “What?”
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      Phase one of the plan was the easiest. And, potentially, the most fun. It was all about distraction.

      Keener and I hurried to the Thaler side of town, sticking mostly to the dark alleys and shadows until we got close to the smithy. The coals had been banked for the night, but there was still some real heat coming from the forge, which glowed softly in the night.

      There was no one there. I mean, why would there be? Who needs to watch a smithy overnight?

      “You’re on lookout,” I said to Keener. “If someone comes, you yell.”

      “What do I yell?”

      “How about, ‘someone’s coming’?”

      “Seems rather—”

      I walked across the small street and into the smithy proper.

      The first thing I did was pick up the anvil and chuck it into the forge. I heard a small curse from Keener, and couldn’t hide the smile spreading across my face. Sometimes it was just plain fun to have super-strength. Actually who am I kidding? It was always fun. Sometimes I loved showing it off.

      Next up, shovel and fuel. I shoveled like a maniac, getting every last bit of coke I could into the forge. Then I started pumping hard on the bellows.

      For a heartbeat, it was just fine. But then everything started burning.

      I used my new magic resizing tool and shrunk down a wagon to about the size of a shoe box.

      “Wha—” Keener started.

      I picked up the small wagon, noting that it was really sucking down my mana, and chucked it into the forge.

      Then I grabbed the biggest hammer I could find, put it over my shoulder and walked away.

      “Is that all you’re doing?” Keener asked.

      “Oh, right, almost forgot.”

      I turned around, pointed at the miniature wagon in the forge and brought it back to full size.

      The forge exploded.

      Burning coals shot out everywhere, including high up in the sky, like rudimentary fireworks. Which were all nice and pretty until they started landing on the wooden roofs. In mere moments, there was a conflagration centered on me.

      “Better?” I asked.

      “Too much,” Keener said, already sprinting away.

      I frowned, but then followed. We had more to do.
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      On the Rogers side of things, we could hear the Thaler side going apeshit. Naturally. I mean, their homes and workplaces were going from fire to inferno.

      The Rogers side was slightly calmer, though there were some Rogers workers smugly watching the activities across the way. Notably, no one tried to go and help.

      Keener and I strolled nonchalantly through the small streets until we got to the Rogers smithy.

      A bell started to ring on the Thaler side.

      Perfect.

      “Same deal here,” I said. Keener just gave me that look that said he thought I was nuts and he questioned the life choices that led to here.

      This time I made the coke bin small, and then chucked the whole thing in at once. No need for all the shoveling. Then I made the anvil small and chucked it in there. And the wagon. And everything else I could find. Right quick, though, I snatched the bigger hammers, sledge hammer size, and some of the shinier ingots for myself.

      “Quickly now,” I said, but Keener was already speed-walking down the street.

      I got about a block away and started to return things to their original size.

      Everything went boom.

      Second explosion, same as the first, though a little bit louder and a little bit worse. I managed to get some of the burning coals all the way to Rogers’s stupid compound.

      “Holy fuck,” Keener hissed when I caught up to him.

      The Rogers people were faster on the bell, which was already ringing as the coals started everything on this side on fire.

      “You’re going to destroy the whole city,” he snapped.

      “That’s the idea,” I replied.
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      As everyone else ran out of the Eager Snail, I ran in to start phase two. Seems a little less impressive that way. Especially because, technically, I was running away from the fires.

      I came to a stop in the lobby of the brothel, and looked around. I was expecting it to be nice, maybe some red carpets, plush couches, scantily clad women flirting with dirty men. This was more, well, functional.

      There were some benches, mostly just wood, though a few had cushions. A series of small paintings went across the walls, all very realistic renditions of various ladies, mostly with little to no clothing.

      A single woman was in there with me. She was a middle-aged, matronly type with her dark hair in a tight bun, wearing slim spectacles and with the sort of grim smile that spoke volumes. She wasn’t really happy, she was just making you think she was, and doing a shit job at that. In front of her was a small stand that held a large book.

      Behind the woman was a door that ostensibly led to the rest of the brothel.

      That was it. Pretty simple.

      “Can I help you?” The woman asked.

      “I would like all the girls,” I said, smiling and walking towards the woman.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “All of them. I would like every girl you have for, I don’t know, however long I can have them for.”

      “If you’ve the marks, you can have them forever.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. It’s a bit pricey, but they are available. Are you new to Halstadt?”

      “I am. Just, uh, got here and had a big score, so—”

      “Ah, Mister?”

      “Mister uh, Mister.”

      “Mister Ahmister?”

      “That’s me,” I said, and I walked right up to her and stood on the other side of the big book.

      “We are currently a little short on girls here, expecting some new ones to come with the next caravan. But, we do have fifteen girls at present.”

      “Fifteen?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Any of them kitsune girls?”

      “All of them.”

      “All… of… them..?”

      “Mister Rogers prefers kitsune girls here at the Eager Snail. He believes they lead to a better experience for all involved. They are so docile, and yet hardy.”

      I gritted my teeth and tried very hard not to punch her in the face. Really the only thing holding me back was the worry that the madam here was also a slave to the system.

      “Are you on the menu?” I asked.

      She blushed and then slapped my hand playfully.

      “Bless you for thinking I could be,” she replied. “But I’m not for sale.”

      “Interesting,” I said.

      And, because I just couldn’t handle it, I snapped a jab out right into her face.

      Her nose crunched and her eyes crossed before her knees gave out and she collapsed to the ground.

      Right around then, I heard pounding and yelling at the front door.

      I grabbed one of the benches and wedged it across the exterior doors to block them.

      Then I kicked down the door to the rest of the brothel and ducked out of the way of an incoming fist.

      I grabbed the attached arm and yanked hard.

      The head attached to the neck attached to the shoulder of the arm  smacked into the wall with a dull thud.

      I stepped through the broken doorway to see two more burly types trying to get swords out of their sheathes, but it seemed like they hadn’t had to draw a blade in a while.

      I lunged forward and grabbed a wrist just as the blade was coming out, then threw the man, judo-style, into his partner.

      They both went down in a gaggle of arms and legs. A few swift hits, and they were out. For the moment.

      I stood up to take stock of the situation. I was in a small room that was little more than a glorified landing for a stairway to the second floor. And on said second floor, I could see a whole set of closed doors.

      There was a single trapdoor poorly hidden under a table. I threw the table to the side and yanked the trapdoor open to reveal a chest that was almost the size of a man.

      I snagged the chest and shoved it in my knapsack.

      Then I shoved the nearest guard into the hole and slammed the lid on him.

      I heard glass breaking, and then a shriek, followed by the unmistakable whoosh of fire starting.

      “Where the fuck did they get molotov cocktails?” I asked.

      I sprinted up the stairs as doors started opening and half-naked, or fully naked, kitsune girls rushed out, skidding to a stop and cowering from me.

      “I’m here to rescue you,” I said, wishing I had a better line.

      Lots of doe eyes blinked at me in confusion.

      “Do you want to be rescued, or would you prefer to stay here?” I asked. “I don’t really want to pressure any of you, but, well, the place is on fire and you’re about to be massacred by a group of Thaler assholes—”

      “Where should we go?” The girl with four tails asked.

      “We need to find a room with a window where it’s not burning.”

      “This way,” Four-Tails said, running down the hall, through a door, and then down another hall just to go through another door.

      I had the map up in my head, thanks to Labyrinthine Recall, but damn this was a confusing building.

      As we ran, girls knocked on doors and recruited more to the escape.

      By the time we got to the exit room, there was barely standing room.

      I gently pushed my way to the window, where I peeked outside.

      There was a lot going on in Halstadt, but it looked like this side of the Eager Snail was empty.

      I punched out the window, and because I felt like there wasn’t time to grab something else, or really room to wield it in the confined space, I just used my arms to clear out all the glass. It was just a momentary bit of pain and bleeding.

      Then I leaned out and gave a hearty whistle.

      A whistle answered me back, and Keener popped out from the bushes to the right.

      I waved him over.

      “What the fuck is going on around here?” Keener shout-hissed. “They’re burning everything down.”

      “Mutually assured destruction,” I shot back. “Ready to catch?”

      “No!”

      “Good!” I replied, ignoring what he’d said.

      Then I turned back to the girls.

      “Down there is someone to catch you,” I said. “When you get down, run for the gatehouse. I’ll follow and then we’ll go through everything there.”

      I got a bunch of nods. I looked over the girls, wondering if I’d need to make them smaller.

      “Okay,” I said, “first?”

      Four-tails, kind of already pushed up against me, said, “I’ll go.”

      “All right,” I said.

      I grabbed her by the wrists, and then helped her out the window. Then I leaned over as far as I could go, and dropped her.

      Keener cushioned her fall with his body, and Four-tails adroitly rolled to her feet and sprinted for the Halstadt gatehouse.

      Keener tried to regain his own footing, but I was already dropping the next girl. Once again, Keener helped by taking the landing on his abdomen, and barely making much of a noise.

      Thirteen more times, I lowered a girl and then dropped her. And thirteen more times, Keener tried to crawl out of the way and wound up taking a set of feet to the back, butt, face, or other area. Not exactly sure why he never got up to actually help, but, well, Keener is Keener.

      Finally, I jumped out and pulled a picture perfect three-point hero landing.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Keener. Since he wasn’t moving, I picked him up and threw him over my shoulder. Then we sprinted for the gatehouse.
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      Keener was kicking when I slid to a stop in front of the gate house, looking at a crowd of kitsune girls and some very confused guild guards.

      “Ladies,” I said, “I’m Montana. This is Keener, and we’re here to rescue you.”

      “Um,” one of the guards started.

      “I’m getting to you,” I said.

      “Wait—” the guard tried to say, but I shot him a look.

      “Two basic options here,” I said. “One, you come with me to my home, which, I get, sounds sketch as hell. Two, you go to the guild and try and hop on their caravan that leaves tomorrow.”

      “Caravan’s full,” the talkative guard said.

      “Okay, thank you guard,” I said. “It might be a full caravan, but make your decision amongst yourselves. Now, guards, a moment.”

      I waved the guards over and put my hands on their shoulders pulling the two night guardsmen into a de facto huddle.

      “Gentlemen,” I said quietly, “kind of important we have a little chat about these nice women here.”

      “Aren’t they from the Eager Snail?” Mr. Talkative said.

      “Former employees.”

      “Employees? I thought—”

      “You knew about them?”

      His eyes went as wide as mine went narrow.

      “No?” He offered up, but there was no way in hell I was going to believe him.

      “You knew there were slaves in there, and—”

      “I didn’t know,” the other guard said.

      I clenched my jaw so hard I thought my teeth were going to shatter, and I took a few calming breaths.

      “Let’s pretend I didn’t hear that,” I said slowly, “and that the two of you might be decent human beings. You are human, right?”

      Nods from the guardsmen.

      “Not that it matters,” I continued. “You are going to watch over these nice ladies who are most certainly no longer slaves, and make sure nothing happens to them whatsoever. In fact, I think it might be proper to provide them some appropriate attire. Right?”

      “Uh—” talkative guard started, and I gripped his shoulder a little harder.

      He winced.

      “Right?” I asked again. Then I nodded.

      He nodded.

      “Good,” I said. “So glad we understand each other. Chances are, I’m going to be here with a few more ladies soon.”

      “The Thaler ones?” Other guard asked.

      “Are they kitsune girls as well?”

      “Some.”

      “Slaves?”

      “I don’t know. I’m new here.”

      “You?” I asked the talkative one.

      “I think yes?”

      “That’s fucked,” I said. “What the fuck is this place?”

      “Halstadt?”

      “Good answer. Now, gents, what are you doing?”

      “Guarding the girls.”

      “And?”

      “Clothing them.”

      “Good guards.”

      I patted them both, and then flipped a golden mark in their direction.

      “Ladies,” I said, “got to go rescue your competition—”

      “Tell them Letitia says to come,” Four-Tail said.

      “Are you Letitia?” I asked.

      “No,” she replied. “That’s why they’ll know you’re legit.”
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      Thaler’s brothel, the Open Rose, was basically a carbon copy of the Eager Snail. Or, you know, maybe Rogers was the unoriginal bastard. Either way, I was back to the lady with the book again. This lady was a little younger, a little prettier, and a little perkier, already trying to up-sell me to a kitsune girl as soon as I entered.

      “You know,” she said, “no one is here. I could arrange a special treat for you. Have you ever been with more than one kitsune girl at once?”

      “Are you curious why there’s no one here?”

      “I heard the fire bell ringing on the other end of town. Did you—”

      I didn’t wait. I just punched her in the face. Which wasn’t fair, I’m not a big fan of sucker punching people, but I just was fed up with this whole place.

      She went rigid, got a very confused look on her face and fell backward, bouncing off the door behind her.

      The door opened, perhaps because the guards thought it was a knock, and I saw another very punchable face.

      Which I punched.

      It was an even faster take down than the Thalers guards. It struck me that either these places weren’t heavily guarded, or the guards had been called to help fight the fires. Either way, I said a quick thank you to Picus.

      Up the stairs to a sea of pretty, curious faces. Three kitsune girls and like twenty human or humanoid girls.

      “So,” I said, “I’m here to rescue anyone who wants to come and that Letitia said—”

      “We’re ready,” a brunette near the front said.

      “Going out the front this time,” I replied.

      “This time?”

      I didn’t wait to clarify, so I just led the charge down the stairs and out the front door. I held the door for the twenty some-odd half-clothed ladies to leave the brothel and sprint across the cobblestone street.

      The non-Keener guides were busy getting hammered at a table outside the guild shop. I waved as I trotted behind the girls into the gatehouse, enjoying the confused looks on their faces as they struggled to come to grips with what they were witnessing.

      Once in the gatehouse, I gave the new girls the same speech as I’d given the old girls, and gave the two guards another mark.

      Then I headed back out to throw down on phase three.
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      Phase Three was the quickest of them all. I just grabbed Bear from the hotel room and brought her over to the gatehouse so she could invisible the girls and guide them all up to the Gloom Cave Camp.

      But with Bear riding my shoulder, and me running through the increasingly chaotic town, where a riot was brewing at both bars as Thalers fought with Rogers and Rogers tried to burn down Thalers, a small woman standing with a lantern outside the gatehouse stepped in my way.

      “Good evening Montana,” Kari said.

      “Um, hi,” I said.

      “You’re having a busy night.”

      “You know, got a bit going on.”

      “Do you want me to shoot the shit with you or just shoot straight?”

      “Given how much I still have left to do,” I said, “might want to be quick about our talk.”

      “You need to stop.”

      “Can you be a little clearer?”

      “The guild knows what you’re doing, and you need to stop. Right now.”

      “I’m merely assisting some friends in a nighttime hike.”

      “Friends who aren’t free to go.”

      “Does the guild condone slavery?” I asked, measuring my breathing to stop from flipping out.

      “Of course not.”

      “Then—”

      “But the guild also recognizes the need for this little outpost to exist. There is an incredible amount of economic opportunity here. Something that provides income and allows the guild to do a whole lot across the entire world.”

      “You’re going to have an uphill battle convincing me that gold is more important than people.”

      “Gold is more important than people. Some people, at least.”

      “And here I was starting to like you.”

      “I am just being honest, Duke Coggeshall.”

      I blinked a few times. I didn’t want to admit that she’d surprised me, but, well, she did.

      “We know who you are,” she continued. “It took some digging, quite a bit of work and more than a little gold to follow your trail. What we don’t know is why you’re here. Or, frankly, how you got here. Care to clear either of those questions up?”

      I took a big breath and let it out nice and slow, stalling to get my brain straight, trying to figure out exactly how much of the truth to lay out for her.

      “Here’s the thing,” I said, “I’m looking for someone in particular. Someone who came from here to my home and tried really hard to fuck shit up. I’m looking for that asshole, and the only thing I’ve really got is that they worked with goblins and stole a book from the wizard’s tower. But they’re here, so—”

      “So you’re burning the place to the ground to get this person to come out?”

      “I mean, that’s one way of looking at it.”

      “So if we bring you this person, you’ll stop?”

      I could feel Bear grabbing my ear and tugging at it, which I thought meant I should say yes. But I didn’t want to say yes. Partially because I was starting to like the idea of destroying the place…

      “I’m not returning the slaves,” I said.

      “Montana,” Kari said darkly, “think about who we are.”

      “Who’s that?”

      Her mouth went thin. “The Caravaners Guild. We are not some tiny union acting like petty tyrants in a podunk town tucked in the asshole of the world. We are the only organization that literally spans  the entire world. We tracked you down, despite you being thousands and thousands of miles from your shitty little Empire that has no idea how small it really is. We are the backbone of all civilization. With a word from us, you and yours will rue the day you heard—”

      “Okay, I get it,” I said. “You’re going to blacklist me and never deliver anything to me.”

      “You misunderstand, Montana. We will blacklist your entire nation. We will deliver nothing to Glaton. And we will make sure plenty gets to the countries intent on conquering your shithole.”

      “Now that’s not nice—”

      “We are not nice, Montana of Coggeshall. We are the Caravaners Guild.”

      She stood there, breathing heavy, her indignance practically radiating off her small body.

      “You know,” I said, “as far as I can tell, you probably could do that. Entirely possible, and probably within your rights as a guild full of assholes. Which is a shame, because I kind of dug you and thought you were cute, but now I know. But you probably haven’t done anything yet, which means I could kill every single member of the Caravaners Guild and then nothing would happen to me.”

      Kari blinked a few times and looked at me again.

      “You can’t do that,” she said.

      “I mean, actually,” I countered, “I’ve done that a few times over. Is there a way to look at my kill count? I don’t know it anymore, because it’s kind of up there. I’ve actually got a few levels of Slayer and I’m kind of a nightmare creature to a whole group of people.”

      I didn’t mention that that group of people was goblins, but, you know. I was trying to make a point.

      “You couldn’t kill us—”

      I had a dagger at her neck before she could finish her sentence.

      “Oh look at that,” I whispered into her ear. “I could.”

      I stood up straight and sheathed the dagger.

      “I don’t want to,” I said, “but don’t mistake that for being unable.”

      “We could send out the message in a heartbeat,” Kari said, really trying hard to hide the tremor in her voice, “and you’d be fucked.”

      I got another hard yank from my shoulder brownie.

      “You find the person I’m looking for,” I said, “and I will leave. With the women who are no longer slaves.”

      She frowned, crossed her arms, and seemed to seesaw between yes and no several times before finally giving me a single nod.

      “What have you got about this person?” She asked.

      “Climbed the tower and stole a book. Went to Coggeshall, which is in Glaton, and helped the goblins there. Came back here after I killed all the goblins. Hasn’t left yet.”

      “How do you know they haven’t left yet?”

      “Because I checked your log book and everyone that has left is accounted for.

      “That is not a lot to go on.”

      “Maybe that’s why I haven’t been able to find them yet.”

      “We will give you this person at sun up,” she said. “You get those slaves—”

      “Former slaves.”

      “Get them out of Halstadt now. They will not be allowed back in under any circumstances.”

      “Okay,” I said, “I’ll meet you back here at sunup.”

      She glowered at me for a moment longer, then stomped away.

      “You are playing a dangerous game,” Bear whispered. “That guild could very well destroy Glaton if they so chose.”

      “Fuck ‘em,” I said.

      She sighed. “Eloquent as always, your grace.”
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      Between Keener, me, and Bear, we managed the night hike rather well. We led the girls, decked out like Halstadt guards, through the rocks, hills, plateaux, and the like through the darkness of night. Right up until we got lost and Yuri came and found us.

      It was the sort of thing where I was worried I’d have to return my Eagle Scout badge. But, then again, my job wasn’t pathfinding so much as throwing rocks at any of the myriad creatures who thought they might get a tasty snack. The abetere were not keen on being pelted with stones, especially if said stone was thrown through a thin wing.

      And once we got to Yuri, or, rather, once Yuri happened to come across us while he was out foraging for cacti and delivered us to the small camp he had set up within the mouth of the cave, he was not happy I was heading back down.

      “Not done?” He asked.

      “Not yet,” I replied.

      “The whole city is on fire,” he said. “What’s left to do?”

      “Find out who was behind the goblin thing and destroy them. You know, at least according to the wording in the quest.”

      “Does it count if the person is accidentally slaughtered in your wanton acts of arson?”

      “First of all, I only set some of those fires. Second of all, that’s what I thought at first, but probably not since I also have to identify them. But I made a deal with the guild, who’s going to find the dude for us.  That’s why I have to go back. After that, we should be ready to go home.”

      “And we are bringing everyone here?”

      “I mean, it’s not like we are going to be carrying them. They’re walking along with us.”

      “Do you remember the trek here?”

      “Yeah. Lots of wedging into small spaces. But they’re smaller than us. They’ll have an easy time getting through.’

      “I remember bugs trying to eat us.”

      “Bah, you go first and kill the bugs.”

      “I admire your confidence.”

      Then a big face looked at me from the wall.

      “Hey, Clifford,” I said.

      The viddergharst broke into something like a smile.

      “That’s another question,” Yuri said. “He seems to think he’s coming with us as well.”

      “He is,” I replied.

      “You want to explain that to me?”

      “Magic.”

      “You’re going to explode and take him with you?”

      “You think that would work?”

      “No.”

      “I have an enchanted item that is going to do the heavy lifting. So to speak.”

      The big lion man frowned at me.

      “I say this as your friend, Montana,” he started slowly. “You need to be mindful of who and what you are bringing to your home.”

      “They’re slaves,” I said. “Or were. I can’t leave them here.”

      “If you think the kitsune girls are the problem…”

      “Clifford?”

      Clifford popped his head up again, and I gave him a wave.

      Then he blended right back into the wall.

      “You realize he is a creature of the desert,” Yuri said, “and you are bringing him to the depths of winter.”

      “He’s got a good coat of fur,” I said.

      “Montana. Are you really—”

      “I’m mostly joking. I know he’s a desert creature, but you want to try and leave him here? Because if you think you can do it, I’m more than happy to let you.”

      Yuri sighed.

      “Has he been hard to control?” I asked.

      “Not at all,” Yuri replied. “I hate to admit how helpful he has been. He seems to consider us as family. He brings food to us, has provided protection. Just…”

      “You worry how he’ll be around a larger population?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “You guys have gotten good at saying that when you really want to say ‘fuck you’.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Okay, well, yes, your grace to you as well. I’ll be back when I’m back.”

      “Yes, your grace.”
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      The hike down was faster than the hike up. Which, you know, should be pretty obvious, what with going downhill and all. I actually took a few minutes to enjoy the view here and there. The moons provided a really stunning illumination to the somewhat austere desert landscape.

      But I managed to get to Halstadt with a little bit of time to burn, so I chose to sit down outside the Guild shop, where I could watch the town smolder. I felt a little bad. I mean, not that bad, because I was pretty sure basically everyone inside the town was awful. But, you know, I’ve never been that big a fan of killing. Despite the evidence.

      There was still a fair amount of action within the town walls, as lots of men and women worked hard to put out fires. And, also, fight each other. There seemed to be roving gangs of Rogers and Thaler men who, upon seeing their rivals, would charge and throw down.

      There didn’t seem to be that much death, just a lot of grievous injuries. I had the feeling death would come later to most, if not all, of the injured. Especially if they weren’t able to work any longer.

      Finally, a familiar face, surrounded by guards, came marching through the smokey haze of the town headed right for me.

      “Good morning, Kari,” I said.

      “You’re early, Montana,” Kari replied.

      She had on more armor this time, and her hair and face were streaked with black smoke and char. The guild guards had similar looks to them.

      In the middle of the group of guards was a hooded figure in shackles. Chains went from his wrists to two guards, making sure the poor bastard had no chance to run.

      “This is the one, eh?” I asked.

      Kari gave me a nod, and then gestured at the guards.

      One stepped forward and whipped the hood off to reveal a man. Just an ordinary looking guy. Minus, of course, all the blood on his face that barely concealed the bruises that were already forming.

      He looked about in a panic, really confused.

      “Montana,” Kari said, pointedly, “Duke of Coggeshall, this is Lloyd Allen. He is the person you are looking for.”

      I took a step forward and peered at the guy.

      His eyes darted around frantically, meeting mine but more focused on Kari.

      “You came to Coggeshall, huh?” I asked.

      “I, uh,” he started, and glanced at Kari. “Yes.”

      “And helped out with the trolls?”

      “Um, I thought it was goblins?”

      “It would seem Duke Coggeshall has doubts as to your veracity,” Kari said smugly.

      “I mean,” I said, “it’s pretty fucking obvious you found this chump and beat the shit out of him so he’d say it was him. Did you tell him I’m supposed to torture and murder him in order to complete my quest?”

      “He what?” Lloyd asked, his voice going up an octave. “I didn’t—”

      “I know, Lloyd,” I said. “You have no idea who I am.”

      “Lloyd,” Kari growled, “now we’re going to kill and torture you—”

      “No, you aren’t,” I interjected. “Lloyd is going to come with me. Now,” I activated veritasium, “who actually climbed the tower and stole the book?”

      “The Rogers girl,” Kari replied. “Wait— you—”

      I just smiled, and started heading for the Rogers compound.

      “You can’t do this,” Kari said, rushing to catch up to me.

      “Can and will,” I replied without stopping. I took even bigger steps.

      “Montana, this is your last chance to—”

      “If you want to blacklist the entire Empire of Glaton, be my guest. But that just means I’ll have to add your guild to my list of asses to kick. And probably move it to the top.”

      “Kill him,” Kari shrieked.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw one of the guards — the brave one I suppose — come charging at me. He pulled his sword out and angled it to run me through.

      After a quick calculation, I decided to do something I thought would pay dividends.

      I planted my feet and drove my shoulder at the guard, accepting the blade through my midsection as the price of doing business.

      The guard’s face slammed into my shoulder, and there was a loud crunch from his face and a sharp crack from the neighborhood of his neck as his head shot back at an odd angle.

      He dropped, lifeless, to the ground.

      I pulled the sword out of my midsection, maintaining eye contact with the next nearest guard as I did so, then dropped the sword on the ground with a sneer. I stood up straight, turned around, and continued on walking.

      “Fuck this,” one of the guards said. I heard boots hitting the ground going the other way.

      “Get back here!” Kari yelled.

      I just kept going. I was done with the guild for now.
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      There was no guard on duty at the Rogers compound. It was also one of the few places in the city that didn’t seem to have much in the way of smoke coming from it, which felt like an oversight on my part. If I had really wanted to get these assholes riled up, I would have started with burning their mansions down.

      I grabbed the wrought-iron gate, ripped it off the wall, and tossed it over my shoulder.

      The Rogers guard stood there, then threw his sword down and held his hands up.

      “Where’s the daughter?” I asked.

      The guard pointed to a small outbuilding that looked quite a bit like a shed.

      “Right. Get the fuck out of here,” I said.

      The guard ran past me.

      I stomped to the outbuilding, noticing that either the other guards were out fighting fires, or they’d decided not to intervene.

      The outbuilding had a rather stout door and a single window high up on the wall. The flat roof was about ten feet from the ground, and it seemed as if the walls had been formed out of a single piece of stone. Which, in my mind at least, was a clear indication magic had been used to build the structure.

      I tried the door.

      Locked.

      I kicked the door.

      Nothing. (Except my foot hurt.)

      A piece of the door opened, and I could see a young girl’s face.

      “It won’t open like that,” she said softly.

      “You want to open it for me?” I asked.

      “I can’t open it. Only my father can unlock this building. If you would like to kill me, I suggest you kill my father first.”

      She started to close the bit of the door.

      I reached out to stop her and my hand hit something invisible and bounced off.

      “Wait,” I said.

      She stopped.

      “Why did you do it?” I asked.

      “Kill my father,” she said, emotionless. Then she shut the door within a door.

      I stared at the closed door for a second, trying to figure out what the fuck was going on.

      “I mean, I’ve heard of daddy issues…” I said.

      Then I decided it was time to talk to her father.
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      The mansion was eerily empty. The guards were gone. The help was gone. When I peeked through the open doors, I just saw vacancy. My boots echoed as I walked on the stone floors.

      From above, I could hear someone singing. A haunting melody with words I couldn’t quite make out.

      I remembered the way to the bath. Considering it was the last place I’d seen Mister Rogers, figured that was the best place to find him. So I walked the maze of passages until I got to the door.

      Where the singing was louder.

      I pushed the door open with my toe and peeked inside.

      The massive figure was there in the bath, eyes closed, singing.

      Then the singing stopped, mid-word.

      “You can come in if you would like,” Rogers said, his eyes still closed.

      I stepped inside the room, more confused then ever.

      “I wondered,” Rogers continued, “at least initially, why someone from so far away would be willing to visit Halstadt. Honestly, I have yet to truly understand, but I no longer wonder, because I fear it bears no import to me. You have made things, erm, unpleasant for me here. And that is less than ideal because I find a certain bubbling rage rising.”

      “No offense, bub,” I said, walking around to the front of the bath so I could look the man in the face, “but I don’t think you’re in a position do much with that rage.”

      “I can see how you would think that,” Rogers said, finally opening his eyes and fixing me with a strange smile. “It is precisely what I want you, and others, to think when they see me. That I have little to bring to bear on the situation.”

      He slowly let his feet drop down until they hit the bottom of the bath, a good five feet down. Then, he pushed himself to standing, the water draining off him in great sheets. He was tall. At least seven feet. And nearly as wide.

      “Your daughter wants to kill you,” I said.

      “I know this,” he replied.

      “Didn’t really do such a great job keeping her pure if she wants you dead.”

      “She is pure enough. She did corrupt her brother, however, when she sent him to visit you. I fear I was not paying enough attention to stop that from happening.”

      He went up a step, and it looked like it took him a lot of effort to move his bulk. It looked like even I’d have trouble moving if I weighed as much.

      “I am afraid you have quite a bit that belongs to me,” he said, stepping all the way out of the bath and standing in front of me, “and I might be willing to forget the damage you have done to my buildings if you were to return my property unharmed in due haste.”

      “The kitsune girls?” I asked. “Not a chance.”

      “This is unacceptable,” he said, his voice getting louder. “You have made grievous errors this night, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      “Man, don’t use my name like it’s going to do something to me. I don’t care that you know who I am. I know who you are.”

      “You know nothing of me,” he said, sneering at me. “You have doomed everyone around you. You have broken the accord, and I am free.”

      “The accord?”

      He bellowed out and started to strain, like he was trying to stretch. For a moment, it really seemed like his limbs were getting longer. Then there was a tearing noise, and his skin started to rip.

      “Hey, uh, Mister Rogers, you might want to—”

      Blood started pouring forth as his flesh seemed to be rent apart by his own pulling. I stepped backward, getting some space between me and the oncoming blood rush, but he had already blocked me from getting to the exit.

      He roared again, his voice now painfully loud. The flesh around his leg tore, and sloughed off in one big lump, revealing neon blue glowing bones beneath.

      “What the—”

      He grabbed at his chest, then tore it and tossed a chunk of muscle and fat to the side, where it hit the wall and slowly slid down.

      Blue talons pushed through the ends of his fingers. He used those incandescent claws to rip at his remaining flesh with a rabid frenzy, causing a red mist to form around him.

      There was an inhuman screeching noise from within the mist, and a figure seemed to unfold from within, stretching up through the skylight and crushing the walls on either side.

      Crystal showered down and rock tumbled to the grounds, leaving us in daylight. Me and this blue demonic-looking motherfucker that was somewhere in the neighborhood of forty feet tall.

      “Now,” Rogers said, his true voice rumbling, “die.”
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      His giant blue taloned hands extended out and lightning shot from them, wrapping me up.

      My whole body became wracked with pain, and I couldn’t move.

      Rogers chuckled as my skin blackened and smoke started to rise.

      I tipped myself forward into the bath, splashing into the bit of remaining water, water that Rogers still stood in.

      He started to shock himself, vibrating with the electricity running into his own body.

      Immediately he stopped.

      I took a deep breath and kicked off the side of the bath, going through his legs and coming out the other side. I ran for the door. But as I pulled the door open, Rogers pushed the wall down, and rubble filled the hall.

      I turned, reached into my bag, and pulled out a sword.

      Rogers sneered at the blade while forming a ball of energy in one hand. He threw the ball, and it formed a tail as it flew, like a comet.

      Jumping left, the ball passed by so close I could feel how cold it was. It hit the ground in an explosion of ice, frost forming on every surface the shards hit, including me.

      I lunged forward, sword leading the way, and plunged the blade through Rogers’ lower leg. At least, that was the plan. Instead, the tip of the sword hit his leg and just slid along, with nary a scratch left behind. The sword had bent.

      Rogers started laughing.

      I looked up and saw him staring at me.

      “You begin to realize—” he started.

      I flipped the sword over, grabbed it by the blade, and started bashing at his leg with the sword’s hilt, as if it was a club.

      “Stop that,” Rogers bellowed, extending out a hand and pouring energy at me. “You will bend to my will.”

      I could feel the energy entering me, filling me, trying to force me to stop. It was bizarre, because there seemed to be a moment where I could sense the totality of what this thing wanted of me, which oddly wasn’t my death, but to injure me so totally I wasn’t able to move.

      But nah. That wasn’t really my thing.

      I shook off the feeling and started to double down on beating him.

      He kicked his leg out, knocking the sword away.

      But there wasn’t much behind his kick. It felt weak.

      Granted, it’s not like me beating on him with a bent sword was doing much beyond irritating him.

      I feinted like I was going to go back to beating him with the sword, and he bit, moving to dodge.

      Instead, I threw the sword at his head, beaning him in the blue demon nose. Then I jumped off the second floor onto the ground below.

      I needed a second to think, assess what weapons I had, and figure out a way to beat this asshat.

      As soon as my feet hit the grass, I started sprinting, moving across the compound toward the little locked out building. As I heard the roar of Mister Rogers screaming for me to show myself, I slipped around the edge of the shed and pounded on the door.

      “Not sure if you can hear this,” I shouted at the door, “but if you could give me a hint about the true nature of your father, it’d go a long way to me not killing you.”

      The little door opened.

      “Killing me?” The daughter asked. “Kill him.”

      “What is he?” I asked.

      “Bedaotuong.”

      “I have no idea what—.”

      “A djinn. A powerful one. And he wants me to be his next flesh vessel—”

      “Flesh vessel?”

      “He has shown his true form, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “COGGESHALL!” Bellowed out Rogers, “Hiding does not become you!”

      “So he has discarded his flesh vessel and will come for me,” she said, looking down at her feet.

      “Any chance you know of some secret vulnerability he has?”

      “You would do best to run,” she said quietly.

      “Not my style,” I replied. “I’d just prefer it if I didn’t have to cut my way out from the inside this time.”

      I peeked around the edge and now that I had a better look at him, I realized that probably wasn’t going to be the play with this beast. He was basically a skeleton with just a hint of skin stretched taut everywhere. Long, shaggy tendrils came off his head, which was vaguely humanoid, but his jaw was too wide, too long. No nose, just two holes, and more worm-like tendrils coming out of his face, as if he’d gone for a strange and foul approximation of a beard. His feet were long, and very bony, and shaped a bit like a dinosaur.

      “Ah,” Rogers said, catching sight of me. “You seek to deprive me of my next flesh?”

      I moved back to try and get something from the daughter, but she’d shut her tiny door again.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      And then Rogers was there, his huge smiling face popping up over the little shed.

      “Peek a boo!” He shouted at me. Then he waved his hand. “Prefer you not run about.”

      Stone walls lifted out of the ground, surrounding me.

      I jumped up and grabbed the top, vaulting over the wall.

      But while I was in mid-vault, the wall disappeared, and I tumbled to the ground. Another wall formed, and trapped me again. And the walls kept rising higher and higher.

      “You would do well to give up now,” Rogers said. “I might be willing to use you as my flesh vessel instead.”

      He sent another lighting bolt my way, and though I dove, it hit my foot and made my body go rigid mid-air. I slammed into the ground once again.

      But falling broke the line between me and the electricity, and I was free. Even though it seemed to be cooking my skin, and definitely made me all rigid (ew, not like that), I wasn’t actually taking that much damage, even though they seemed like pretty badass spells.

      I opened my knapsack and pulled out the sword of weight. I charged at the big blue asshole and swung for the fences.

      The blade just bounced of his blue boney form, and the bedaotuong laughed.

      “What the fuck?” I muttered.

      I threw the sword at his stupid laughing face, and it went right into his mouth.

      He choked a little, then bit down hard. There was a grand snapping noise, a flash of light from his mouth, and then he started chewing. He swallowed and gave me a crooked smile.

      “Got any more treats?” He asked.

      “No, I—” I started, but he hit me with a mist of red energy, and I was suddenly reaching for my bag.

      “Yes, yes!” Mister Rogers started.

      I shook my head, and, because I didn’t have anything right at hand, I punched his stupid leg.

      My fist connected with the huge bedaotuong’s shin, and there was a sharp crack.

      He looked at me, eyes wide.

      “Impossible,” he whispered. Though given his size, it was hardly quiet.

      I looked at my fist, then at his leg, which was not exactly in a healthy position.

      Quickly, I punched again, hard, in the same place.

      The flesh deformed around the broken bone, and skin seemed to stretch right to its ripping point.

      The bedaotuong roared in pain. I grabbed the skin with both hands, got my foot planted against his leg, and pulled, putting all my strength behind the move.

      For a second, nothing happened. Then Mister Rogers tried to lift his foot up, but I was clearly too heavy. His skin ripped, coming off in a giant flap. I went flying to the ground.

      Another roar, and the bedaotuong turned to run away.

      “Oh, we’re not done yet, Mister Rogers!” I shouted, sprinting after him.

      I dove for his leg, and shoved his rising left leg into his planted right. Classic playground bully maneuver, which worked like a charm. The bedaotuong tripped himself up and crashed, face first, into the wall he’d brought up.

      The wall crumbled under him, almost like it parted for him as he touched it.

      I ran up the djinn’s back until I got to his horrific head of tendrils, all looking like worms and flopping about as if alive, angry, and afraid. I leapt up, and brought both my feet down on the back of the bedaotuong’s skull.

      The skull held for the barest of moments before cracking under my onslaught. Then I disappeared into the inside of the bedaotuong’s cranium, essentially taking an involuntary bath in the brain of the djinn.
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      It is something of a comment of my lifestyle that I can say I’m reasonably well-versed with experiencing the inside of other beings involuntarily. I know what brains feel like. More or less, I mean, I’m sure there’s some variation amongst the seemingly impossible number of creatures on Vuldranni.

      What I was not expecting when I went into the bedaotuong’s brains was to feel lots of small, pokey, sharp things.

      It hurt being in there, especially with quite a bit of my skin currently missing, thanks to being scorched alive a few times.

      For a moment, I could feel the bedaotuong still moving, still trying to get up, as if the rest of the body hadn’t received notice that the control center went down. Then I felt a huge shudder go through the entire body, and a blue wispy sort of face seemed to coalesce in front of me.

      “This is not over,” this blue face breathed at me.

      And then there was another grand rumble of the bedaotuong’s body, and it just sort of fell apart. I was bathed in sunshine.

      Blue sparkles were everywhere though, and it actually took me a second to realize that I was sitting in the largest collection of perfect sapphires I had ever seen. The entire bedaotuong’s body went from solid fleshy bits, sort of, to sapphires right as I also received the notice:
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Mister Rogers (lvl 58 bedaotuong).

      You’ve earned a 7500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      I stood up, elated. Confused but elated. I noticed that cracks were everywhere in every building, and those cracks were growing.

      But because I’m obviously a loot whore, I shoveled all the sapphires into my knapsack first, and then I started to pay attention to what was happening around me.

      Every last building in the manor house was crumbling. Bits of stone fell off the walls, turning to dust and pebbles by the time they hit the ground.

      I turned to look at the out-building just in time to see the walls collapse inward and the roof come down.

      I sprinted across the distance, sliding to a stop and digging at the rocks, tossing everything over my shoulder until I got to the young girl.

      “You killed him,” she said weakly, her voice hardly above a whisper.

      “I did, but hold on,” I replied, fumbling at my bag. “I know I have a healing potion here—”

      “They promised to help me if I helped them,” she whispered, blood coming out of her mouth, her head, and a hundred other places I couldn’t pinpoint. “I didn’t know. My brother and I didn’t know what we did. We thought…”

      She drifted off.

      “You thought what?” I asked. “Stay with me here.”

      My knapsack held no healing potions. My pouches also seemed bereft of them. I felt like I had to have one on me somewhere, and yet—

      “I didn’t know,” she said again, eyes closed. I’m not even sure she knew she was talking to me. “I needed to kill him to free me… to free all of us…”

      And with that, she died.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a  QUEST!

      Complete Destruction I

      Find and destroy those responsible for the Night Goblin - Coggeshall War.

      Reward for success: Unknown
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        * * *

      

      “Oh you fuckers,” I shouted at the skies. “Now? You have to say I destroyed her? I saved her!”

      Naturally the world wasn’t about to bother talking back to me. It never really had.

      I stood up and pulled out two gold marks from my coin purse and put them over her eyes, leaving her in place. It was as good a burial as any.
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      By the time I walked out of the Rogers manor, the rest of Halstadt was in the process of falling apart. All the stones were turning to dust. The huge guild buildings lay crushed under their copper roofs. The town walls were down, and the hot desert wind whipped through. The hotel was flattened.

      In less than ten minutes, there were only five things left standing. The wizard’s tower, the gatehouse, the fountain, and three shacks that only lasted until a good gust of wind knocked them over, revealing the men hiding inside the outhouses.

      There shouts and cries as people tried to figure out what the fuck had just happened. And, probably more importantly, what the fuck was going to happen.

      I walked on. I knew I could help, but these were fuck ass cheese dicks responsible for keeping slaves. I didn’t want to help. I wanted them to suffer. So I walked on, moving along the cobblestone road as it became soft smooth sand, harder to walk along than the hard-packed desert on either side.

      I went through the gatehouse, empty since the soldiers were out trying to salvage what they could, and I paused at the book. I looked over the entries, noticing that I had been tracked coming and going, as well as all the kitsune girls. I added in that Montana of Coggeshall had left.
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      Clifford was not a huge fan of being small, or riding in my pocket. Until, that is, we got inside the Gloom and he saw how tight all the various spaces were. And then he was a happy, if heavy, little guy, and I lost mana at a prodigious rate.

      The various kitsune girls were surprisingly robust, and kept up with Yuri without complaint, despite them being as squished as any of us. Keener, not really much of a surprise, was actually the most vociferous with his whining.

      Overall, it took more time than I’d anticipated, but, perhaps because we were such a big group, we didn’t actually run into much trouble. It just took a while to get everyone through.

      Finally, we emerged from the Gloom. While everyone else began the long walk up the stairs, I took out the big hammers I’d stolen from the smithies, and Yuri and I destroyed the Gloom portal. Though, of course, Yuri explained to me that most people probably wouldn’t know the appropriate rituals needed to power up the portal, so what we were doing was mostly destroying the access we had to the Gloom, but I didn’t want it. At least not then.

      Up top, the best thing that could have happened with the kitsune girls happened. They came into the wide open cavern and were immediately met by Amber. Nothing better for a kitsune girl to meet another kitsune girl who was not pressed into a sexual relationship, job, or whathaveyou. Amber was in tears seeing them all, and they hugged and talked rapidly, as if they all knew each other. It was actually a really nice moment, something that seemed in short supply lately.

      Then, it was time to finally go back to Coggeshall.
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      Coggeshall was busy, at least as busy as it got in the middle of winter.

      Fritz was fully healed and in fine form, spending his days ferrying people about the valley.

      I dropped off my butt loads of sapphires with Lee, and got a rather impressive ear-full of invectives from a dude who really doesn’t curse all that often.

      A small group was continuing to finish off Northfort while Lee, Mercy, and Essie worked with Harmut on getting the river to stop flooding Coggeshall. It was proving something of a challenge, because it seemed like the river was a big fan of the new way it was flowing, and was almost actively resisting Mercy and Essie’s efforts at putting the new channel in place.

      Our new giant monster, Clifford, was not a big fan of the snow… at first. He seemed to get used to it quickly, and was romping about in short order. Once we introduced Clifford to the lone rolegurdaüdi, it seemed like things were going to be really good. The two just clicked. Sure, they rumbled a bit the first few days and maybe destroyed half of one level of indoor farm. But after I broke up a few of their fights, they really got along and were practically inseparable.

      Also new, and barely speaking the language, Keener found a friend in Amber, and was immediately pulled into the rangers, happy to finally find a group as interested in observing and studying the wilds as he was.

      Arno, with some substantial help from Timurlan the lifeweaver and the entire coven of witches, had managed to move the still-living breeder from the goblin cave over to what had, at one time, been Fritz’s mending cave. It wasn’t much of a lab, and was really fucking cold so necessitated perpetual fires to keep the breeder thing from freezing, but at least it was in a spot where it could be studied. Much to Hetsetsa’s entertainment. She seemed to have moved down there on semi-permanant basis just to keep track of what Arno and Timurlan were doing.

      Skeld had been busy as, well, me while I wasn’t there. And it seemed like he was going to have to fill in as chancellor for a while longer, because it seemed like my actual chancellor wasn’t yet up to leaving the hospital. Those who were suffering from the lizard plague were finally out of danger of dying, but they seemed unable to fully heal.

      A horde of prinkies were working on the walls, walls which were actually starting to rise up and look like, you know, actual walls. It was going to be a lot bigger than the first set up, and I was excited, but also really fucking nervous. It would take a big army to handle guarding that much wall.

      Speaking of armies, Wian was whipping soldiers into shape. All sorts of soldiers. There was a large kobold regiment who were in the midst of training with the smaller but powerful centaur group. All the soldiers he had brought with him had finally made it into Coggeshall, and were being integrated into our military as well as our community.

      Plus, there were the families who came with the soldiers, and Skeld had slowly found ways to put them all to work.

      Skeld was happy to see Bear, though Bear looked like hot shit, and had to basically go straight to brownie magic rehab so she could get her Feedoheem fix and become her sassy self once again.

      Oddly, it seemed like me being gone for a spell was something of a boon for everyone else. Hells, I’d only been gone for what seemed like a few days, and yet, so many fucking ducks had been put in a fucking row.

      Maybe because I felt a little like I was being upstaged by Skeld, which I was and actually wasn’t that upset about, and maybe because I felt a bit like I needed to do something for the people of Coggeshall, I went to the treasury and snagged the magic building box.

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

      Brews or books. Booze or books.

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

      “Your grace!” A voice called out.

      I opened my eyes.

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

      “Uh, that’s me,” I said.

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The End.
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      Oh boy, after this, I definitely am ready for the next adventure:

      

      Flex in the City - March 24

      

      Just an FYI, The Bad Guys resumes August 12, 2021:

      Back to One

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      July 24

      

      Friends, Readers, and anyone else who somehow found their way here:

      

      Holy smokes.

      What a ride.

      This has been a rough patch of life. And really for no solid reason. Sure, I had to move, and I guess that’s a pain in the ass. For some reason, because I moved so often as a kid, I somehow thought this would be a smooth transition, going from Southern Oregon to Northern New England.

      It’s been upending and bizarre, but wonderful. I really love where we’re living now — I can see the ocean from my office and have fewer nightmares about forest fires subsuming my life and family. I’m told there are still bears about, though the moose are more horrifying, while my son is terrified of lobsters. The move is all done, more or less, and I’m back to work full time. The next few books should be out on time, in theory and with fingers crossed.

      And with all that said, I am still one lucky s.o.b. I have the best job I’ve ever had, my family is wonderful, and we’re all healthy right now. Life is good, and it’s largely due to all of y’all reading and enjoying my stories. So thank you. I hope you enjoy this slice of Vuldranni.

      Next up will be a return to the Bad Guys, where we’re going to see how Clyde deals with, well, stuff. ;) No spoilers here.

      Okay, I hope you enjoyed the book! I’m off to get writing again. I hope y’all are doing fantastically, but if you aren’t and you’d like to chat, feel free to reach out. I’m around for any one of you. You are loved, you are cared about, and y’all rock.

      

      Smooches and belly rubs,

      

      Eric
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Eric Ugland ran away from Seattle to join the circus. And then he came to his senses, and moved to Manhattan, then Los Angeles, then Southern Oregon, and yet, somehow, wound up in Maine. Now he's a novelist in Portland, trapped by trees and snow and bears and moose and lobsters. Mostly lobsters. SO MANY lobsters!

      

      The Good Guys and The Bad Guys are continuing LitRPG series I’m writing in the world of iNcarn8. They are discrete series, so you don’t have to read both, but if you do, you’ll get more from it.  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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